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  Prologue




  Arizona—Present Day




  “I don’t like this place,” Rena Dumont said to her two friends as they trailed behind the guide through the narrow cavern. Her words weren’t as much complaints as verbal fears. “I don’t see how this could be one of the most wonderful attractions in the area.”




  “I think it’s gorgeous. Look at the beautiful formations. The unique designs make me think of a fairy land,” Barbara Smith said.




  “They’re not beautiful to me. I don’t know why I let you talk me into coming down into this cave in the first place. I feel like I might pass out.” Her voice shook and her heart raced.




  Barbara laughed. “Calm down, Rena. Think of all those western romance novels you read. Maybe one of your fantasy cowboys walked in this cave at one time.”




  “That’s right, Rena,” Cassie Evans said. “After all, we’re in the land of your dream men.”




  “I’d love to meet a cowboy like the ones I read about, but not in here. I hate to complain, but you know I despise caves.” She shuddered.




  “The tour won’t last much longer.” Cassie gestured around. “Just pretend this is an adventure with one of your cowboys. He’s tall, dark, handsome and strong, but has that gentle side. Now, you wouldn’t want him to see you’re afraid of a little old cave.”




  “Right! Any cowboy I have in my fantasy would never make me come into a cave in the first place.”




  “Then think of it as conquering your fear of being underground,” Barbara suggested.




  “There are no caves to explore in Atlanta so I don’t have to get over my fear. I won’t even work in Atlanta Underground. Everyone knows I only plan to be underground one more time and that won’t happen for 80 or 90 years. I won’t know anything about it.”




  Barbara and Cassie laughed. “Well, you’re here now, so try to take it like the fearless law officer you are,” Cassie said. “Just look for that handsome cowboy digging away for gold in one of these tunnels.”




  “Right now all I’d want from him are directions to the exit.”




  Barbara shook her head. “I don’t believe that. You read about those dudes all the time. The cowboy who doesn’t let anyone or anything get in the way of his goals until he comes across a pretty lady who tames him. You can’t tell me you’d turn your back on him, even in here.”




  Rena frowned at her. “Most of those books are set in the eighteen hundreds. They don’t make men like that anymore. Besides I’m not interested in any man at this point in my life. It hasn’t been that long since…”




  Cassie took her friend’s arm. “It’s been a year. You can’t live in the past forever, Rena.”




  “Cassie’s right,” Barbara added. “You know that’s why we insisted on coming west for our trip this year. We knew this area has intrigued you forever.”




  “I appreciate it, girls. I admit I love the area. I’m glad we decided to rent a car and leave Las Vegas and tour all this beautiful land. It’s just this damn cave.”




  Barbara smiled. “When we decided each of us would choose one thing we wanted to do on this trip, you both had to know I’d decide to tour a cave.”




  “She’s right, Rena. After all, Barbara did go with you on that Sky Walk over the Grand Canyon and you know how afraid of heights she is.”




  “I wish now she’d refused to go. Then I could’ve stayed in the Visitor Center with a Diet Coke and a clear conscious while you two decided to bury yourselves underground.”




  “Don’t think of it as underground. Think of it as a beautiful abandoned castle. It might make you like it better.” Barbara patted her arm.




  “I know it’s ridiculous, but getting to the ground above is the only thing that’ll make me feel better.”




  Cassie cocked an eyebrow. “Relax and think about what I’m going to have us do. Remember, tomorrow is my choice of our adventure.”




  “What are you going to make us do?” Barbara asked.




  “You know I love history. I want to tour an old ghost town. I think Yellow Creek is a good one from what I read in the brochure. It’s not too far from here.”




  “I’m sorry to be such a wimp, my friends.” Rena took hold of Barbara’s arm. “I’ll try to keep my mouth shut until we get out of here. Just don’t decide you want to explore some old abandoned gold mine in that ghost town because if you do, I’m not going.”




  “I promise we won’t go underground for your peace of mind, nor will we climb on anything high for Barbara.”




  “That sounds good, Cassie.” Barbara patted Rena’s back and laughed. “Now come along friend and keep up with the group. You may end up having fun whether you want to or not.”




  Barbara winked at her. “And don’t forget to look for that tall rugged cowboy.”




  The three former roommates had taken a trip together each year since their graduation from college. This year they decided to meet in Las Vegas to celebrate their fifth year out of school. After three days of enjoying the shows and doing a little gambling, they decided to rent a car and tour some of the outlying sites as they wandered around the western states. With the exception of Barbara being scared on the Sky Walk, and now Rena’s unreasonable fear of the cave, it had been a fun adventure for all of them.




  The guide broke in and said, “Everyone, please get in a single line. We’re about to go through a narrow passage and it’s impossible to get by the rocks except in a single file.”




  As she felt Barbara move away, Rena said to herself, “If I get out of here alive, nobody will ever get me into a cave again. I don’t care what my friends say.”




  Cassie went first and Barbara followed. Rena grabbed the side of the wall to calm herself. Her friends chatted away and ignored her. She thought this was the best thing for them to do. She didn’t want them to see the tears in her eyes. There was no way they could ever understand why she was so afraid of being buried alive. Nobody could.




  How could they?




  They hadn’t heard her mother talking with her grandmother after the great-grandmother’s funeral. “Are you sure she was dead when they came for her, Mom?” her mother asked.




  “I’m pretty sure she was. She was starting to feel cold,” Grandma answered.




  “I don’t know. She felt pretty warm to me. It upsets me to think they’d put her underground when she was still alive.”




  Seven year old Rena hadn’t waited to hear any more of the conversation. She ran out the backdoor of her grandparents’ house and didn’t stop running until she reached the barn. She climbed to the loft and sobbed for a long time. She couldn’t get the thoughts of her ninety-four year old great-grandmother trying to claw her way out of a casket that was buried under a pile of dirt. For years this memory haunted Rena, but she never told anyone about it.




  Rena shook her head. She couldn’t let that age-old memory clog her mind now. Not while she was under untold feet of dirt.




  Everyone went through the small opening between two huge rocks. Rena was last. She didn’t realize how slow she was moving until she heard Cassie call, “Rena, where are you? We’re all already in the big open cavern.”




  “I’m coming.” Rena knew her voice shook. She couldn’t help it.




  “Come on, slow poke. This is neat. I’m going closer so I can see what the guide is pointing out. Cassie is waiting for you.”




  Rena didn’t know why Barbara wanted to get closer. She wasn’t having any trouble hearing the leader. She just wasn’t interested in what he was saying. She was having enough trouble keeping herself from screaming.




  She pushed herself between the two rocks. They seemed to go on forever until she finally emerged into the room where the group of about twenty stood.




  When she walked up behind a tall gray-haired man the guide was saying, “There are some caves off the main rooms and more off other caverns that are scattered around the corridors, but a lot of them are prone to collapse. We won’t open them up for visitors until they’re perfectly safe. Our best guess is that there are close to a hundred, maybe more, here which have never been explored, not only because of the danger, but also because we haven’t pinned down where they connect with the main caves.”




  Of course I’d have to hear that, Rena thought. The others in the open room seemed to hang on every word the guide said. The only thing she wanted to hear him say was, “This is the end of the tour, folks. Come back again.” She’d never come back.




  “How much longer?” She eased up next to Cassie.




  “Not long. Do you feel better now that you’re in this big open area?”




  “A little.” Maybe she wasn’t telling too big a lie.




  “Good. For some reason I’m enjoying this more than I thought I would. I can see why Barbara is so fascinated with spelunking.” Cassie smiled at her. “I’m going to move up a little so I can hear better. You don’t mind, do you? There are lots of people here and you can’t get lost.”




  Rena wanted to scream, “Of course I mind. Don’t leave me here by myself.” Instead she said, “I don’t mind. I’m going to stand against this wall and do some deep breathing exercises to calm myself.”




  “That sounds good. Come on up where we are when you feel like it. I think this might be one of the last places we’ll stop in the cave to look at formations. We should be getting to the end of the tour soon.”




  “Thank God.” Rena closed her eyes. She turned her face toward the rock wall and rested her forehead against the coolness. With effort she tuned out everything that was happening around her. If she didn’t calm down, she was going to have a heart attack. Even if she was a perfectly healthy twenty-six year old, she knew that even a healthy heart could run out of steam the way hers was beating.




  She took slow deep breaths and forced her mind to go back over the reason for this trip. Yes, the three friends got together each year, but to celebrate their fifth college reunion they wanted to do something special. Her friends suggested they come out west. She had agreed, though she knew the main reason for the trip west was to help her cope with Drew’s death and the loss of her baby. She also knew they chose this particular area because she was fascinated by the western romance novels she loved to read. Many were set in the Arizona area. She often said she was going to visit here sometime to see with her own eyes if cowboys were as sexy as the authors portrayed them. She had to admit she’d seen a few handsome cowboys, but they didn’t seem to measure up to the ones from the eighteen hundreds.




  The advent of modern society had little resemblance to the romantic pictures in her mind, but it hadn’t spoiled the beauty of this land. She was captivated by some of the things that hadn’t changed—the majestic Rocky Mountains, the Grand Canyon, the solitude and the desert which was as flat and arid today as it was in the eighteen hundreds. She’d even seen her first eagle in the wild, and a herd of elk had wandered across a meadow in Yellowstone.




  Rena smiled. It was sweet of them to think this trip up for me. I only wish they’d left this cave off the “to do” list. But I should have known Barbara couldn’t pass up the opportunity to tour one. I’m sure she’ll want to do others while we’re here, but she’ll have to do them without me.




  She opened her eyes. The guide was still talking, saying something about the years and years it took for rivers and floods to carve these caverns. She closed her eyes again and let her mind drift. She thought of Drew.




  Rena and Drew had been high school sweethearts. He’d entered the police academy and she’d gone to college with her friends, but the romance continued. She was so fascinated with his career in police work that she got her degree in Criminal Justice. They were married two months after her college graduation and she became an Atlanta police officer.




  It had been a happy marriage filled with promise. They worked together in the same precinct, though he was a detective and she was still in uniform. They were trying to have a baby when Drew’s reserve unit was sent to the Middle East. He was gone only a month when she learned she was pregnant. They were thrilled and made all kinds of plans with letters, emails and an occasional phone call. Then the nightmare started. Two weeks before Drew was to come home, he was killed in a suicide bomb explosion.




  Rena was devastated, but knew she had a part of Drew that would be with her always. Then two months after Drew’s funeral, she woke one morning and knew instantly something wasn’t right. Her neighbor rushed her to the hospital where she was admitted. “The child is in danger,” the doctor said. In spite of all they could do, the baby girl lived only a few hours.




  Even now the memory chilled her. She shook her head. Another tear rolled down her cheek, something that always happened when she thought of the baby.




  “Now here I am a year later, sitting in the bowels of the earth, and I still want my child. I hate this place.” As an afterthought she said, “Of course I’d like to have Drew back, too.”




  It was awfully quiet. Rena shook herself and frowned. She looked around and for an instant she was too shocked to react. The guide wasn’t talking any longer. The chattering of the people had ceased. The sudden quietness was overwhelming.




  “Oh no!” she cried. “They left me here!”




  * * * *




  As they exited the cavern, Barbara said to the guide, “I’m so glad we took this tour, even if our friend was afraid she’d get lost.”




  “Not much danger of that, ma’am. We’re always careful. That’s why I tell people to make sure they look out for one another.”




  “We’ve had to look after our friend. She’s terrified of caves.”




  “Why did she go down if she’s afraid?”




  “We agreed that we’d all three do what one of us chose, even if it was something we feared. Rena, she’s the one afraid of the caves, wanted to go on the Sky Walk over the Grand Canyon. I’m terrified of heights, but I managed to do it. I guess that’s why she decided she could handle this.”




  Cassie came up to them. “That was wonderful. I’m glad you chose to do this, Barbara. I’ve learned a lot.” She smiled at the guide then looked back to Barbara. “Was Rena so glad to get out that she went to the car?”




  “No. I thought you were with her.” Barbara’s eyes got big.




  “No. I saw a woman with blond hair beside you and thought it was her.”




  “Rena wasn’t beside me.” Barbara’s eyes grew wider.




  Cassie looked scared. “She was with us in the big open room. She seemed fine then.”




  The guide frowned. “Are you saying your other friend didn’t come out with the group?”




  Barbara shook her head. “When she realizes we’ve left her, she’ll be petrified. Should we go back to get her?”




  “No. Another group started through about fifteen minutes ago. I’m sure they’ll bring her out if she doesn’t come out on her own.”




  “But she’s terrified of caves. She may freak out.” Cassie began to wring her hands. “She’s been through an awful lot this year. Her husband was killed in the war and her baby died. I don’t think she can take being left in a cave by herself.”




  “I should have never made her come with us in the first place,” Barbara said. “I knew how afraid she was. Now, I feel guilty.”




  “I encouraged her, too. I thought it might help her get over her fear.”




  “Sometimes it’s best to face your fears. Especially in a safe environment like this one.” The guide kept looking at the exit. “Maybe she was only a bit behind and will come out soon.”




  Half an hour later, the second group exited the cave and they knew their friend was lost. The guides stopped the tours and went in search of her. When they found nothing, they called in a rescue team.




  By midnight exhausted searchers came out shaking their heads. The only thing they’d turned up was her turquoise bracelet, found in one of the unexplored caves. When they searched farther into that cavern, they were blocked by a rock slide, a very recent one.




  The friends confirmed that it was Rena’s bracelet. “She often wore it and the matching earrings. There’s no mistake because she designed them herself.”




  Several attempts were made to get beyond the cave-in, to no avail. A week later the search was called off. Rena Dumont was presumed dead.




  Chapter 1




  Arizona Territory 1876




  Adela straightened from gathering the tomatoes and squash in her garden to see someone ride toward their Flying H Ranch. Her slight panic evaporated as soon as she recognized Swift Eagle, a friend of her husband’s. Although she was well acquainted with the Indian, they’d had little in the way of conversation. She knew he was a good friend of her husband and his brother, and had nothing to fear from him. She walked to the front porch and set the bucket with her vegetables on the end as he stopped his horse at the front steps.




  “What in the world…” Adela was stunned to see a tiny woman across Swift Eagle’s saddle.




  “She found in cave.”




  Adela said nothing, and waited for him to explain why he’d brought the woman to their house. It took some time for her to understand that an old medicine man had found the unconscious woman in a cave. Swift Eagle told her they’d decided the only thing to do was to bring this woman to his friends, Silas and Jake Haywood.




  Adela didn’t know the woman, but saw she needed help.




  “Bring her inside, Swift Eagle.” She headed for the door. When he hesitated, she said, “You’ll have to carry her in. I don’t think I could lift her.”




  Though reluctant, he dismounted and gathered the woman in his arms. He followed Adela into the two-bedroom cabin.




  Adela knew she would have to put her in one of the bedrooms, but Silas would have a fit if she was in theirs. The other one belonged to her brother-in-law, Jake. “Put her here,” Adela said, opening the door to Jake’s room.




  Swift Eagle deposited the woman on Jake’s bed, and without another word hurried outside. Adela figured he was as uncomfortable alone in the house with his friend’s wife as she was with him.




  Once the Indian was gone, Adela studied the tiny yellow-haired woman on the bed. I’ve never seen clothes like that. She must be one of the saloon women from California or somewhere away from here. None of the women from the Silver Slipper dress this way. Looks like she’s wearing under garments. She sighed. Of course, I don’t see those kind of women often. Maybe Jake or Silas will know who this is.




  Adela studied the woman’s strange clothes. She had on short white pants that barely covered her knees and a funny looking striped bodice with no sleeves. She leaned over the bed and looked down at her uninvited guest and after a few minutes of staring at the stranger, Adele’s curiosity got the better of her. She reached out and gently touched the edge of the shirt that crossed the woman’s shoulder. She was surprised to find the material to have a strange feel. It was kind of like winter underwear because it stretched as she pulled at it.




  Looking at the woman’s face, Adela muttered aloud, “I must say she’s not wearing all that grease paint most fallen women put on their face. Just some color on her lips and maybe her eyelashes, but I don’t know about those dangle earrings. They look like what Indians wear, but her coloring says she’s no Indian.”




  Adela was still studying the strange woman when she heard the familiar sounds of her husband’s boots in the hall. Her heart beat faster and she grew nervous. It wasn’t long ago that the sound of Silas’s footsteps made her quiver with excitement knowing she would soon be in his arms, but that was months ago. Now the heavy sound on the wooden floor only stirred up fear and dread.




  “Adela, where the hell are you?” His shout echoed off the walls.




  She braced herself for what he’d say when he saw the stranger. “In here, Silas,” she forced the words out.




  “As I was coming in from the range I saw Swift Eagle leaving and thought he might want something.” Before she could answer, he stormed into the room. “What the hell are you doing in Jake’s room?”




  “I…I…”




  “Who the hell is that?”




  “I don’t know who she is. Swift Eagle brought her. She was unconscious and I didn’t know what else to do with her.” She glanced at him, hoping he wouldn’t take this out on her.




  “Where’s her dress?”




  “This was all she had on.”




  “Don’t look decent to me.”




  “Me either.” She looked up at her six-foot-two husband. “Do you know her?”




  “How the hell would I know her?” He frowned, but he was still looking at the woman on the bed.




  “I thought she might be from the Silver Slipper.” Her voice was almost a whisper.




  “I’m sure she’s from a saloon, but I’ve never seen her.” He stared at the still figure on the bed. “Has she been like this since he brought her?”




  “Yes.” Adela fidgeted. “Do you think we should call Doc Bradley?”




  “Hell, no. Not for the likes of her. She’ll either wake up or she’ll die.” He started out the door. “She’d sure better do one or the other before Jake gets back from town. I know my brother likes that kind of woman in an upstairs saloon room, but I don’t think he’ll fancy one in his own bedroom.”




  “Maybe she’ll wake up soon.”




  “Either way, I’ll be in for supper as usual. Don’t waste time worrying about the hussy. Have my meal ready.”




  “I will, Silas.”




  He stomped down the hall without answering.




  Adela was relieved when she heard the back door slam and the sound of Silas’s heavy feet going down the steps. At least he didn’t blame her because the strange woman was here. Not yet anyway.




  * * * *




  Jake Haywood’s mind was busy trying to figure out what he and Silas could do to save the ranch when he noticed approaching horses coming directly his way. He reigned up Spider, his big gray, when he recognized Swift Eagle. Jake walked his horse over to the shade of an aspen tree and waited until his Indian friend and the old medicine man rode up.




  “What’s the trouble?” Jake asked.




  “Gray Feather says woman I took to your house is from another time.”




  Jake frowned. “What are you saying?”




  Gray Feather spoke in his own language. When he finished Swift Eagle translated. “Gray Feather said she came through sacred cave.”




  “Slow down, Swift Eagle. What woman?”




  “The woman from cave. I took to your house. Gray Feather must tell you things you need to know.”




  Jake frowned and nodded, but didn’t say anything. He knew these Indians were men of few words.




  Gray Feather spoke for several minutes.




  Again Swift Eagle translated. “Gray Feather said woman will bring you great luck, but won’t understand your way. She will teach you many things, but first you must be patient. She will be confused and you will want to get angry with her when she scream and fuss trying to learn your way. Don’t lose temper. She very smart—not in your way, but in ways you can only dream. She has seen and done things you can’t know. Believe her when she tells you these things. It is true.”




  “I’m still confused, Swift Eagle.”




  Before he could answer, the older Indian spoke again and Swift Eagle translated.




  “She run away. You will find her near caves. She searches for a way to go home. She can never go back. She could go to wrong time and die. Soon she will save life of your brother. Later she will save you. Don’t think she cannot. She is like no woman of your time. She does many things men do. Some things women do are not easy for her to learn. One day you will love her and she will love you. Be kind. She knows great sorrow.”




  “What the hell is he talking about, Swift Eagle?”




  Swift Eagle shook his head. “I know not, my friend. I only tell you what he says.”




  Once more Gray Feather spoke.




  Swift Eagle’s eyes got big and he said something to Gray Feather in their language. Finally he turned to Jake. “Gray Feather said he gives you something belonging to woman. Do not look inside. When woman accepts where she is, she will look inside with you. Wait for some nights to pass before you ask her. Things inside, you will not understand. Other things will kill you. Do not touch. Only woman knows uses. He knows you will be tempted to look. Must be strong and do not give in to need to know. Do not let brother see bag. This most important. Your brother would look. Would kill him.”




  Jake leaned back in the saddle wondering if maybe these Indians were crazy. “I’m not sure I believe a word he’s said, but I’ll not look in whatever it is.”




  Gray Feather lifted the strange looking bag from his shoulder and handed it to Jake. He said more words.




  “He said, be wise and treat woman kind. Most important of all heed his warning. Do not look in bag. If you do…” Swift Eagle shook his head. “That’s all he said.”




  Before Jake could ask any further questions the Indians turned their horses and rode back across the prairie.




  Jake frowned as he hooked the strange looking bag over the saddle horn and watched the two Indians disappear. For a minute he sat where he was. Gray Feather was right about one thing. He was sure tempted to look inside. It’d be so easy to ignore the warning, but he’d seen other men discount Indian warnings and end up either dead or in such shape that they wished they were. He shook his head and tried to ignore the bag.




  Still in a quandary, he kneed his horse and said, “Let’s head home, Spider. I’ve got to find out what the hell Swift Eagle and his friend are talking about.”




  * * * *




  Silas came through the back door. “Jake rode in a little while ago. He’s taking care of his horse so you’d better check and see if that woman is still unconscious.”




  Not wanting to upset Silas, Adela turned from the stove, wiped her hands on her apron and went to Jake’s room. It would be much easier to deal with Jake if this woman was awake and could explain her presence. Though Jake wasn’t as quick tempered as his brother was, when he got mad, everyone knew it. She also knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t like the woman being here anymore than Silas did.




  She looked into the room. The woman still lay motionless on the bed. Adela wished Swift Eagle had taken the yellow haired creature somewhere else, but it was no use wishing that now. She was here and there was nothing to do but deal with it. Biting her lip, she slipped back down the hall.




  Jake came in the front door just as she entered the small parlor that separated the kitchen from the bedrooms. “Hello, Adela.”




  “Hi, Jake. I need to tell you what happened today.”




  “I met Swift Eagle and I sure as hell want to know what’s going on, but first, it was a long ride from town. I’m tired and hungry. You can explain while I eat.” To keep Adela or Silas from seeing it, Jake covered the strange bag with a blanket from a chair. He put the bundle down and followed her.




  “I see you’re back,” Silas said when Jake walked into the big open kitchen. “Were you able to get Jefferson to extend our loan?”




  “Hell no. Said we had two months to come up with the money or he’ll take the ranch. Wouldn’t even consider extending the loan. I think the bastard is doing this for Wigham.”




  “No doubt about it.”




  The two men took seats in ladder back chairs with slatted bottoms and pulled up to the long wooden table. Their one ranch hand, Gideon Finn, came through the back door. Without speaking he sat down. Adela set a plate of ham, a big bowl of beans and one of squash on the table. She followed with a pan of biscuits and a bowl of gravy, then picked up the coffee pot and poured for all of them. All three grabbed their food and ate, ignoring Adela.




  “Damn old Jefferson,” Silas said as if Finn wasn’t there. “Somebody ought to break his thieving neck.”




  Jake looked at his brother. “I agree, but I’m not ready to hang for the likes of him.”




  “How the hell are we going to come up with enough money in two months?”




  “I don’t know, but we’ve got to try.” Jake shoveled beans into his mouth.




  “What do you suggest we do?”




  “First, we’re going to round up the cattle and drive them to market. I don’t know what they’ll bring, but maybe we can scrape by.”




  “There are plenty of mustangs around. We could break them to sell to the army. They’re always looking for horses,” Finn broke into the conversation.




  Jake looked at the slight man with the bushy handle-bar mustache. “That’s not a bad idea, Finn. I hired two men for the roundup while I was in town today. They’ll be out later tonight or in the morning.”




  “I thought you might find somebody. I got the bunkhouse ready.” Finn was sopping gravy with his biscuit. “Think two will be enough?”




  “Not if we go for the mustangs.” Jake drank coffee.




  “Why don’t we wait and see. We need to save all the money we can,” Silas said. “That damn bank may ruin us yet.”




  When a silence followed, Adela broke it. “We’ve got another problem, Jake. Swift Eagle brought a woman here today. She was unconscious and I put her on your bed. She’s still unconscious.”




  “Wait until you look on your bed, brother,” Silas said with a lustful laugh. “I know you like little women, but this one may be too small for you. I told Adela you liked her kind in saloons, but not in your bed at home.”




  Jake continued to eat his supper without answering his brother’s comment, though deep down he didn’t like the idea of a strange woman in his bed. No female that he hadn’t invited should ever be there. He almost lost his temper, but he remembered Gray Feather saying he had to be patient. He didn’t know if that was possible, but he’d try. He surprised everyone, including himself, by calmly saying, “I guess we’ll have to figure out a place to put her.”




  “If I can find somewhere to put Adela, I’ll let you put her in my bed. She’s a nice little eyeful. And when I say little, that’s what I mean. I never had one like that. She’s not more than five feet tall and no bigger around than a child.”




  Jake frowned at his brother and changed the subject. “One of the men I hired today worked for old widow Walker ’til she died. He didn’t like the grandson who took over, so he moved to Texas. He said he missed Arizona and came back to find a job. The other guy is a friend of his who came with him.”




  “They sound okay, but have we got enough to pay them?”




  “As long as we feed them and give them a place to sleep, they’re willing to wait until we sell the herd to get their pay.”




  They ate the rest of their meal in silence. As usual, Finn was the first to finish. He pushed back his plate, wiped his mustache on his sleeve and stood. Without another word, he went out the back door.




  Jake pushed his plate aside and picked up his coffee. “Soon as I drink this I want to see the woman.”




  “Close the door if you decide to help yourself to her.” Silas let out a deep throated chuckle.




  “’Til I find out what’s going on, there’s no danger of that.” Jake drained his cup, pushed back his chair and stood. “Come with me, Adela.”




  She glanced at Silas.




  “Go on,” he said. “I trust my brother.”




  “Maybe you should come, too,” Jake said. “I want to tell you both what Gray Feather said about this woman.”




  Silas followed them down the hall. “What’s to tell? A saloon gal got herself lost and ended up here. We might ought to let old man Jefferson know we have her. I hear he likes the ladies at the Silver Slipper. Maybe he’d lower our debt if we turned this one over to him. He goes for Molly because she’s the smallest one there, just like you always do.” He let out another lusty chuckle. “Molly would probably make two of this one.”




  Jake and Adela ignored him.




  Jake picked up the blanket-covered bag as he went through the sitting room. He carried it to the wardrobe and put it under his hanging clothes before looking at the woman on his bed.




  Jake’s first look at the still form made his breath catch in his throat. Though he liked little women, she was almost too small for his taste. Yet, for some reason, she hit him as one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. “Swift Eagle didn’t tell me she’d be dressed like this,” he managed to say.




  “I think you’d call it undressed, myself.”




  “I don’t know, Silas. Maybe where she’s from this is the way women dress.”




  “Then I want to know where that saloon is. I intend to go there.”




  “According to Gray Feather, this woman isn’t from any saloon.”




  “I’ve heard of Gray Feather, but how in hell would he know anything about this whore?” Silas raised an eyebrow.




  “I’ve heard he’s the tribe’s strongest medicine man and is able to see and know things that others don’t. Swift Eagle assures me he never makes mistakes.”




  “Most of the time I trust Swift Eagle’s word, but I’d have to see proof that Gray Feather is as good that.” Silas moved to the side of the bed with his brother.




  “We may soon find out how good Gray Feather’s predictions are.” Jake nodded toward the bed. “I saw her arm move.”




  Adela walked up to the other side of the bed.




  The woman turned her head, but didn’t open her eyes. Jake couldn’t help wondering what color they were. He noticed the smooth creamy skin and the shape of her chin. Her brows were brown and the earrings she wore were of turquoise stones. His eyes traveled down her body and he saw the tiny waist and small but shapely hips. He also noticed that for her size, her breasts were well formed. He looked away because he didn’t want his brother to see his interest in this woman. As he sized her up, he wondered how Gray Feather could think this small woman was capable of ever saving anyone’s life, but according to him, she’d saved both him and his brother at some time.




  “What should I do with her?” Adela looked at them.




  “Nothing,” Silas said and turned to Jake. “What did Gray Feather tell you about her?”




  Jake decided not to tell everything he’d been told, but he knew he’d be blunt with what he did tell. “He said she came from another time.”




  “What the hell does that mean?” Silas not only looked confused, but uneasy, as well.




  “He kept referring to the things she’s seen and done that we can’t even imagine. I took it to mean this woman came from the future.”




  “That’s the damn stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. People can’t travel through time.”




  “I know. I don’t believe it either, but there is something strange about her.” Jake looked at the woman again. “She sure is a pretty little thing.”




  “For God’s sake, don’t you go falling for a saloon girl, Jake. You know by the way she’s dressed that’s all she is. Why, she’s even painted her mouth red.” He looked at his wife. “Don’t you think she’s a loose woman?”




  Adela nodded. “I can’t imagine anyone else wearing those kinds of clothes.”




  “Yeah, I’m here to tell you, she’s one of those gals the church ladies call soiled doves.” Silas laughed again. “If she wakes up, I sure would like to do a little soiling myself.”




  Jake didn’t say anything, but in his heart, he knew they were wrong. He didn’t know who this woman was or where she came from, but he’d stake his life on the fact that she wasn’t from some saloon, even if the evidence led one to believe otherwise.




  Chapter 2




  Rena opened her eyes and looked around the small room. A huge wardrobe sat on one wall. The dresser, with a white pitcher on top, was in the corner. Beside the bed stood a small table with an oil lamp. On the other side of the bed was a rocking chair.




  Rena frowned and tried to rise up, but a pain shot through her head and she dropped back. The bed felt funny and she ran her hand over the mattress. It was stuffed with a straw-like material.




  “Where the hell am I?” Her voice sounded dry and rough to her own ears




  The last thing she remembered was looking around and finding that everyone in the cave was gone. She’d been alone in the big room with all the tunnels and passageways that led from it. She remembered panicking and forcing herself to take several deep breaths and head out the way she was sure the tour had taken.




  She hadn’t gone far when she knew she’d miscalculated. She reversed her direction and headed down another tunnel. She went for what seemed to her a long time and didn’t find the way out. She was soon surrounded by total darkness. Though terrified, she backtracked, or thought she had, but again she was in the wrong cavern. Once more she turned around and headed down a wider opening which seemed to have more light. Her arm caught on something and she felt her bracelet fall. She couldn’t find it and gave up trying.




  She went forward, but came up against a tight-fitting area, much like the rocks where the guide had them go single file. She rested a moment against the wall and heard a slight rumble. Thinking it might be thunder, she rushed forward and again made a miscalculation. She stepped into a void and couldn’t regain her footing. She plummeted over a ledge into nothingness, rocks and dirt falling behind her.




  But someone must have found me because I’m no longer in that damn cave. She looked around again. This place is old and outdated. Could it be some hunting cabin or something?




  Forcing herself to sit up, she turned toward the only window in the room. A man with a dark beard and long handlebar mustache looked back at her through the opening.




  Rena screamed.




  The door flew open. A pretty woman with raven hair parted in the middle and pulled back in a bun on the back of her head came into the room. She was dressed in an old western costume. “Are you all right?”




  Rena couldn’t help noticing the woman looked frightened. Rena shook her head and pointed to the window.




  A man came bursting into the room and yelled in a deep voice. “What happened?”




  Rena looked at him. He was over six feet tall and wore tight denims, a beige collarless shirt and a vest. She couldn’t help thinking, Now, that’s the way a cowboy should look. He’s like those heroes in the books I read, but he’s in the here and now. I must be in a western theater or something. He’s probably working here until some big part comes along in television or the movies. He’s sure handsome enough.




  “She screamed,” the woman explained.




  Rena found her voice. “There was a man looking in the window.”




  The cowboy moved to the window and looked out. “It’s Finn. You probably scared him more than he did you.” He turned to face her. He showed no friendliness. “He’s halfway to the barn by now. Don’t worry. He’s harmless”




  Before Rena could say anything, the woman asked, “How’re you feeling?”




  “I’m okay. How did I get here?”




  “Swift Eagle brought you.”




  Rena forgot about the handsome cowboy and stared at the woman. “Swift Eagle? Who in the world is he?”




  “Maybe we should take it from the beginning,” the good looking man said, but he still didn’t sound friendly. “I’m Jake Haywood and this is my sister-in-law, Adela. What’s your name?”




  “I’m Rena Dumont.” She looked into his dark eyes and her heart flipped a little. She ignored it. “I still want to know how I got here.”




  There was the sound of loud boots outside the door. Another good looking cowboy came in. He was dressed much like the first one and was even more unfriendly. “So she woke up.”




  “Just a minute ago. Finn was at the window and scared her,” Adela explained. “Her name’s Rena.”




  “Well, Rena,” the man grinned at her, but it wasn’t a pleasant grin. “I want to know what saloon you work in. I never had a little one like you and I want to be the first in town to give you my business.”




  “Shut up, Silas,” Jake said. “We need to get to the bottom of this.”




  “That’s not the bottom I’m interested in.”




  Hurt crossed Adela’s eyes, but she turned to Rena. “Would you like some coffee or something?”




  “A Coke would be nice.”




  Jake frowned and Silas asked, “What the hell’s a Coke?”




  It was Rena’s turn to frown. “You don’t know what a Coca-Cola is?”




  “Never heard of it.” Silas looked at the other two. “Have you?”




  Both Jake and Adela shook their heads.




  “Oh, I see. You have to stay in character.” She looked at Adela. “How about lemonade or tea?”




  “I don’t have any lemons, but I think I have some tea.”




  “Thanks.”




  As Adela left the room, her long blue skirt swayed. Rena wondered how she could stand the outfit in this heat.




  “Rena,” Jake got her attention. “Where did you come from?”




  She frowned. “What do you mean? Where I was today or where I live or what?”




  “Start with the town you live in.” Silas glared at her.




  “If you must know, I live in Atlanta, Georgia. My friends and I are vacationing in the west.”




  “Then what the hell are you doing on our ranch?” Silas demanded.




  She met his fierce glare. She didn’t expect him to cater to her, but she wasn’t going to accept his rude behavior either. “Maybe you brought me here by force because I sure don’t think I came by choice.”




  Silas started to answer, but Jake interrupted. “Then tell me the last thing you remember.”




  “Other than waking up and finding a strange little man staring at me through the window?”




  “Yes.”




  “I was touring a cave with two girlfriends. I don’t like caves, but went with them.” She put her hand to her pounding head. “I got lost and I fell. I don’t remember anything else until I woke up here.”




  “Gray Feather said she came from a cave.” Jake looked at Silas.




  “How did you get to this cave?” Silas asked.




  “How do you think we got there? We drove.” She frowned at him. Were these people nuts?




  “Then where’s your wagon?” He stared at her.




  “I don’t have a wagon.” She looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.




  Jake raised an eyebrow. “If you didn’t have a wagon, did you ride a horse?




  “Of course not.”




  “Then how the hell did you get there?” Jake seemed to be getting exasperated.




  “I drove a car just like every civilized person does.”




  “How the hell could you drive a car? They’re all hooked together.” A flustered looking Silas butted in.




  “Hooked together?” It was Rena’s turn to get angry. “Are you crazy? Cars aren’t hooked together.”




  “The hell you say. I rode a train once and they’re all hooked up.”




  “I don’t think she’s talking about train cars, Silas.” Jake shot his brother a hard look, then turned back to Rena. “Let’s go to the kitchen and see if we can figure this out.”




  “I’d like to go to the bathroom first. Where is it?” Rena stood, but her head began to swim and she had to sit on the bed.




  “Are you all right?” Jake asked.




  “I think I got up too fast. My head will stop spinning in a minute.”




  “I like seeing her in her underwear, but I think she ought to put some clothes on to go to the kitchen, Jake.” Silas looked at her. “Adela’s in there and Finn might come back in.”




  She glared at him. “What do you mean put clothes on? I have clothes on.”




  “What you’ve got on isn’t decent.” Silas glared at her with cold dark eyes.




  “Well, it’s all I’ve got and I don’t care whether you like it or not, you’ll just have to deal with it.” She turned toward Jake. “Is he always this rude?”




  “Most of the time.” Jake’s eyes were just as dark, but she thought she saw a glimmer of amusement in them.




  “To hell with you.” Silas stalked out of the room.




  “What is his problem?”




  “He’ll be fine.” Jake looked at her. His eyes still weren’t friendly, but he did ask, “Do you need a hand to walk?”




  “I think I’m okay.” She stood without much trouble.




  He nodded and started for the door, leaving her to walk behind him.




  * * * *




  Adela was at the stove when they got to the kitchen. “The water will boil in a minute and I’ll finish the tea.”




  “Thank you.” Rena smiled at her. “Where’s the bathroom?”




  “What the hell is a bathroom?” Jake frowned at her.




  Before she could answer, Adela said, “We have a tub we fill and use when it’s too cold to use the creek, but we don’t bathe in any special room.”




  “Where do you go when nature calls?” Rena tried not to let the irritation she felt show in her voice.




  “Do you mean the privy?” Jake asked.




  “Boy, you’re determined to stay in character, aren’t you?”




  He frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”




  “Of course not.” She shook her head and looked at Adela. “Would you tell me where the bathroom is?”




  “If you mean the outhouse, I’ll show you.” Adela went toward the back door.




  Rena couldn’t believe it when Adela led her to a small outhouse about four hundred yards from the cabin. Because nature was pushing her, Rena didn’t say anything, but she knew she’d demand an explanation later. It was stupid to stay in some western character unless a show was happening.




  When Rena came out she looked around. The house was made of logs and sat in what looked like the middle of a desert. To the left of the house was a vegetable garden. Off to the right was a corral beside a barn. There were three horses within the fence. A little farther from the other side of the barn was a smaller building which she figured was where they kept their props, certain this was a place to entertain tourist with old west shows. The two things she didn’t see were bleachers and a parking lot. She wondered where the people left their cars. The lack of spectators made it obvious the show wasn’t happening any time soon.




  Back at the house Adela gave her a pan of water to wash her hands. “There’s some ham left from supper. Are you hungry?”




  Rena noticed the fear in the woman’s voice and wondered if Adela was afraid of her. She decided to be as pleasant as possible. “I am hungry.”




  Adela fixed a plate of ham, squash, beans and a biscuit, and set it on the table.




  Rena turned to Jake. “Now, please tell me where I am.”




  “You’re on the Flying H ranch. My brother and I own it.”




  She frowned and wished he wouldn’t look so hard at her with those dark mysterious eyes. “Is this ranch some kind of tourist attraction?”




  He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you mean, but it’s a simple ranch. We have cattle, horses and a few other animals. Adela has some chickens, a garden and a milk cow.”




  Rena shrugged. “Then you stay on your ranch, but let me use the telephone. I need to call my friends to pick me up.”




  “I don’t know what a telephone is, but there’s a telegraph office in Yellow Creek. Is that what you mean?”




  That gave Rena a start. Didn’t Cassie say something about a ghost town called Yellow Creek? Surely not. Or maybe he was still in character and this place was an addition to the ghost town. She shook her head. “Somebody around here must have a telephone. I had a cell in my backpack, but I guess I lost that in the cave. Don’t you keep yours handy?”




  Silas came back into the room, slamming the back door as he entered. “I see she did wear her underwear to the kitchen.” He glared at her. “Woman, have you no shame? I’d never let Adela…”




  “What is your problem?” Rena glared back at him. “I have on pants and a shirt. What more do you want me to wear in this kind of weather? An old western costume like Adela? I bet she changes as soon as she goes home. It’d take a crazy person to wear all those clothes this time of year.”




  The three of them stared at her without speaking.




  Finally she said, “Will one of you say something. I feel like I’ve fallen back in time.”




  “Maybe you did.” Jake’s eyes bored into hers, but his voice was quiet.




  She looked stunned. “I beg your pardon?”




  “Tell me something, Rena. What’s the date?”




  “Don’t you know?”




  “I want to know if you and I know the same date.” Jake eyes still penetrated hers.




  “That doesn’t make any sense.” When he kept looking at her she said, “It’s June twenty-fifth.”




  “She’s only off a couple of days,” Adela said.




  “It’s actually June twenty-seventh, but I want to know the year. What year is it, Rena?”




  “Do I have to play this stupid game?”




  “You’re damn right you do. What year do you think it is?” Jake demanded.




  “I don’t think. I know. It’s 2011 of course.”




  Adela had handed Silas a cup of coffee and he stopped with it halfway to his mouth. “That’s the craziest damn thing I’ve ever heard. Ain’t no way she came from 2011.”




  Jake found his voice and almost whispered. “Rena, it’s 1876.”




  She stared at him. “Are you insane?”




  “No, I’m not insane, but according to an Indian Medicine man there has been some terrible freak accident. You somehow fell back through time and you’re in Arizona Territory in the year 1876.”




  “That’s the craziest damn thing I’ve ever heard,” she repeated what Silas had said.




  “Do you think we want to believe you fell into our world? We’re simple ranchers. We’re not equipped to deal with a woman from the future.”




  “I’m not from the future. It’s 2011. It has to be.”




  Adela looked scared and Jake continued to study her.




  Silas recovered from his shock. “If it’s 2011, tell us if Arizona territory ever becomes one of the states in this country of ours.”




  “Arizona became the forty-eighth state in February, 1912. New Mexico beat it into statehood by one month. It became a state in January.” Rena was proud of the fact that history was one of her hobbies. She watched the History channel and it had had a special on the formation of the United States only a few weeks ago. She was glad she remembered that Arizona and New Mexico were the last two in the lower forty-eight.




  Not to be outdone, Silas asked, “How about Colorado. I bet they didn’t beat Arizona.”




  “Oh yes. Colorado became a state in the eighteen seventies. I can’t remember the exact date. Why are you asking me all these history questions? If you didn’t learn them in school why don’t you look them up?”




  “How?” Silas’ voice grew louder with each question.




  “I’d use a computer, but maybe you should try a book.” Her voice was agitated.




  “What in hell is a computer?”




  Rena looked around at their faces. Were they crazy or was she? Maybe she was dreaming. Sometimes a hit on the head make people have crazy dreams.




  Instinct told her that maybe there had been some freak accident and she’d somehow slipped into the old west. She shook her head. That was impossible. She had to be dreaming. There was no way to travel to a time which had long passed. If they’d lived in 1876, these people should all be dead, but they weren’t. Therefore there had to be some logical reason why they were acting this way. On the other hand, if they were right…




  Her heart lurched and she began to tremble. “It can’t be!” Their faces didn’t change and she dropped her fork. She put her hands on her aching head. “I don’t know why you’re telling me these lies, but it can’t be 1876. There’s no way. It’s 2011. I’m on vacation with my two girlfriends and we were touring a cave. I got separated from the group and there was a cave in. I fell and hurt my head and I’m having a nightmare.” Her voice quivered.




  “Rena, try to stay calm,” Jake said. “We’re as confused as you are. The last thing we expected was to find some strange woman in our house wearing those strange clothes and using words we don’t understand.”




  “Maybe the bank sent her so we’d be so caught up seeing her in her skimpy clothes that we’d never raise the money to pay the mortgage,” Silas suggested.




  “I don’t think so, Silas.” Jake turned back to Rena. “Tell us about yourself, Rena.” When she raised her head and only stared at him, he went on. “Where you were born and when. That sort of thing.”




  These people didn’t have a right to question her. She was the one who’d been lost in the cave. Who did they think they were, trying to make her think she was crazy? She glared at Jake’s eyes, but they told her nothing. They were still looking at her as if she was some museum exhibit. She started to tell them all to go to hell, but thought better of it. After all, they were her only chance to get back to her friends.




  She took a deep breath. “I was born in Atlanta, Georgia in 1985. I moved to Chapel Hill in 2000 where I attended University of North Carolina. I have a degree in criminal justice. After graduation I went to the police academy. I’ve been on the police force in Atlanta for four years.”




  “I never heard as much malarkey from a drunk cowboy. She can’t be these things. Ain’t no way.” Silas set his cup down so hard it was a wonder it didn’t break.




  “I don’t give a rip whether you believe me or not. It’s the truth, but the only thing I want is to get to a phone and call my friends.”




  “I don’t know what to tell you, Rena. You’re here in 1876 and there’s nothing I know to do to get you back where you belong.” Jake shook his head at her.




  Adela, who had stood at the stove and said nothing, moved to the table and sat down. “How about your family, Rena? Are you married?”
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