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CHAPTER 1







FLURRIES OF ANGRY snow beat at the windshield like stars against an inky sky. Ella Barton’s grip on her steering wheel tightened as she leaned forward, squinting through the blizzard-like weather. 

The snow blurring past the windshield reminded her of various sci-fi films where the spaceships blasted through space at warp speed. Typically, she would’ve made the accompanying sound effects, but, as it was, most of her brain power was being diverted to keeping the vehicle on the road.

Snow berms spat out by a plow bordered each side of her car like a runway. The back tires on her jeep fish-tailed. Ella sucked in a breath through her teeth. She turned into the slide as she fought to maintain control. The tires found friction again, and the jeep plodded on like a champ. 

Slowly, she exhaled and tried her windshield wipers again for the umpteenth time. They were already on their highest setting, and she knew it. But maybe somehow the car had magically changed within the last five minutes.

It hadn’t.

Behind her, Ella’s suitcases rattled in protest at the bumpy road. At least she’d be home in an hour. 

Her jeep slid again. She tapped the brakes and slowed further. Maybe an hour and a half. 

Thanksgiving with her parents had been more stressful than Portland traffic during rush hour and had resulted in her polishing off the rest of the pumpkin pie. She didn’t regret the pie—which was coming back with a vengeance in the form of heartburn—but she did regret not leaving sooner so she could drive during daylight.

She had checked the road cams before leaving their house, and they had shown only a thin layer of fresh powder on the mountain pass. She made a mental note to be more dubious of technology in the future.

Beyond the swirl of snow, tall ponderosa pines blurred into shadows that whipped by. Her eyes skimmed back to the road. 

A sudden flash of bright light lit up the snow-ladened forest. It was as if the sun had popped back up and bathed the world with daylight then disappeared just as quickly.

Ella’s foot mashed the brake pedal, and the car shuddered. After sliding a few yards, the car stopped nearly perpendicular to the road. 

She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the after image burned into her eyes. Slowly, the snow falling in her headlights came into focus. Cheese and crackers, what was that? 

A bomb? She shook her head. There hadn’t been an explosion. Her next thought was lightning. She vaguely remembered reading an article about thundersnows, rare thunderstorms with snow instead of rain. 

That was it. Lightning in a snowstorm. 

Her mouth turned down. But without thunder?

Once Ella’s pulse returned to normal, she watched the RPM needle climb as she eased her foot on the gas. The road took a sharp right and descended. 

The storm began to let up, and her grip on the wheel loosened enough she felt comfortable adjusting the heater. She was releasing the tension in her shoulders when the car crested a small rise in the landscape. 

The jeep’s headlights illuminated packed ice, snowy road, then nothing. The highway stopped abruptly in a dark shadow of… grass? 

Ella’s foot let off the gas and all thoughts of lightning left as she leaned forward, eyes squinting. Her brain couldn’t make sense of what her eyes were seeing. The road was gone.

“What the…” The words died on her lips.

She slammed on the brakes then felt the steering wheel go limp. The scenery raced sideways as the car spun on a patch of ice. A scream climbed her throat but never made it out.

Pumping the brakes, she turned her wheel hard into the slide causing it to spin as it completed a three-hundred and sixty-degree spin. The jeep careened to the edge of the road like it had a mind of its own. She had a vague recollection of Herbie the Love Bug as her vehicle used the berm as a ramp. 

There was a horrifying moment where the car bested gravity, then an even more horrifying moment as gravity ultimately won and the car dropped into the snow drift on the other side.

Ella flew forward and jerked to a sudden stop against her seatbelt. Her breath came out in ragged gasps, more from shock than anything else.

She leaned back and took stock of her injuries. Other than the stinging in her shoulder where the seatbelt had restrained her and a pulse beating like a jackhammer, she was fine. The airbag hadn’t even deployed, which she now wondered if that was a bad thing.

After grabbing a flashlight from the glove compartment, she peeled herself out of the jeep to assess the damage, nearly face planting in the snow. She stumbled to the front of the car then winced as the light splayed across the grill. The right, front bumper had folded into the hood like an accordion.

Ella patted the car, apologized, then realized she was talking to a car, all alone, in the middle of the night. Maybe if her car actually was Herbie the Love Bug, she’d feel less crazy.

Swiping loose strands of curly, brown hair away from her face, she shivered against the cold creeping through her thin layers and hiked back to the driver-side door. She leaned over the seat and turned the key in the ignition. The engine whined and sputtered but wouldn’t turn over. Apparently, smooshing a car wasn’t good for an engine.

She checked her cell phone, not surprised when it had no bars. This part of the mountain pass was notorious for lousy reception—that and Bigfoot. But she’d never really believed the latter.

Think, Ella. 

One thing was clear, unless she suddenly grew muscles, she wouldn’t be able to get the car out without a tow truck. And she couldn’t call a tow truck without cell reception. 

She could wait for someone to come along the highway, but there were three problems with that plan—well four if she counted the fact that it was freaking cold. 

First, this particular highway wasn’t the popular option for traveling over the mountain range, lessening her chances of a passerby. 

Second, it was just after midnight. Chances were remote that another vehicle would drive past. 

Third, no engine meant no heat, which reminded her of the fourth problem.

With those uplifting thoughts, she slipped her arms into her down jacket and zipped it up. She was going to have to walk for help, Bigfoot be damned. 

When she’d last had a signal, GPS  had shown her twenty miles from the nearest town. However, she knew from previous trips that there were small cabins tucked into the woods along the route. Maybe she’d get lucky. 

She shut the door. Her boots crunched in the snow as she spun a slow circle, letting the flashlight splay over her surroundings. It was then that she noticed the vehicle had landed a yard away from the strange line of demarcation of snowy road and grass. 

Ella shivered against the cold biting her exposed cheeks and crept forward. Her brows pinched together. The road really did just end.

The storm had abated over the last few minutes. Small flakes now drifted lazily to the lush blades of untouched grass where they stuck like freckles.

How? In winter, how was there green grass? And bare of any snow, here, where several feet of drifts lay behind her? And what on earth had happened to the road?

Ella dug her snow boot down through the ice and snow and found the edge of the asphalt as if it had been sheared off. Her face scrunched up as she tried to recall if she’d had any of her father’s spiced rum. Nope, unfortunately, she was definitely sober.

She shook her head against the onslaught of questions and the mental gymnastics her brain was doing to answer them. She had more immediate concerns, like trying to stay warm. 

Opening the trunk of her jeep, she grabbed her backpack loaded with the clothes from her Thanksgiving weekend at her parents’ house. After shoving her cell phone into her jacket pocket, she tugged a beanie over her ears and prepared to hike through the frigid landscape for help. 

The beam from her flashlight swathed over the icy road behind her then to the now snow-speckled grass ahead. Which way?

Since she couldn’t recall having passed any cabins in the last several miles, she decided to plunge ahead into the strange, foreign landscape glittering in the cold. Because, when in doubt, go towards the creepy Twilight Zone landscape.

As her boots crunched through the snow, Ella’s thoughts turned to the mystery, trying to make sense of it. She’d driven this highway dozens of times. How could it just disappear? And be replaced by sod untouched by the storm? 

Ella pushed her shoulders back, situated her backpack, and stepped onto the frozen grass. It crunched under her boots like soft whispers that shattered the night.

The trees fell away on either side. She pushed the light their way, but it couldn’t touch the darkness.

After she’d hiked for a few minutes, a faint, amber light indicative of a town glowed on the horizon. The short burst of elation she felt quickly turned to confusion. 

There wasn’t supposed to be a town here. Then again, there was supposed to be a grass here. Either she’d made a wrong turn or had misjudged how far she’d gone after losing satellite signal.

At some point, the snow had stopped falling. And now the moon glowed behind a cloud. The dusting of snow over the landscape glittered, reminding Ella of powdered sugar. Her mouth watered at the thought while her stomach turned in protest, still digesting the pumpkin pie. 

The increased ambient light allowed Ella to make out her surroundings for the first time. Gone were the mountains and evergreens, replaced by fields.

Unease gripped her stomach as she plunged ahead. A half-mile later, she passed a dark barn. Large, white poles surrounded the structure and winked at her when her beam swept over them. Dozens of them. 

Ella walked to the nearest one and tipped her head back until it filled her vision.

“Whoa,” she whispered. “Definitely made a wrong turn.” 

Large blades half the size of her car rotated gently in the night, blotting and revealing clouds along their circular journey. The wind turbine creaked and sighed. 

Ella turned and squinted at the dozens of other similar wind turbines. She was standing in the middle of a large wind farm.

After staring for another minute, she began trekking again, her body warming from the exertion. The glowing haze she’d been aiming for had diverged into the smattering of porch lights and streetlights of a small town. 

Ella paused to take in the beautiful sight, but mostly to catch her breath. That pie really wasn’t sitting well. 

Before her, a hard, cold ground sloped down and crashed into a small lake—or large pond, she couldn’t be sure. When does a pond become a lake? 

Antique street lamps and sleeping houses lined the perimeter of the lake-pond.

Ella ambled to the left, away from what she was now generously calling a lake, towards a street. She walked through puddles of warm light from gas lamps, eyeing quaint shops with their dark windows on either side. The town oozed of days past, of an era untouched by time, and remarkably restored. 

An old-fashioned barber pole—still in great condition—hung outside one of the buildings. The words “Sal’s Barbershop” were painted across the window.

A leaf rustled over the pavement and skittered under a parked car. Ella’s eyes bugged out when she saw the vintage Mustang. Her fingers longed to slide over the pristine paint, and she wasn’t even that into cars—unless it was Herbie apparently.

As charming as the town seemed, there was something really off about the place, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 

A sign posted along the sidewalk caught her eye. It read, “Visitors, turn back. Leave now.”

Ella’s brows drew together as she picked over each letter again, sure she’d read it wrong. What kind of town asked visitors to leave?

She checked her cell phone again. Oddly, there was still no reception. She would have to use a landline to call a tow truck.  

With a sigh, she left the welcoming sign behind in search of a house—any house, but preferably one with lights on. However, the street she was on seemed full of nothing but sleeping shops.

She was just considering trying a side street when she came across her first house—only house wasn’t the right word. Mansion.

It, along with a double-wide, vintage railcar diner, took up the entire block. The two-story mansion appeared to be from the late 1800s and beautifully restored. English ivy crawled over the rust-colored brick exterior and around the windows. If an English manor had an affair with a Federal style house from the south, Ella decided, this would be their offspring. It even had two turrets. 

The building seemed older than anything she’d come across thus far, stoic as if it had always been and the town had grown around it. More importantly, warm light spilled from the home’s windows. 

A wrought iron arch over the walkway read, “Keystone Inn.” For a brief moment, Ella puzzled over the presence of an inn in a town that didn’t want visitors before inwardly shrugging it off. 

The gate opened with a soft creak, and she followed the path that bisected a small garden.

Well, if they didn’t want visitors, that was too bad. Her feet ached and her muscles were exhausted. The inn was going to have one more guest that night. 

Ella picked her way over the garden path and bounded up the stoop. She fought a chill that crawled over her skin, and she told herself it was due to the temperature and had nothing to do with the strange, old inn. 

Her hand hesitated over the large oak door, unsure if she should use the brass knocker or the doorknob. She tried her luck with the knob first, and it turned freely. The door yawned open, creaking in the night.

I’m in a horror movie. And this is the part where I die, she thought.

Warmth enveloped Ella like a blanket. She quickly slipped inside and closed the door behind her. She shook off her silly fears and told herself if she was going to die, at least she’d be warm doing it.

An entrance hall opened before her that was roughly the size of her living room. Her gaze drew to an ornate crystal chandelier that probably cost as much as her student loans. 

On her right, a large staircase wound up and out of sight. Three doors stood open around the perimeter of the room, along with three hallways. Her ears pricked at the crackle of a fireplace and noticed light flickering from beyond one of the thresholds.

She crept forward and poked her head into the room. “Hello?” 

She had never seen a study in person, but that’s what the room appeared to be. It was empty of anyone, a fire dying in the hearth.

Turning back to the entrance hall, Ella approached a large front desk made of cherry wood. An old Tiffany-style banker’s lamp sat on top, unlit, over a notebook. It felt like she was in a museum.

The wood plank flooring creaked beneath her, and she realized she’d left wet footprints across the floor, ending at an antique rug.

Ella hurried to the door and kicked off her boots. They landed with a thud next to a coat tree. She was swiping at the small puddles with her socks, when the sound of soft steps traveled from one of the hallways near the front door. A light flipped on somewhere inside as a man stepped out, silhouetted against the bright light.

She squinted and froze, mid-swipe of her sock.

His hair was disheveled, and his eyes closed as he opened his mouth in such a big yawn that Ella could see the back of his throat. He appeared to be in his mid-forties with a forehead that reached deeply into a receding brown hairline. Despite the hour, his eyes held a keenness that peeled away years.

“Hello.” His smile faltered as he took in her face. She brushed her hand over it in case she had something stuck to it. “You don’t live here.” He spoke with a southern accent. His voice became strained, and his features shifted.

She stepped on the biggest puddle and felt the dampness seep into her sock. “Uh, no. Nope, I don’t.  Could I have a room for the night, please?”

He studied her. “No, sorry. We’re all booked up.”

“You’re full?” Her eyes wandered to the open doorways and intricately carved staircase. You don’t have anything open?”

“No, sorry.”

“Is there another hotel around here?”

“No, ma’am. This is a small village. You’d probably have better luck the next town over.”

Ella gaped at him. “I can’t get to the next town over. My car’s caught in a snowbank, and I’m beat. My phone doesn’t work around here. All I want is a place to crash, so I can call a tow truck in the morning. I can sleep on a couch or on the floor, I really don’t care at this point. I’ll be gone first thing in the morning; you won’t even know I’m here. I just need some place warm for the night.”

The man pursed his lips as if in a tug of war with the empathy filling his eyes. “I’m really sorry, but you shouldn’t be here.”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion. Shouldn’t be here? 

“I agree. I should be home. In my warm bed.” She stepped closer until she could smell the minty toothpaste on his breath. “I’m hungry and tired. I’m sorry to be difficult, but I’m not leaving. I have nowhere else to go. It’s clear this town doesn’t like visitors. Message received. I’ll be gone as soon as I get my car tomorrow.”

He blinked at her then whispered in words she barely caught, “Keystone.”

“What?” She leaned back, wondering how sleep deprived he was.

He cleared his throat. “This town is called Keystone Village.”

“Oh. Good to know. Cute name.” Ella smoothed out her jacket, unsure of what else to say. 

A woman’s voice floated in from the hallway. “What is it, Jimmy? Crazy Flo see a ghost again?”

The man Ella assumed was ‘Jimmy’ tensed. “Excuse me a moment,” he said to her.

He slipped through the narrow rectangle of light. A moment later, Ella heard frantic, raised whispers that grew to a crescendo before suddenly dying. Jimmy stepped back into the entrance hall, his face red as he gave Ella a tight smile.

Jimmy ducked his head under the counter of the tall desk, and she heard the metallic tinkle of keys before he popped back up. 

“Here you go. Room seven. Up the stairs, third door on your right. Breakfast is at seven. If you miss it, Grandma Wink makes a mean scramble at the diner next door.” He jerked his head in the direction of the diner.

“Thank you.” Relief filled Ella, realizing she’d soon be asleep. 

“How much?” She didn’t really care about the price. At that moment, she would’ve paid five hundred dollars for one night.

He waved his hand. “On the house.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Don’t worry about it. Seems like you’re hard up, doll.”

Heat rose in her cheeks. “Look, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. I insist on paying for the room.”

Jimmy’s face was a mask of confusion. Then, a light blinked behind his eyes. “Oh, that’s right. I didn’t mean anything calling you ‘doll’. Old habit.”

If you’re a century old.

“If it makes you feel better, I guess you can pay.”

Ella shrugged off her backpack and fished out her wallet. “How much?”

“Eh…” Jimmy’s eyes darted to the cherry wood desk as if searching for a number on its rich surface. “Sixty sound okay?”

“What?”

“No? Forty?”

“How much do you typically charge? Whatever the room is that you gave me—” she flipped the key over “—number seven. How much do you usually charge for it?”

He rubbed a hand over his thinning hair, causing it to stand on end. “Sixty.” The number hung heavy in the air, full of uncertainty. 

Ella opened her mouth to argue but stopped. She hadn’t seen the room yet. Maybe it was crap. 

He obviously didn’t man the desk that often, and she worried that she was taking advantage of his ignorance. She sighed, digging through her wallet; she’d sort it out in the morning. 

Slipping out her credit card, she slid it over to him. Jimmy stared at it. “Er, we can’t accept that.”

Her stomach dropped. “You’re cash only?”

He nodded.

Taking a slow breath, she forced a smile and slipped the card back into her wallet. She only had a twenty dollar bill on her. “Can I pay tomorrow, then?” She’d have to hunt for an ATM.

“Sure thing.” He gave her a genuine grin for the first time. “I’m Jimmy Murray.”

“Ella Barton.” They shook hands, then she threw a strap of her backpack over one shoulder and headed for the stairs.

“Oh, Ella?”

She turned.

“Watch out for Fluffy. If you see him, don’t make eye contact. And for God’s sake, don’t pet him.”







CHAPTER 2







ELLA AWOKE TO sunshine pouring through her window. Fractals of light from another Tiffany lamp bathed the floral wallpaper like stained glass. Her backpack lay abandoned nearby. She’d crashed the night before not even bothering turning on a light. 

Now in the light of day, she could see her room properly. It was spacious and tastefully decorated in a this-house-is-old sort of way. The furnishings were rich mahogany with a mix of early American and antique English country flare that would’ve made her mother drool. Whatever the cost of her room, it was certainly worth more than Jimmy was charging.

After throwing off the covers, Ella hissed as the cold air hit her. As beautiful as the old mansion was, it was drafty. She knew there was some sort of unsavory comparison between the manor and an aging lady of the night, but her pre-caffeinated brain couldn’t quite pull it from the air.

The grimace from the temperature became a groan as she pulled a sweatshirt from her bag. Apparently, her body wasn’t too fond of landing in a snowbank. 

Ella lingered at the window and got her first glimpse of Keystone Village in the daylight—or at least part of it. Snow had fallen during the night and painted a monochromatic world outside. 

The lake stretched before her at the base of two tall, steep hills off to the left. An evergreen forest pooled around the hills and flowed all the way to the park on her right.

Ella picked her cell phone up from the nightstand, her mouth turning down at the “no signal” icon in the top right. Maybe her carrier didn’t service this area. She just hoped this postage-sized town had a mechanic. 

Fortunately, she still had a couple more days of vacation before she had to be back at the local university where she was a TA for Dr. Brown in the linguistics department, so there was no need to worry just yet. 

Thinking about her job reminded her that she had procrastinated her thesis work all break and couldn’t avoid it any longer. The problem was she’d “accidentally” forgotten her laptop. 

Although she loved her research, even she found the comparison of “influence of population density and social networks on phoneme variation” a little dry.

After wadding her curls into a bun, Ella stuffed her phone into her pocket and stepped into the hallway. She descended the stairs, following her nose to breakfast. 

Voices and the clattering of dishes floated over the polished wood floor from the back of the inn. She picked the hallway just left of the study and wandered down it, passing a parlor and a couple more doors. She was just about to turn around when rows and rows of books caught her eye. 

The hallway ended abruptly in a set of French doors with roses etched into the glass. Ella peeked through a non-frosted pane, spying a robust library full of leather-bound volumes. Trying the handle, she nudged one of the doors inward and poked her head inside. 

Something brushed her shin, and Ella jumped, ramming her elbow into the handle on the door. The largest Maine Coon cat she’d ever seen slinked past her and into the room. He turned his beautiful green and hazel flecked eyes on her, purring softly. 

Ella rubbed the blooming bruise on her arm and took a step inside. “Hey, buddy.” He meowed at her. “You must be Fluffy.” He butted his head against her leg in response.

“Now, why would Jimmy warn me about you? You’re just a big boy who wants some attention, aren’t you?” 

He purred in response.

She crouched and stretched out her hand for him to sniff her.

With another mew, his wet nose kissed her fingertips before her hand buried in his soft fur. A deep purr rumbled through him, vibrating her hand. Just as suddenly, he batted her hand—claws retracted—and pounced at an invisible spot on the rug. Then, Fluffy rolled in a patch of sunlight, stretching his back.

“Huh, it seems he likes you,” a male voice said behind her.

Ella whirled around to find Jimmy standing in the doorway. Tugging down the part of her sweatshirt that had bunched up, she apologized for being in the room.

“Don’t worry about it. That’s why we have it here.” Waving a hand at the large volumes, he gave her another one of his genial grins. “We want our guests to feel at home.” His smile faltered. “Our long-term guests, that is.”

She tried not to take the comment personally. Picking off fur from her clothes, she asked, “Do you have many?”

“Many what?”

“Long-term guests.”

His eyes darted over the books as if carefully collecting the right words to say. “We have a couple of boarders, yeah.” Opening one of the french doors wider, he said, “Breakfast is the dining room. Come on, I’ll show you the way before Edwin eats all of the bacon.” 

At her favorite word, her stomach rumbled. She scratched Fluffy between his ears one last time then followed the innkeeper out of the room. 

Jimmy shot a furtive glance back at the cat. Ella heard Fluffy hiss before she rounded the corner. 

“I’ve never seen him like that around another human. When he’s not scratching up the furniture or chewing the houseplants, he’s attacking the boarders.”

Ella chuckled. “Why keep him around?”

“We’ve tried giving him away, but he just keeps coming back, sauntering in like he owns the place. You know, I kinda think he does.” 

He led her down a hallway beside the grand staircase and paused outside a large doorway. He excused himself, saying that he’d be in to eat soon, then left her alone.

Inside the dining room, three people sat at a large table. Her eyes were immediately drawn to the plates of bacon and pancakes. The setup reminded her more of a bed and breakfast than an inn, but she wasn’t about to argue—especially since bacon was involved.

Three sets of eyes shifted to her, and she realized she was still standing in the doorway.

“You must be Ella.” A woman who appeared about ten years older than Ella smiled. Her lips were the color of crushed roses, and deep brown eyes stared out from behind dainty, cat-eyed glasses.

 She looked like she’d stepped out of a Leave It to Beaver episode, with sweeping, strawberry blonde curls, a floral patterned dress that hugged her waist before flaring out, and a Hermès scarf draped around her décolletage. “I’m Mrs. Jimmy Murray, but I’d prefer you to call me Rose.”

Ella gaped at her a moment, thrown by the Mrs. Jimmy part and her vintage attire. She recovered quickly and returned the smile as she sat down. “Ella Barton. You have a lovely inn.”

Rose thanked her and passed her a cup of coffee, followed by toast, fried eggs, ham, steak, and butter. “We only serve meals in the dining room when there’s a new guest,” she explained.

“Wow.” Ella eyed the plates stacking up in front of her. “That’s a lot of protein.” 

After pouring a heavy dose of cream into her coffee, her eyes wandered to the other two people at the table, figuring they were the boarders Jimmy had referred to.

Just then, the innkeeper walked through the door, greeted everyone, then kissed his wife on the cheek. 

Rose turned to Ella. “If you’re still here around lunchtime, the diner next door is open from eight to eight—unless the winds pick up, and Grandma wink closes shop to go gliding. The soda float is to die for, although my waistline doesn’t agree.” Her laugh floated over the table like the tinkle of a bell, infectious and warm.

Ella couldn’t help but smile. 

“They also serve a mean mushroom burger,” Jimmy added.

“Horse meat,” one of the boarders growled. The woman appeared to be in her sixties and had never gotten the memo that it was the twenty-first century. Her white hair floated up from her head like cotton candy. Ella had only ever seen beehive hairdos in pictures, and seeing one in person was nothing short of spectacular.

Jimmy dropped his fork. “Flo, come off it. They don’t serve horse meat there.”

Ella remembered hearing Rose’s voice the night before, asking if Crazy Flo had seen another ghost. This must’ve been the woman who she was referring to.

“‘Course they do. What else they going to do with that old dappled mare on the mayor’s dairy? Hm? Or that dead cow in his yard?”

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “Bury it?” 

“Wasting good meat.”

Rose cleared her throat. “I don’t think this is an appropriate discussion topic over breakfast, Flo.”

Flo lifted one shoulder in a shrug, the beehive shifting dangerously with the movement. “You know it’s aliens that did it.” She began to smear butter on her eggs and up her thumb.

Rose shifted awkwardly and shot Ella an apologetic smile.

Ella couldn’t resist. “Aliens did what?”

“For God’s sake, don’t encourage her,” the other boarder, an elderly gentleman, muttered under his breath.

Flo leaned forward, pushing up a pair of thick glasses that magnified her eyes. “Aliens killed that cow and horse, of course.”

Ella bit her tongue at the “horse, of course” comment and to keep from singing the theme song for Mr. Ed. She was really beginning to like Crazy Flo. 

“Right. How do you know it wasn’t ghosts?” She tried to keep her expression neutral but nearly broke when Jimmy snorted and the other board groaned.

Before Flo could respond, however, Rose cleared her throat. “Ella, Jimmy says you got into a car accident?”

“Yeah. Not too far outside of town. Hit some ice then ran into a ditch. Speaking of, is there a mechanic in town I can have the car towed to?”

Jimmy exchanged a weighted glance with Rose. “Probably best to have it towed to the next town.”

“Detroit?” Ella calculated the mileage, shaking her head. “That won’t work.” She tried to keep the desperation out of her voice.

“There’s Lou,” the other boarder said before Jimmy shot him a look. The old man reminded Ella a lot of her grandfather. Thick gray hair swept back like a wave, surrounding an affable face.

“Not sure that’s a good idea, Edwin.” Jimmy’s grip tightened on his fork. “Lou’s slow.”

“Only when he’s drunk.”

“That’s always.”

“True.”

Mulling over her options, Ella took a thick slice of banana bread. It was soft and moist with a flavor that punched her taste buds and practically melted in her mouth. 

“Oh, man. This is amazing.” She shoved the rest of it in her mouth and grabbed a second slice. A brief concern over calories flitted through her mind but quickly left with the next bite. It was worth it. 

Finishing, Ella resisted the urge to lick her plate. She was a guest and didn’t want her first impression to be getting to first base with dishware. Also, Rose scared her a little bit. Not in a Stepford wife, murderous kind of way, but in a she-runs-the-house-don’t-get-on-her-bad-side kind of way. 

Ella sat back, sipping her strong coffee and listening to Flo describe the best design of hat to make out of tin foil to keep the aliens from probing one’s mind. Steam curled around Ella’s face in delicate wisps as she tried to picture what happened to Flo’s beehive with said hat.

Her thoughts shifted to her car. Even if this Lou guy was slow, he was her best option. She’d go over to his place as soon as she found the bottom of her cup. 

The thought of her crashed car reminded her of the reason for her crash.

“Speaking of snow,” Ella began, although they hadn’t been talking about weather at all, “I noticed you don’t have much here.” She thought specifically of the abrupt delineation between the thick blanket and frozen grass.

“Oh, that’s not true.” Rose busied herself with pouring more coffee from the carafe. “We got a couple of inches during the night. Must have come after you showed up.”

Ella grabbed a third slice of banana bread. “That’s strange. Just a couple of inches? There were a few feet on the pass.”

“The pass?”

Bread stuck to her throat as she swallowed, staring around at the confused expressions. “The mountain pass? You know, the Santiam Pass? For the Cascade Range?”

“Oh, that. Yeah, our weather’s a little different here.” With delicate hands, Rose cut into her eggs. “The Twin Hills give us a—what do they call that, Jimmy?”

“Microclimate’s what the professor calls it,” he said. Rose nodded in agreement. 

Crazy Flo waved her fork, a chunk of ham hitting Edwin in the face. “When were you born?” 

“I’m sorry?” Ella was more thrown by the abrupt shift in conversation topic rather than the question.

“Flo!” Rose pursed her lipstick-slathered mouth into a line, her cheeks flushing.

“What? It’s not like I asked her what year it was.”

Ella bit back a laugh, turning over the strange phrasing. Not How old are you? but when were you born? “It’s fine. I was born in 1985.”

“See?” Florence’s white hair bounced like an explanation point on the word. “I bet she’s got loads of knowledge up there.” The end of her now-naked fork pointed at Ella’s head. “Loads. Seems like the educated type. You go to high school, young lady?”

Ella nearly choked on her last bite of bread. “Yes, ma’am. And college. I’m working on my master’s degree right now, actually.”

“Really?” Edwin’s eyes lit up.

“Well, how ‘bout that? An educated woman.” Flo slurped her coffee, all the while, her beady eyes remaining on Ella. 

Pulling up a napkin to pretend dabbing away bits of food, Ella covered her half-smile, half-bewildered expression. This had to be the strangest group of people she’d ever met.

After her fourth slice of banana bread and the last drip of coffee from her cup were gone, Ella scooted her chair back and rubbed her snug waistband.

“Thank you for the delicious meal. Is there a computer I can use? I can’t seem to get a cell phone signal to pull in my email.”

Rose blinked at her. Jimmy rubbed the thinning halo of hair on his crown. “Our phone only makes local calls.”

“Oh. And the computer?”

“Sorry, we don’t have one,” Jimmy said.

“Oh.” Ella shrugged. “No worries. I’ll try somewhere else.”

After getting directions to Lou’s shop, Ella ran back to her room and grabbed her wallet, hoping she could find an ATM after she had spoken with the mechanic. 

Stepping out of the inn, a winter wonderland opened before her. The thin blanket of snow had settled over the streets and storefronts like frosting on gingerbread houses. 

The park sat on her left, where the town thinned and just before the wind farm she’d walked through. Somewhere behind her was the lake. She made a mental note to check it out later.

Cold air whipped at her face as she kicked white powder up over her boots. Two-story brick buildings rose on either side, complete with old-fashioned, hand-painted signs. It was like stepping into the past. 

Following Jimmy’s directions, she turned left on L Street. Soon, the sound of metal scraping metal and swearing floated out from a shop. Ella located the source of the noise inside. A man with too little hair on his scalp and too much on his chin wiped at his sweaty face as he stared at the engine of a classic Mercedes-Benz. His belly pulled at the stained fabric of his coveralls. 

“Excuse me,” Ella said, “are you Lou?” The smell of alcohol and oil hovered heavy in the air.

“That’s me.” Lou squinted at her as if she was a bright light.

“I’m having car problems, and I was wondering if you could look at it.” His eyes squinted to the point that she wondered if he could still see.

He tipped his head, peering past her to the street. “Seems your problem is you don’t got one.” His face cracked open suddenly, and he barked out a laugh that split her ears.

Ella let out a polite chuckle. 

“So, what’s the problem?” Lou’s belly continued to bounce, still laughing at his own joke.

“It’s in a snowbank.”

“Why’s it there?”

“I thought it’d make a great parking spot?” Ella took a breath and briefly explained it flying off the highway. “So, can you tow it?”

His laugh lines relaxed, and he rubbed a hand down his stubble, leaving behind streaks of grease. “Where’d you say you left it?”

“Just outside of town.”

An emotion flicked across his face so quickly she couldn’t be sure she’d seen it.

“How far out?” He turned his back, gathering up tools on his workbench.

“It was dark, but it’s just past the field with wind turbines.”

His shoulders relaxed. “Yeah, okay. Let’s go get it.”

“Now?” Ella asked.

“That okay?”

“Yes! That would be great.” 

He laughed again, his stomach jumping up and down. “I like ya, doll.”

Her cheeks heated at being called “doll” for the second time in less than twenty-four hours. However, if he could retrieve her car and get her back on the road, then he could call her whatever he wanted.







CHAPTER 3







GETTING HER CAR out of the ditch proved harder in reality than expected. It didn’t help that Lou’s easy-going demeanor had shifted suddenly once they’d arrived at the crash site. 

He hurried through hooking the vehicle up to his truck. Once the wind farm was in sight, he seemed to revert back to his old self. 

Back at his shop, Ella hopped out of his truck. “So, does it look bad?”

Lou dug a chewed toothpick from his front chest pocket and rolled it from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Looks mostly cosmetic, but I won’t know till I look under her dress, so to speak.”

“Surely, you’ll buy her drinks first?” Ella teased. The mechanic’s eyes bugged out, and she quickly asked, “Any idea how long that’ll take?”

“I’ll have a look right now and get back to ya.”

She thanked him then said, “I’d give you my cell number, but it doesn’t get any reception here.”

He picked at his gums with the toothpick then inspected it. “No worries. I know where you’re staying.”

“You do?”

“Well, sure. Same place anyone passin’ through stays. You’re at the inn, aren’t ya?”

Ella nodded.

“‘Kay. I’ll just leave word there.”

She thanked him, getting a couple of steps before remembering she needed cash to pay for her room. “Hey, is there an ATM nearby?”

Lou’s thumb paused over the button for the hydraulic lift on the tow truck. “Eh?”

“Where can I pull some money?”

“I suppose the bank. But you gotta have an account there.”

“They don’t do shared branching?”

Lou cocked his head as he scratched the mashed toothpick over a hairy fold of skin on his neck. “Dunno. Don’t really use money ‘round here much.” He mashed the button for the lift, slowly lowering her jeep, and he shouted over the noise, “I should get workin’ on this if you’re to get outta here today.”

Ella’s eyebrows pinched together as she turned around, trekking along L Street. What sort of town didn’t use money “much”? 




Ella paused once she hit Main Street. Keystone Inn was four short blocks to her right, nestled back from the street. Expansive, snow-laden shrubs and ivy obscured part of it from view. 

Lou couldn’t possibly have her car ready in the next twenty minutes and her muscles were in desperate need of exercise—especially if she was going to burn off those slices of banana bread. 

Her mind made up, she turned left with the intention of exploring more of the town. Her boots pressed prints into the fresh snow and made that special squishing noise that sounded like flatulence. Snow flatulence. 

Ella smiled to herself and drank in the stillness of the world that only a fresh layer of powdered accumulation could bring. She loved that moment after the clouds had sprinkled flakes over the landscape like the earth inhaled its first breath and the exhale wouldn’t come until spring.

Soon, cottages and historic houses replaced the storefronts and businesses. Ahead, Main Street continued straight, passing at the base of the left hill of what she was assuming were Twin Hills. 

Another road, Lake Drive according to a faded sign, veered off and curved around the lake. Small boats bobbed in the dark water, moored to the docks. 

Hunger drew her away from the charming vista, and she glanced at her watch. It was getting late in the afternoon, and her stomach had burned through her eggs, bacon, and banana bread like she’d run a 10k. 

Now that she had a better idea of the size of the lake, she decided against trekking around it. Maybe she’d walk it after a late lunch at the diner—unless Lou had her car ready or she could come up with another excuse.

She walked at a brisk pace back to the inn, half out of hunger, half out of the need to thaw her limbs. As she reached the block, a long, lean man stepped out of the dining car next door. His chiseled features were set in a brooding expression that soured his good looks, but Ella’s attention was drawn to his choice in attire. 

His clothes looked like the wild West and a motorcycle club had a drunken brawl, and he wore the leftovers. A faded gray Stetson hat sat on his dark hair above a sweatshirt, an aged leather vest, brown trousers, and boots with honest-to-goodness spurs. Either a rodeo was in town or he belonged to a theater troop. 

He turned down the sidewalk which just happened to be in her direction. His eyes caught hers from beneath the brim of his hat. 

Ella nodded by way of greeting before averting her gaze to the words “Belly Buster” advertised in the diner window. Whatever it was, she was having it.

The tall drink of trouble stepped into her path, barring her from fries and the promise of this mysterious Belly Buster. 

“Well, hullo there, darlin’.” Smoke billowed into her face, and she coughed. She hated cigarette smoke.

“Excuse me.” Ella attempted to step around him, and his arm shot out.

“What you runnin’ for? I ain’t gonna hurt you.”

Ella clenched her teeth. “Not running. I’m hungry.” This man was standing between her and food and was about to get a tongue-lashing if he didn’t step aside. 

A young woman in a pink gingham waitress uniform stood in the diner window watching them. Her eyes were on the shady man, her expression full of fear and anger. And something else Ella couldn’t discern.

He blew out another cloud of smoke. “You’re new.”

“You’re observant.”

His lips twitched. “You stranded too?”

Ella frowned. “I don’t know about too, but yeah, I crashed my car, and I’m stuck here until it gets fixed.”

He flicked his cigarette, narrowly missing her ear. “You’d be better off with a horse. They handle weather better than those metal death traps. ‘Course if they bring in pretty things like you… maybe they ain’t so bad.” His eyes glinted under the shadow of his hat. “My advice? Trade it in for a horse and get outta here. Keystone ain’t a place you wanna stay.”

“Really? It seems like a cute little town full of great people—with a few exceptions.” She narrowed her eyes at the last word, hoping he’d pick up on the hint. He didn’t.

“Well,” he drawled out the word like a sigh, “don’t let the sheriff see you. He’ll run you outta town faster than the Transcontinental Express.” She blinked at him. “No? Well, it’s a really fast train. Or at least it was—”

“Er, why? Why would he chase me out of town?”

“You’ll see.” He winked at her and finally stepped out of the way.

She mumbled a “thanks for the advice” as he tugged on a pair of leather gloves and strolled off, the air jingling with his spurs. 

Ella watched his retreating back a moment before she ducked into the diner. A bell over the door tinkled, and the waitress who had been watching the exchange outside told Ella to pick a spot before she whisked into the kitchen. 

Hovering over the doormat, Ella blew into her gloved hands while staking out a seat. Since she was eating so late, she had several options. Two other patrons sat separately in booths.

Wandering over the black and white checkered floor to the lunch counter, Ella chose a spinning stool and dropped onto it. She rubbed her palms together to get more sensation back into them and swung her legs back and forth. No matter how old she got, she could never resist the urge to spin back and forth in a chair.

The young waitress appeared on the other side of the counter sporting a friendly smile. She had a heart-shaped face with rouged cheeks and long lashes that brushed her penciled eyebrows. Her blonde hair swept back in an elaborate hairdo that would’ve taken Ella too many hours and a lot of cursing. 

The waitress plucked a pencil from above her ear. “Welcome to Grandma’s Kitchen. I see you met Six.”  

“I’m sorry? Six?”

She jerked her head at the window. “The cowboy. Short for Six Shooter—what he prefers everyone calls him. Of course, his real name is Jesse but don’t tell him I told you.”

The side of Ella’s mouth quirked up. “I won’t. He’s… different.”

“He’s a menace. Spends more time in the local jail than in the fresh air.” She pulled a pad from her apron, and the pencil hovered over it. “What can I get you?”

Ella’s eyes darted around. She hadn’t looked at a menu yet, but her stomach protested at waiting any longer for food. “How about that Belly Busting thing? The special?” She pointed at the chalkboard easel to her left.

“Good choice. That’s Grandma Wink’s secret recipe.” After taking her order, the young gal walked away. 

Finally pulling off her gloves and jacket, Ella draped them onto the stool beside her and took in the quaint diner, from the display of freshly baked glazed donuts and strawberry pie to the homemade banana bread. Her mouth watered, recalling that morning’s breakfast. She wondered if Rose had bought the bread from the diner.

The waitress zoomed behind the counter again, grabbing a pot of coffee. With every other step, one of her black kitten heels made a distinct sound as it stuck to the linoleum floor. She held the pot of coffee up in Ella’s direction, her brow arched. 

Ella nodded. As steam floated from her cup, she said, “Thank you… ?”

“Kayline. But everyone just calls me Kay.”

“Ella.”

“Nice to meet you. Sheriff know you’re here?”

Ella shifted on her cushy seat. That was the second time someone had mentioned the sheriff. “Um, no. Should he?”

Kay’s pink lips turned down. Her eyes shifted over Ella’s shoulder to the person sitting in the booth behind her. “Sorry, gotta run. Your burger and fries will be up soon.”

She glided over the floor, floating with the confident grace of a ballerina. Ella tried to focus on the knickknacks and fifties memorabilia covering the walls and not eavesdrop. However, Kay and the patron she approached were sitting right behind Ella, and the lack of competing conversation meant she could hear every word.

“How’s the coffee, Will?”

“Same as always. Muddy and perfect,” a deep voice replied. 

Kay squealed, then paper rustled. “What’s that your working on? Is this your latest project?”

Ella curled a loose strand of hair behind her ear, stealing a glance behind her as she did so. Kay stood over one of the booths, talking to a man closer to Ella’s age, with brown hair, deep blue-green eyes, and strong features. He reminded Ella of an old -fashioned movie star: classically handsome.

A large paper sat unfolded in front of him, covering the speckled Formica table and a pile of fries. Complicated lines covered the schematic. His eyes swept up and met Ella’s before she quickly turned, face forward again. She caught his reflection in the stainless steel milkshake machine. He was still watching her, a curious expression on his face.

“How’s it work?” Kay asked the man.

“It’s an outdoor oven, using solar light instead of fire, gas, or electricity.”

“Oh, cool.”

“Did you fix my—”

“Yeah, it’s right here. It’s why I came by. That and the coffee.” Ella heard a smile in Will’s voice.

She squinted at their reflections. Kay took something small and shiny from Will and stuffed it into her apron.

“And here I thought you wanted to see your ex-girlfriend,” Kayline teased. 

Ella nearly choked on her coffee. Nothing about the light-hearted tone between the two said they were exes. She couldn’t imagine being on such friendly terms with any of her ex-boyfriends, yet not for lack of trying on her part. They all just happened to be jerks.

Above the milkshake machine was a passthrough with a view into the kitchen. A large hand appeared, setting down an even larger plate of burger and fries. A disembodied voice hollered, “Belly Buster!”

The waitress whisked over and grabbed the plate. As she placed the juicy burger on the lunch counter, Ella caught sight of a red rash covering the waitress’s forearms. Kay followed her gaze, and her cheeks reddened.

“Poison oak.”

Ella grimaced with sympathy. “I’ve had that a few times. Isn’t it contagious?” 

Shrugging, Kay fiddled with the pencil behind her ear. “Not by touch. Only if the oils from the plant are still on my skin or clothes.” 

After making sure Ella didn’t need anything else, she swept over to the cash register, her heels clicking out their arrhythmic beat. 

Heat emanated from Ella’s plate. Without ceremony, she attacked the mound of thick, salted fries hiding her Belly Buster—which turned out to be some kind of a hybridization between a cheeseburger, nachos, and a sloppy joe with a third bun thrown in for good measure. 

Slowly, she excavated the “burger” from the fries but was then presented with the problem of how to go about eating the gooey mess. Cheese sauce oozed over the sides, mixing with what the chalkboard called, “Grandma’s Secret Sauce.” 

The sauces coalesced and dribbled down her hands. A fork would’ve been better, but she’d already sacrificed her hands, and her stomach would hear none of this waiting for a utensil business. The flavors of the heart-attack-in-a-bun collided in her mouth, and despite appearances, she deemed it one of the best burgers she’d ever had.

A few feet away, Kay popped up from under the cash register with a wad of napkins. She began to stuff them into a holder when the man with the schematics and blue-green eyes walked up to the counter. 

Will slipped a fedora over his chocolate-colored, patent leather hair. “That was great food, but don’t tell Grandma Wink I said that. I’m afraid to ask, but what did those pancakes cost me?” 

Kay set the napkin holder aside. “The soda fountain’s on the fritz. Wink’ll want you to fix it.”

He whistled. “That’s a steep price for one breakfast.”

Kay batted her long lashes. “Please, Will. It’ll take you two seconds to figure out what’s wrong.”

Ella tried not to stare. The way Kay looked at Will, how she leaned close when he was near, if those two were still exes by the end of the week, then her name wasn't Ella Barton.

Will chuckled. “Come on, don't give me that look. You know I can’t say no to a friend.” 

Kay leaned back, her face falling a moment before she recovered. Will didn’t seem to notice, but Ella, having been in that position before, recognized the expression. 

The man shifted on his feet, leaned over the counter, and dropped his voice. “Listen, I heard something, and before you get all angry at me, just know I ask because I care.” 

Kay crossed her arms. “Okaay…”

Out of the corner of Ella’s eye, she saw Will’s head turn in her direction then to the other patron. His voice dropped to a gravelly, unintelligible whisper. Soon, their conversation became heated, sounding like steam releasing from a pressure cooker. Maybe they were more like normal exes than Ella had thought. 

Despite the two’s attempt at keeping their discussion private, snippets of their argument floated over the sizzle of the fryer coming from the kitchen. Ella swam a fry through a pool of ketchup and hummed to herself to try to give them some privacy. When the phrases “not safe” and “too dangerous” were used in close proximity to each other, Ella stopped humming and strained to listen.

Kay was in the middle of whisper-yelling when she stopped abruptly and gasped. Then she shrieked. She stumbled back into a pie stand, sending the covered desserts flying. Crust and glass shattered across the floor. 

The waitress’s arms flailed through the air like she fought off an invisible attacker as she screamed, “No! Stop! Get away from me!”

Will vaulted over the counter. “Kay! What’s wrong?!”

Ella jumped up and rushed over. Kayline’s arms stopped flailing, and her hands gripped her stomach. Then, she vomited. 

“Kay!” Will sidestepped the mess and grabbed the waitress as her body went limp. “Kayline!”

Ella watched the scene in horror. 

“Help!” Will shrieked, bringing her out of her shock.

Ella scrambled over the broken glass and smeared pies as they crunched beneath her snow boots. The cook burst through the kitchen door.

“Call 911!” Ella yelled at him and dropped beside Kay.

First aid training from years before kicked in, and she instructed Will to turn the waitress’s head so she wouldn’t aspirate on the contents spilling out of her mouth. 

Will sat on the floor, Kay’s head turned in his lap, as he kept calling her name like a song stuck on repeat. 

Ella couldn’t feel Kay’s breath, so her fingers groped the waitress’s neck, searching for a pulse while her own raced.

“Kay, please be okay,” Will pleaded.

Ella couldn’t feel a heartbeat beneath her fingertips, not even faint or arrhythmic like the waitress’s heels. Nothing. 

The words left Ella’s lips long before she realized it was she who had spoken them. “She’s dead.”







CHAPTER 4







“AND SHE JUST—fell over? Dead?”

“More like collapsed.” Mounting frustration crept into Ella’s voice. 

She was seated in a booth in Grandma’s Kitchen, feeling dazed. The tall man questioning her had introduced himself as Sheriff Chapman but looked and dressed an awful lot like Wyatt Earp. 

“And again. It wasn’t just. She waved her arms around, yelling, ‘Get away from me!’”

 The sheriff’s derby hat brushed the ceiling, forcing him to duck as he swept the hat off his head with one hand. With the other, he stroked a long, handle-bar mustache, and his eyes narrowed on her. “Did Will put his hands on her?”

“What? No.” Ella sucked in a sweeping breath between her teeth. This was her third time recounting the details of the afternoon for the man. She just wanted to go back to her room at the inn. “It was as if she wasn’t all there mentally. Like she was hallucinating.”

His clear blue eyes watched her from under the brim of his hat for the span of several breaths, making her feel like a specimen under a microscope. “You said she’d been arguing with Will?” his voice drawled, slow but precise.

“I’m sure it was nothing. I wouldn’t even call it an argument—”

“And yet, that’s what you’d called it.” His leathered hand went to his mustache again. “Where you from?”

“Salem.”

“Salem…?”

The question threw her, and she blinked at him for a moment before responding slowly, “Salem, Oregon… the capital… of the state…” 

“Hm. Wait here, Miss Barton.”

Ella frowned, watching him saunter over to the cook—a short man with thick eyebrows that nearly met. The sheriff’s cowboy boots clicked over the linoleum floor and stopped. The cook’s hands worried his grease-stained apron, and he stared at the sheriff expectantly. 

“Horatio…” Sheriff Chapman addressed him before lowering his voice.

At the far end of the railcar diner, Will sat alone in the corner booth. His fedora rested on the table, forgotten, and his head drooped into his hands, his chocolate locks spilling between his fingers. 

Ella’s heart went out to him. Some people wanted to be alone in times of crises, and others needed to know they weren’t alone. Unsure of which type he was, she shuffled over and sank onto the seat across from him. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said softly. 

Will lifted his head, his features fraught with emotion. His eyes were pools of blue and green that caught the aging afternoon, but at that moment, they also held pain.

“Thank you.” He dropped his head back into his hands. 

When she realized she was staring, she tore her gaze to the white landscape outside the window. A cold crept through the single-pane glass, causing her to snuggle deeper into her sweatshirt. 

Outside, a round woman with a coat a couple of sizes too large crossed the street. A bag was hefted over one shoulder, causing her to walk lopsided under its weight. She swung the door to the diner in with a bang, and the bell rattled instead of jingling merrily as she stumbled inside. Snow dropped from her jacket and boots onto the mat, reminding Ella of a dripping ice cream cone.

Sheriff Chapman nodded in greeting to the newcomer. “Over there, Pauline.” His long arm extended towards Kayline’s body. Pauline puffed out heavy breaths and lumbered over.

“Coroner?” Ella asked Will in a low voice.

Across from her, Will’s head rolled back and forth in his hands in a gesture resembling a nod—well, maybe if she was drunk and squinting, it could be perceived as a nod. 

“Town coroner. Doctor. Medic. She’s all of them.”

Ella was both impressed and thankful that she didn’t grow up in a small town. “Huh. A woman of many hats.” 

“She is not wearing a hat.”

“What? No, I meant—never mind.”

Across Grandma’s Kitchen, Pauline the coroner-doctor-medic plopped her bag down and opened her enormous jacket, revealing dozens of bulging pockets inside and a far less rotund figure underneath.

Soft curses floated from the coroner’s mouth and over the heavy air.

Chapman’s head turned. “Need help, Pauline?”

“No, no. Just can’t find—” Her hand plunged into a different pocket, and she let out a noise of triumph as she pulled out a pair of gloves. “There they are.” 

Tugging them on, she bent out of sight—the lunch counter mercifully blocking Kay’s body.

A few minutes later, Sheriff Chapman told the cook he could leave. Ella watched with envy as Horatio trudged out into the cold, wondering when it would be her turn. She didn’t know why the sheriff was keeping her there. 

Her mind kept replaying Kay’s screams and the way the waitress had stumbled into the pie case. It hurt Ella to think that another human being’s final moments had been gripped in such horror. That poor woman. 

All Ella wanted to do was get into her car and drive home and try to erase that afternoon from her mind. As charming as Keystone Village had seemed a few hours ago, witnessing the death of a person tarnished that image considerably. 

The coroner moved to the other side of Kay and let out a loud sigh, shaking her head. “Someone tell Mayor Bradford, yet?”

“Not yet.” The hard lines in Sheriff Chapman’s expression deepened. “Not ‘till I have more to tell him.” He strolled over and hovered above Pauline, recounting a shortened version of what had happened. When he’d finished, he asked, “So, what do you think?”

“About what?”

“The body, Pauline.”

“Oh, right. Too soon to say. My first notion is an allergic reaction. See the rash here?”

The sheriff craned his neck to where the coroner indicated. Ella couldn’t see clearly but assumed Pauline was showing him Kay’s arms. 

“That’s from poison oak,” Ella called out. Both sets of eyes turned to her and blinked. “Uh, she told me she had it.”

“Interesting.” Chapman’s expression said it was anything but interesting. “You failed to mention that before, Miss Barton.”

Ella lifted her tired shoulders in a shrug. “Forgot.” 

He continued to stare, long after Pauline returned her attention to the body. He seemed to be sizing her up, scrutinizing her. Finally, he looked away, but his expression didn’t say if she’d been found wanting.

 “If this rash is, in fact, caused by poison oak,” Pauline said, “I’m not sure what we’re dealing with. I’m not seeing any swelling. And it was too quick to be a virus. With such a sudden onset of symptoms, along with the delirium…” She shook her head. “Won’t know more until I can do some blood work. She allergic to anything?”

The sheriff straightened and peered across the diner. “Was Kay allergic to anything, Will?”

Slowly, Will’s head rose, and he stared at the sheriff with a blank expression. “Nickel. She couldn’t wear the necklace I gave her for our anniversary.” He kept his head up, but his eyes dropped to the Formica tabletop and its pocked surface.

Pauline worked her way around to Kay’s feet, and her lips pressed into a thin line.

“What is it?” Sheriff Chapman asked.

“Some sticky stuff on her soles. Looks like tree sap.” The woman brought her thick shoulders up in a shrug before continuing on to the other side.

The sheriff lowered to a squat beside the coroner—no easy feat given his height and age—then popped back up a moment later, holding a small, metallic object in his hands. “What’s this?”

Ella glanced between the device and Will. The color drained from his face.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t look like nothing to me, Will.” The sheriff pointed to a section on the object. “This gold, here?”

A crevice formed between Will’s eyebrows. “Just a coil of it. It’s the best conductive wiring I could find. I ran out of copper. “

“Is it just a coating?”

“Yes,” Will said, drawing out the word. His skin now took on a greenish hue.

“What’s the material underneath?”

Will’s face morphed into one of horror, his eyes wild. “N-n-nickel. But her skin couldn’t have had contact with it.”

The sheriff cradled the device in one hand and grabbed his derby hat from off of the lunch counter. “Alright. Come along. Both of you.”

Ella tensed and exchanged a glance with Will. “Where?”

“To the office to talk some more.”

She relaxed some. An office didn’t sound so bad. Then, she noticed they way Will’s hands clenched and the fear in his eyes. 

“But we didn’t do anything,” he said.

“That’s what I gotta find out. Stand up.” The sheriff’s face was all hard lines and granite again, leaving no room for discussion.

Ella slid out of the booth, trembling slightly. He was just going to question them further. No need to panic just yet.

The trauma of that afternoon had dulled her mind. As she tugged her jacket over her sweatshirt and slipped on her gloves, it finally hit her. 

Unless Kayline had been struck by a sudden brain aneurysm that caused paranoia and delusions, her death wasn’t an accident. And the fact that Sheriff Chapman wanted to question them further meant he suspected that too.

A cold dread swept over Ella. Was this really happening? Was she really a suspect for the murder of someone she’d just met and tried to save?

She sucked in a breath and reassured herself that the sheriff was just doing his job. He’d simply ask her a few questions then release her when he realized she wasn’t involved.

After tucking Will’s device into his jacket, Sheriff Chapman grabbed each of their elbows in a firm grip and escorted them onto the street. A late afternoon sun shone over the glittering snow like a dying ember trying to warm the air. Ella could feel the cold seeping through her jacket, chilling her bones and creeping into her heart.







CHAPTER 5







THE JAIL DOOR slammed shut on Ella’s cell.

“Seriously?!” She gripped the cold metal bars. “You said we were just going to talk some more! You can’t lock me up!”

Sheriff Chapman stuck his thumbs in his belt loops. “And this is how I can question you further without fear of you running away. Until Pauline tells me Kayline’s death was from natural causes, you’re both suspects.”

“With what evidence?!” Ella sputtered. “You can’t do this! It’s illegal!” 

She wasn’t actually sure it was, but it seemed like the right thing to say. Wasn’t there something about being held for up to twenty-four hours then he’d have to either charge her or let her go? She wished she had paid more attention while watching Law and Order.

“Is it?” Chapman tipped his head slightly and stroked his mustache like a cartoon villain, only she didn’t think he was doing it ironically. “Huh. Well, here in Keystone Village, we do things a little differently.”

“Different than the law?” Ella glared at him. The sheriff ignored the question and sauntered over to his desk. She shook the bars and let out a frustrated growl. “This is one crazy, messed up town.” 

When her breathing had evened and she was confident fire wouldn’t come out of her mouth, she took in her surroundings. The six-by-six jail cell was one of two in the small, brick building that housed the sheriff’s office. The bars were marred, rusted in places, and the red bricks chipped and faded. The place looked like it was part of a museum exhibit for the American frontier.

In the corner, a cast iron stove crackled with a fire that made the office toasty and gave off a whiff of smoke reminiscent of a campfire. If she’d been on the other side of the metal bars, she would’ve found it comforting. 

Just thinking about being on the inside of the cell, got her worked up again. “Why is there even a sheriff’s office in town, anyway?” she hollered over at Chapman despite the fact that he was within spitting distance. “Where’s the local police station? Can I talk with one of their officers instead?”

He slipped his hat off and dropped it on his desk. When he spoke, his voice was harsh, like sandpaper over gravel. “I told you, Miss Barton, we do things differently here.”

“I noticed.” That earned a glare from the stony man.

Satisfied she’d gotten some kind of reaction out of him, Ella plopped onto the lone cot in the cell. It smelled of sweat, tobacco, and vomit. 

She coughed and turned her nose up. When that didn’t work, she lifted her sweatshirt over her nostrils. 

Will sat on his cot in his own cell, facing her. He noticed her breathing into her clothing, and his mouth twitched. Some of the heaviness in his features lifted. 

“Whatever you’re smelling, I assure you, mine’s worse.”

She doubted it. She was pretty sure she was going to have to burn her clothes. But he had just lost a friend, so she let him win and gave him a thumbs up. 

Taking a deep breath, she pulled the sweatshirt respirator down and said to Chapman, “You know, a coat of paint would do wonders for the aesthetics in here.”

“And some curtains,” Will added.

“Oh, curtains. Good idea. And maybe, just thinking out loud here, a couple of new cots. You know, ones less fragrant—not that I mind Eu de Pew.” She smiled at her own joke and looked at Will. “Get it?” 

His eyebrows said he didn’t.

He looked over at the sheriff. “I can taste it. Do you get it? I can taste this smell. It tastes like…” He snapped his fingers, searching for the words.

“Tastes like a night gone wrong in Vegas,” Ella helped.

“Enough,” Chapman growled. His mustache bristled, and he glared at both of them. 

Good. Maybe she couldn’t do anything at the moment about being stuck behind bars, but she could do her best to make him miserable and regret putting her there. 

The idea that someone suspected her of harming another human being burned a fire in her gut, further fueled by the sheriff’s handling of the situation.

“So, about those questions…?”

Chapman leaned back in his chair and remained silent. 

Ella’s head dropped back against the bars. “There weren’t any more questions, were there?”

“Nope. Just waiting till I get some answers from our coroner.”

Ella’s shoulders drooped. Kay’s death was strange, sure, but that didn’t mean someone had killed her. Did it? Ella replayed the events leading up to Kayline’s death. The more she thought about it, the more she agreed that an allergic reaction didn’t fit the symptoms. 

Will leaned forward, his cot squealing in protest. “Come now, Sheriff. You don’t really think I’d do anything to hurt Kay, do you?”

“Doesn’t matter what I think.”

“You’ve known me for—what—eight years? Nine?”

“Doesn’t matter, Will. If you’re innocent, I’ll let you out. Gotta treat you the same as everyone else.”

Ella struggled off the flimsy cot. It was so low to the ground, she fell back onto the thin fabric. With a grunt, she rolled off, rather clumsily, but she recovered with a flourish and bounced to her feet. Will cocked an eyebrow. 

After smoothing out an invisible wrinkle, she strode to the bars. “What about me? What reason could I possibly have for hurting Kay?”

“Dunno. But you’re a stranger here. And I don’t like new people in my town.”

“Yeah, I noticed the sign posted outside of town.” She squeezed her hands into fists then forced the tension out. “News flash, if you don’t want people passing through, then maybe you shouldn’t live in a town that’s right off the highway.”

His face flickered with an emotion she couldn’t identify before it turned to stone again.

“Come on, Sheriff,” Will said. “There’s nothing untoward happening here. Miss Barton has nothing to do with what happened. Neither of us do.”

Ella spoke out of the side of her mouth. “I appreciate the support, but call me Ella.” 

“Noted.” Will slipped off the cot and climbed to his feet with an agility that made her jealous.

His fingers curled around the bars and framed his face as he pleaded with Chapman. “We tried to save Kay. What reason would I have to hurt her?” 

“Come on, William. It’s no secret that you were mad about the breakup.”

Will’s knuckle’s turned white, and his voice dropped. “That was a year ago.”

Sheriff Chapman folded his fingers and turned his attention to Ella. “What are you doing in Keystone Village, Miss Barton? We’re not on a map, so you ain’t—what’s it called? Sightseeing.”

“My car broke down. Actually, it crashed. Lou’s fixing it.”

“He say how long it’ll take?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. He was supposed to tell me as soon as he had a look.” She leaned into the bars and shot him the smile she reserved to get free appetizers at her favorite restaurant. “But maybe if you let me out, I can ask him.”

“Nice try,” he grunted. Her smile evaporated.

Reaching across his desk, the sheriff snatched up an old rotary phone and spun the dial a few times. “Lou? Sheriff Chapman. There’s a lady here claiming you got her car.” 

Ella clenched her jaw at the word “claiming.” Like she would lie about her car needing fixed. 

Chapman kept the receiver pressed to his ear and listened to the small, tinny voice on the other end before saying, “Yes. Checks out, then. How long?” His mustache turned down, and a crevice formed between his brows. “That’s a problem.” After a couple more grunts, he hung up.

“Ol’ Lou says about two days. Has to replace the front axle shaft and will have to adapt one he’s got on hand.”

The prognosis of her vehicle and the fact that she’d be in Keystone two more days felt like a punch to Ella’s gut. “Can’t he just order a new part from Bend or Salem?” She’d even pay the extra cost to ship the part overnight if she had to.

“Can’t.”

Ella frowned. She opened her mouth to ask why not, but the sheriff cut her off. 

“Believe me. I’m not happy about it either.” His eyes darkened, and he leaned forward in his chair. “Seems your best option is to trade your vehicle in for one of Lou’s. And leave tonight.”

Ella’s first instinct was to tell him to go eat his own mustache. She loved her jeep. But something about the intensiveness in his voice made her churn over his words. “Does that mean you’ll release me? You believe me?”

“Believe is a strong word. But out of the two of you”—he jerked his head at Will —“he’s got more motive for wanting Miss Bradford dead.”

Will threw his hands up. “But I didn’t—”

“Hobble your lip, Will.”

Ella’s feelings raced between overwhelming relief and sympathy towards the handsome man in the cell next to her.

The sheriff stretched out of his chair to his full height, jangling a ring of skeleton keys from his desk. Picking a rather large, dark one, he waved it in Ella’s face. 

“Here’s the deal. You trade your car for something that runs and leave town tonight, and I’ll let you out.”

Ella bit her lower lip. She had sunk a lot of money into her jeep, even putting new tires on three months prior. However, if it was between trading in her car or being holed up in a jail cell, there was no contest.

Slowly, she nodded. “Yeah, fine. I’ll leave.”

Chapman jammed the old key into the lock. It clicked, and he tugged open the door for her. “You’re free to go, then. And Miss Barton, I’ll be watching to make sure you leave Keystone.”

Ella’s mouth felt dry as she nodded. While she scurried out of the holding cell, the rotary phone on the sheriff’s desk rang loudly, startling her. Chapman scooped up the receiver. Ella scooted towards the front door, unsure if she could just walk out.

“What?!“ Chapman’s eyes narrowed to slits, and he growled, “That mudsill. Blowhard. Dirty outlaw…” His nostrils flared. “Be right there.”

He slammed the phone down and shoved his hat over his gray hair. His boots pounded an angry rhythm, and he marched past Ella and out the door. It banged against the brick before returning to rest in its frame a degree more ajar than it had been a moment before.

“Uh…” Ella stared at the door and felt the cold air linger. She glanced at Will, still locked up in his cell. “So, I guess I’ll just leave, then?”

Some of the sadness had left his eyes, and the corner of his mouth ticked up. “You sure? I was thinking of starting a card game.” 

“Wow, I’d hate to miss that.” 

The levity of the moment quickly faded, and a heavy silence filled the room. Ella glanced at the desk drawer that held the jail key. 

“Don’t do it,” he said. 

She took a breath and turned away from the temptation. “Look, I know we just met and haven’t even been properly introduced, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for your loss, and I believe you.”

He gave her a tired smile. “Thanks.” One of his hands threaded through the bars. “William Whitehall.”

She gripped the outstretched hand, feeling callouses brush her palm. “Ella Barton.” 

“Don’t worry about me, Miss Barton—”

“Ella.”

“Right. I suggest you leave now, Ella, while you still can.” His tone turned heavy with warning. 

“Fair enough.” She crept towards the front door. “Well, it’s been… well, let’s not do this again. Good luck, Will.” 

After one last glance, she slipped out onto the cold street. She sucked in a breath of freedom and tasted the coming snow—the smell much improved over the cot inside. 

The sun had dipped behind the two hills, bathing the sky in a dusky, dull yellow. Street lamps flickered on, spilling amber glows over the snow. 

Ella wrapped her arms around herself and trudged through the antique village, reliving the day’s events. Lights twinkled over the lake from distant street lamps and cottage windows, but she couldn’t fully appreciate the beauty.

Some poor, young woman had lost her life today. Someone’s daughter. Someone’s friend. Her heart broke for Kay’s family, and she began to wonder more about what had killed the waitress. Ella was no expert on death, but the incident had seemed such a strange way to die. 

Could the poison oak rash be covering up a rash caused by an allergic reaction? The coroner hadn’t seemed to rule out the possibility. Then again, Kayline hadn’t shown any other symptoms of anaphylaxis. 

And what about the hallucinations? Did that strange device Will had given Kayline have something to do with this? She’d been so quick to dismiss the man as a suspect, but it did seem too coincidental that a few minutes after giving her the small, metallic contraption, the waitress fell dead.

A dark figure jumped out of the alley in front of Ella. She jumped and screamed. The shadow clamped a hand over her mouth. 

“Whoa, easy there, darlin’.”

Ella caught a whiff of stale tobacco and hay before the figure dragged her into the shadows of the alley. She struggled against the sinewy arms of her captor. The glow from the nearest street lamp pierced the darkness just enough for her to make out a cowboy hat and a sharp, angular jaw.

It was the cowboy she’d bumped into just outside the diner. Ella remembered the name Kay had called him, and when the rough hand moved from her mouth, she yelled, “Jesse! What—”

“Don’t call me that. Name’s Six Shooter. Six for short.” 

“Yeah, I’m not calling you that.”

“But that’s my name.”

“Still not saying it.”

He gave her a rough spin so she faced him, only he didn’t take into account her lack of balance, and she heaved into his chest, hitting her chin hard on his sternum.

“Ow! What’d you do that for, woman?”

Ella rubbed her chin, sure it was going to bruise. “Well, that’s what you get for abducting me.”

“Who’s addicting—”

“Abducting.”

“Who’s abdicating—“

“Close enough.”

“—you?”

“You are.”

The confusion in his face melted, and a gleam took root as if she’d given him the greatest idea.

Ella cringed inwardly and took a minuscule step back. “What’d you want, Jesse? I’m having a pretty bad day, and if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to go back to the inn now.” And burn her clothes before packing. She still smelled the stains from the cot.

He flashed a smile. “You gonna thank me?”

“For…?”

“For savin’ you,” he said. 

Ella lowered her eyebrows in confusion. 

He sighed. “It was me that called the sheriff.” His voice changed, pitching up and affecting a poorly done accent. “‘Someone’s been messing with my cattle. They’re loose in the orchards.’ That was me.” His eyes danced with pride. 

“Well, thanks. I appreciate the gesture. Topnotch thinking, really. But your timing’s off. He’d just let me out of my cell.” 

While she’d been talking, she’d inched back, putting more air between them, as much for the ability to flee as to stop smelling him. Her olfactory senses had had just about all they could handle. 

“Just out of curiosity,” she continued, “how did you plan on getting me out of that cell after you lured him away?”

His hand plunged into his sweatshirt. Ella flinched, her legs coiled, ready to run. 

Six produced a crude reproduction of a key. “Took the liberty of makin’ myself a copy since I spend so much time in there.”

“Good Lord, did a toddler carve that out of crayon?” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, makes sense. Of course, you could just stop doing the things you get locked up for, but where’s the fun in that, right?” 

His expression said he’d missed the sarcasm in her tone. 

Slipping past him, she stepped onto the sidewalk, her boots crunching in the snow. 

“Night, Jesse.” She danced out of reach before he could grab her again.

He remained in the shadows, a silhouette with a voice. “Night, darlin’.”

Ella cringed and stared back into the alley. “If you don’t want me calling you Jesse, then don’t call me darling.”

A light flickered as he lit a match, catching it on a rolled cigarette that hung between his lips. “No promises.”

Too tired to deal any more with the cowboy, she shook her head and shuffled towards the inn. It was getting late, and to keep her deal with the sheriff, she would need to visit Lou, trade her car in, pack, and leave—all by tonight. 

Fitting in a quick shower wouldn’t hurt either, she decided. But first, she wanted to change clothes.

Ella stepped into Keystone Inn, and warm air and soft light welcomed her. She pulled the scent of cinnamon and apple into her lungs and fought the hunger pains in her stomach. 

Her to-do list re-prioritized. After she changed, she’d grab a quick snack from the kitchen—if she could locate it in the mansion. Then, she would trade her car in.

After throwing her jacket onto the coat tree and kicking off her boots, she whisked into the entrance hall. Rose stood behind the check-in counter, scratching a pencil in a book. 

“Oh, Ella! There you are. I was getting worried. You missed dinner.”

“Yeah, sorry. I was… busy.” She didn’t feel like retelling what had happened again for the umpteenth time that day. Her eyes flitted to the cherry wood flooring, and the memories crashed back in. She moved towards the staircase.

“Did you hear about what happened?” Rose’s pale skin turned ashen, and she glanced in the direction of the diner next door. “Poor Kay. She was such a sweet thing.” Reaching into her dress pocket, she pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed behind her cat eye glasses. “Oh, Wink’s going to be heartbroken.”

Ella watched her from the bottom of the stairs, teetering between comforting her and following the sheriff’s order to high-tail it out of Dodge. “Did you know her well? Kay, I mean.”

“Yes, we were good friends. When she and her father arrived in Keystone a few years back, she felt so alone. She had a hard time adjusting to life here and needed a friend. We’d drifted apart the last couple of years, but Kayline was like a younger sister to me.”

Ella abandoned the stairs and draped an arm around Rose’s shoulders. “How come you weren’t as close recently, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Rose’s crimson lips quivered. “Oh, I don’t know. This was about a year and a half back, so the details are a bit fuzzy, but she withdrew. She seemed to have a great weight on her. But whenever I asked, she wouldn’t open up. 

“When people stay closed off like that, going through things alone, it eats them up. That’s why I was grateful when she started dating Will. Then, they broke up. I just didn’t know how to help, anymore.”

Ella squeezed her shoulders. “I’m sure she knew you were there if she ever needed you. Sometimes, that comfort alone is all a person needs.”

When Rose had composed herself, Ella slipped upstairs to change. As her hand glided up the banister, the innkeeper called up to her. 

“Forgot to tell you. Lou called looking for you. Said your car would be ready in a couple days.” A smile lit her face. “Looks like you’ll be staying here a while.”

Ella shot her a wan smile before trudging up the stairs. She would say goodbye after she got back from Lou’s. 

Edwin passed her at the top of the stairs, and they exchanged quick pleasantries before parting. He seemed in as much of a rush as she was. She briefly wondered where the elderly gentleman was off to in such a hurry at eight o’clock in the evening.

After shutting the door to her room, Ella collapsed on her four-poster bed, telling herself, she’d rest for five minutes then change and head back out. In less than a minute, darkness pulled her down into a deep sleep full of cowboys and dead bodies.







CHAPTER 6







LARGE FLAKES OF snow drifted past Ella’s window in a weak, morning light. She yawned and stretched. 

The inn was old, and heat seemed to struggle to reach her room, putting her in no hurry to leave the warm cocoon she’d created in the feather comforter. 

After snuggling in deeper, the events of the previous day drifted back, ending with the sheriff’s deal for her to leave town. 

Leave town.

Ella bolted upright and scrambled to disentangle herself from the sheets. She was supposed to be out of town. Last night. 

“Crap, crap, crap.” She shuddered to think what the sheriff would do when he found out she was still in Keystone.

She tore open her backpack. She had yet to retrieve the rest of her luggage from her car. Most of the clothes peeking out of the bag had already been worn while staying at her parents’ place for Thanksgiving, so her selection of clean attire was limited. 

She pulled out a fresh t-shirt and tugged on her only other pair of jeans. The ones from the previous day were wadded up on the floor. She kicked them to the corner so she wouldn’t forget they were dirty and to pack them last. Her snow boots were down by the front door. 

Grabbing her phone, she checked the bars again: still no service.

The scenery outside her second-story window caught her eye. The white blanket sheeting everything had grown fat through the night. Thick flakes continued to fall, reminding Ella of Christmas, fires, and warm cookies. 

Her gaze drifted right, in the direction of the park. That part in her brain tickled again that something she was seeing wasn’t quite right. Ella shook off the feeling and bolted for the door.

She gripped the banister of the wide staircase, noting the scent of coffee and cinnamon rolls wafting up. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs, torn between seeing Lou and the delicious smell. 

She glanced at her watch. Surely it was too early for the crusty mechanic to be up and in his shop? Would the sheriff come bursting into the inn, checking to see if she’d left yet? 

Ella chewed her lip. In the end, she decided that his hands had to be full dealing with Kayline’s death.

And like a sailor being lured by a siren, Ella followed her nose to the promise of breakfast. 

If this ends up being one of those scented candles, I’m going to be really pissed. 

She had just rounded the corner in the hallway right before the dining room when she bumped into a plump figure with a mountain of frosted hair reminiscent of the snow-covered hills outside.

“Oh, sorry, Flo. I didn’t see you.”

Crazy Flo’s face scrunched in confusion, creating ripples and divots. “Who’re you?”

“Ella. We met at breakfast yesterday.”

“No. I don’t think you were there.”

Ella’s lips twitched. “Pretty sure I was. I ate my weight in banana bread. I’m the one born in 1985, remember?”

Flo grunted. “Were you the ghost at the table?”

“Er, no. I’m corporeal.”

“Oh, that’s unfortunate.” And without so much as a goodbye, the older woman marched away.

The dining room table was bare, the naked mahogany reflecting a painting of a boat in a storm. Turning, Ella followed the source of the aroma to another door further down the hallway. It swung inwards, and she found herself in the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Rose called from the stove. “Coffee?” She held up a percolator.

“Only while I’m awake.” Ella smiled gratefully and accepted the proffered, steaming cup. “You’re my new favorite person.” 

Rose chuckled and returned to the stove. Today, she wore a navy dress with a raised wingtip collar, heels, and her blonde hair coiffed in a victory roll and large curls.

Ella parked herself at the informal dining table and sipped her coffee while surveying the room. The large kitchen was incongruous with the rest of the turn-of-the-century inn. 

Rose’s seeming obsession with the fifties wasn’t just limited to her attire, apparently. The floor was covered in a black and white checkered pattern that matched the diner’s. The walls were a vibrant yellow, and antique appliances dotted the room. 

The table was shoved under a large, picture window that overlooked the lake. The setup was cozy, more intimate compared to the formal dining in the adjacent room. 

With some caffeine pumping through her, Ella reached across the maple surface of the table and peeled a gooey roll from the pan sitting in the center. The frosting melted on her tongue, mixing with bits of apple.

“Mmm… Sweet kittens, this is amazing. Is there fruit in this?”

“Yes, chopped up. It’s apple cinnamon rolls. One of Grandma Wink’s specialties.”

“Wow, it’s heavenly. I need to meet this Grandma Wink I keep hearing about.”

“I’m sure she’d love to meet you, too. She’s around. Hard to miss.”

Ella became more intrigued. After she swallowed another bite, she asked, “Where’s Jimmy?”

“Bathroom.” When Rose caught Ella’s expression, she added, “The sink in the restroom at the end of the hall is acting up. It gurgles and sounds like Jimmy’s stomach after he’s had dairy. So, he’s seeing what he can do about it.”

“Probably not eat dairy.”

“The sink, not his digestion issues.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Of course,” Rose continued, “it’s no problem if he can’t get it. William Whitehall usually comes around once a week to help with repair work.”

Ella nearly choked on her last bite of cinnamon roll. “Do you mean Will?”

Rose’s perfectly penciled eyebrow arched above her cat eye glasses, and her spatula paused mid-air. “You know Will?”

“Yeah, we met yesterday. I don’t think he’ll be around anytime soon to fix things, though.” 

Ella sipped at her coffee to try to dislodge the piece of roll. Once her throat was food-free and she’d sputtered a minute for good measure, she told Rose what had happened at the diner the previous day in more detail.

Rose’s skin turned ashen. “What on earth is Sheriff Chapman thinking? Will couldn’t hurt a fly.” Her eyes flitted up to Ella. “How come you didn’t tell me this last night?”

“I’m sorry. I wanted to, but I was in a rush.” She told the innkeeper about her deal with the sheriff, which only resurfaced her anxiety about needing to hurry out of there. 

Rose waved her delicate hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about the sheriff. Six occupies most of his time, anyhow. Like cat and mouse those two are. And now with Kay’s unfortunate death, Sheriff Chapman has even less time to worry about you. 

“Besides, Lou won’t be up for another hour. And if it makes you feel any better, you wouldn’t have found him last night, anyway. He likes to nip off early, if you know what I mean.” She made a motion of chugging from a bottle.

“Actually, that does make me feel better. It shouldn’t. I mean, poor Lou, but we all have our vices, right?” She glanced pointedly at the coffee and apple cinnamon rolls on the table. 

A comfortable lull in conversation followed, filled by the popping of bacon grease in the frying pan. Ella took the opportunity to ask a question that had been tumbling around in her mind. 

“Did Kay have any health problems that you know about? A heart condition?”

Rose shook her head. Her head pivoted in Ella’s direction, but she gazed out at the drifting snow, her red lips a tight line. “This town. It takes too much, sometimes.” The comment hung heavy in the morning air. 

“What do you mean?”

Rose’s expression was shuttered off, her thoughts deeply inward. “Keystone’s a great place. At least it can be. But sometimes, the cost is too high.” She blinked, shook her head, and smiled, the light returning to her eyes. “Never mind, dear.”

Ella shrugged off the strange comment. The inhabitants of Keystone seemed too quirky to judge through her normal lens. 

After Rose’s comment about Lou, Ella decided she had enough time to chow down a second apple cinnamon roll. As she bit into the gooey goodness, the kitchen door swung open, and Jimmy strolled in. He kissed his wife on the cheek before greeting Ella.

“Get your car fixed yet?”

“Nope. Lou says it’ll be another couple days. I don’t understand why he can’t just get the part shipped from Salem.” When Ella saw the look of dismay on the innkeeper’s face, she added, “I’ll miss you too.”

Rose elbowed her husband.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he amended. “It’s been nice having you, but it’d be best if you left.” 

“Well, with any luck, I’ll be leaving this afternoon.” Ella couldn’t hide the tinge of anger in her voice. So far, Rose was the only person she met not trying to kick her out of town.

Jimmy’s face filled with relief.

“Did you get the sink fixed?” Rose asked him.

“Yep. Half-hour ago. I was in the conservatory. Wanted to make sure that seal around the glass wasn’t leaking.”

“Wait,” Ella cut in. “There’s a conservatory here?”

Rose’s eyes shone. “Yes. In the north wing.”

“You get there through the library,” Jimmy added. He plucked a bacon strip from the pan, earning a playful smack from his wife.

Ella remembered the library but not a conservatory. Visions of reading a book in a room made of glass, surrounded by plants and snow outside, almost made her wish she didn’t have to leave so soon. 




After she’d stuffed the last bite of her third apple cinnamon roll into her mouth, Ella decided to grab a quick shower. She gathered her toiletries and a change of clothes, then she stepped into one of the upstairs bathrooms.

“Oh, that won’t do.”

A clawfoot tub sat next to the wall, sans shower head. It was cute and would be great if she wanted a relaxing soak, but it wouldn’t work for a quick wash.

After a word with Rose, Ella discovered to her horror that none of the bathrooms had showers. In the end, she settled on a military shower a la wet wipes, dry shampoo, and a spritz of body spray. She set the spray aside, walked towards the door, then changed her mind and added a few more spritzes. Who knew what fresh odors she would encounter today?

As she was girding herself in her winter jacket at the front door, a clicking sound echoed over the hardwood floor behind her. She turned to see Fluffy padding towards her.

“Hey, buddy.” Crouching, Ella scratched behind his ears. “I gotta go see a guy about a car.” 

He batted her hand away and sat on his fluffy haunches. She let out a sigh. He was as temperamental as her last boyfriend.

Outside, the cool air bit her cheeks and hurt her lungs. Two steps later, she heard a meow behind her.

Fluffy was two paws into the snow, crying at her with a look of betrayal. His green and hazel flecked eyes searched the snow. Sniffing it once, he hissed and backtracked.

“Hey, no one told you to follow me. You did that to yourself,” she said, tugging her zipper up to her chin. She didn’t blame him. She wanted to hiss at the weather too. 

After depositing him back inside, she closed the door. He watched her with hard eyes through a pane of glass. She wiggled her fingers, only slightly taunting him, before hopping off the stoop. 

Ella made her way gingerly down the icy sidewalk of Main Street, leaning into the wind, and arrived at the mechanic’s shop in three minutes.

The garage door was already open, so she stepped into the shelter of the building. It wasn’t exactly warmer so much as less cold.

Her voice echoed over the smooth floor and walls as she called, “Hello?”

No answer. She called again, weaving between cars on ramps. Her jeep was in the back, elevated in the air on a hydraulic car lift. 

Something about the scene jarred her, like stepping into an operating room with a patient’s innards laid bare. 

She turned away from the vehicle and spent the next several minutes searching the building in case she’d overlooked an office or a back room hiding the mechanic. 

Grease and the smell of stale beer permeated the air. It had been a good call to douse herself in perfume before leaving. 

When she could no longer feel her fingers, Ella gave up and drifted back to Main Street. At least she had a good excuse if she ran into the sheriff. And as anxious as she was to get home and put Kay’s death behind her, she wasn’t looking forward to parting with her jeep.

When she reached Keystone Inn, she glanced at the railcar diner beside it. The windows of Grandma’s Kitchen were like dark, lifeless eyes staring back at her. 

Hopefully, the diner wouldn’t have to remain closed much longer. It seemed a shame to deprive the public of the pleasure of a Belly Buster. 

Thinking of the diner made her think of Will. The poor guy was probably still stuck in that musty cell. She didn’t think he had anything to do with Kay’s death, but if there was one thing she’d learned over the years it was that people were complicated and full of secrets.

Inside the mansion, the apple cinnamon aroma still clung to the air. She smiled as a thought occurred to her. It wasn’t much—just a small gesture—but it would be something, and small somethings could mean the world to another person. 

After trekking to the kitchen, she grabbed a couple more apple cinnamon rolls and wrapped them in a cloth napkin. She stuffed them inside her jacket and retraced her steps through the front garden. Her breath puffed out in small clouds in front of her as she turned right on Main Street and marched until she could see the sheriff’s office a block away.

She was just passing the library next door when she caught movement behind the sheriff’s glass and the silhouette of a tall man with a derby hat. 

Ella about-faced faster than a sneeze and ducked into an alley—the same alley Six had pulled her into the night before. She could almost smell his hay and tobacco scent now. 

She peered around the edge of the brick building, momentarily distracted by the rows of books in the library window, and studied the sheriff’s office. If Sheriff Chapman was inside, she didn’t want to waltz in there without having worked out a deal with Lou yet.

Outside, an Appaloosa horse stood reined to an honest-to-goodness hitching post. The beautiful beast’s doleful eyes blinked her way, its tail swishing. Ella quickly got over her shock at seeing the equine transportation and stamped her feet for warmth as she waited.

Several minutes later, when she could no longer feel her toes, it was clear the sheriff was in no rush to leave. 

Another idea began to form. It wasn’t a great one—probably in her top ten worst, right behind perming her bangs, but it would get Chapman out of the office.

Ella stole up the sidewalk and sidled up to the horse, putting it between her and the window. It eyed her warily. 

She patted the horse blanket over its back in what she hoped was a comforting gesture. Her experience with horses didn’t expand beyond a couple pony rides growing up.

After slipping off her gloves, she worked the knot out of the reins. What should’ve been an easy task was made far too difficult with popsicle fingers. 

Finally, the leather ends fell away. Ella rested them on the saddle horn and patted near the horse’s backside. 

It didn’t move. 

She checked to see if the sheriff was still at his desk then stood back, staring at the horse while scratching her own chin.

“Go. Shoo.” She nudged the horse. A back hoof stamped the ground in annoyance.

Ella searched her memory, recalling old western movies. She shook the reins and gave a good tap to the horse’s side. It neighed in protest and took off at a trot. 

She paused in admiration at the picture of the animal prancing down a snow-covered street of old shops and street lamps before she hightailed it back to the alley. 

She had just reached cover when she heard the sound of a door being thrown open. Sheriff Chapman stomped through the snow in a series of growls and obscenities as he ran after the horse.

She waited a few breaths then poked her head out. Several blocks away, the Appaloosa slipped through the yard of a white church. Chapman jogged towards it, slipping and sliding in the snow, calling and cursing it in the same sentence. Both horse and sheriff disappeared around the side of the building.

Ella slipped out of her hiding spot and stole towards the still open office door. Her conscious threatened to surface, but she figured both horse and owner could use the exercise.

She flew into the office and shut the door. Snow fell from her boots and spilled onto the mat as she rubbed her arms in an attempt to return sensation to her extremities.

In the farthest cell, a mound of blankets that was Will lay on the cot, his back to her. Ella tapped on the bars and called his name.

He rolled over, peeling an eye open. When it focused on her, he shot up. “Ella?”

Maybe it was just the heat finally making its way into her skin, but her cheeks and ears began to burn. Why was she risking the wrath of the sheriff for a stranger?

“I see you decided to stay another day,” she teased.

“Well, with comforts such as these, who can say no?” He gestured from the moth-eaten blankets to a plate topped with unidentifiable food that reminded her of something she’d once pulled from a clogged drain. 

“Oh, so you probably wouldn’t want this?” She dug into her jacket pocket and unwrapped the apple cinnamon rolls. She shrugged. “More for me.”

Will flew from the cot and snatched the treat from her hand so quickly she could swear it broke the laws of physics.

Her eyebrows rose. “Er, it was soft and warm when I left the inn, but I had to wait for Chapman to leave, sorry.”

As he shoved the frosted pastry into his mouth, his eyes grew to the size of plates. “Are these Grandma Wink’s cinnamon rolls?”

“Apparently.” She watched him tear off another large chunk and stuff it into his mouth, his eyes closing. 

“Ah, you’re a peach,” he said.

“A peach? Okay, grandpa.”

His eyes widened. “Don’t they say that where you’re from?”

“Nope.” She laughed when she noticed his ears turning pink. Then, his expression suddenly turned serious.

“What are you still doing here? If the sheriff finds out you haven’t left yet—”

“I’m working on it. It’s not like I can get an Uber here.”

His mouth turned down slightly at the corners.

“Any more on…” Ella paused, unsure of how to phrase the delicate question. “Do they know what happened to Kayline yet?” 

Will’s expression fell as he sank to the cot. “The coroner called a few minutes ago. From this end of the conversation, it sounds like Kay’s death wasn’t an accident. That’s where Chapman was heading when he left here. To hear what else Pauline had to say.”

Ella rested her forehead against the bars, noting the whispers of dark circles under his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Will. That’s terrible. Do you know—wait.” She pulled her head away. “Did you say the sheriff was leaving? As in, he was already walking out the door?”

“Already?”

She inwardly groaned. The whole debacle of untying the horse for a diversion had been unnecessary. “Never mind. So, why did Pauline think Kay’s death wasn’t an accident? Does that mean she’s ruled out an allergic reaction?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it was but Pauline has reason to think it was intentionally caused. And with me giving Kay a present right before her passing…” his voice trailed off, and he and chewed quietly, lost in thought. 

“I had a thought,” she said softly, unsure if he was listening. “I’m not a doctor, but I’m pretty sure when someone goes into anaphylactic shock, there’s more swelling, choking, or something.”

Without looking up, he said, “Hm, but she did have a rash, and she vomited.”

“But she had the rash before you gave her the device.” 

“How do you know that?”

“I saw it.”

He finally looked up and met her gaze. His features arranged into—not hope, but hope adjacent. 

Ella couldn’t explain all of the symptoms yet, but the more she mulled it over, the more it didn’t make sense. The vomiting. The delirium. 

One word surfaced as an answer, but first, she wanted to absolutely rule out the possibility Kay’s symptoms didn’t align with that of an allergic reaction.

Will folded the inn’s cloth napkin up, eyes squinting, and she could almost see the gears turning behind his bright blue-green eyes. “Maybe she was exposed to the allergen before today.” As he slid the napkin between the bars, his fingers brushed hers. “That would make sense.”

Ella still wasn’t sure Kay’s death was the result of anaphylaxis, but instead said, “So, how does one even go about finding that out?”

“Blood work would probably confirm that. Elevated histamine levels and such. That’s probably what Pauline told Chapman over the phone. Look—” his eyes darted to the front door “—I appreciate you coming by, but you need to get out of here before he comes back.” A rare smile graced his face. “Thanks for breakfast. And the visit.”

“Yeah, sure. I’m a great conversationalist.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t take you to a party or anything.” 

She let out a hollow laugh. “Stay out of trouble. Oh… wait.” She rapped the bars with her knuckles. He laughed.

She lingered a moment, wondering why she felt so invested in a stranger, then turned to leave. When her hand closed around the brass doorknob, he called her name. She turned to see his eyes fixed on her. 

“Ella, promise me, if you get a chance to leave, you’ll take it. Leave Keystone and don’t turn back.”

His words were so similar to Jimmy’s but lacked the tone of dismay. He was warning her, and it sent a chill up her spine. 

Maybe she’d misunderstood Jimmy too. Had he also been warning her? But why? What was so dangerous about Keystone that she needed to leave as soon as possible? 

Ella dipped her chin in a small nod then tugged the door open and stepped out into the cold.







CHAPTER 7







THE SNOW HAD stopped falling, leaving a gray sky over a white world. Ella checked Lou’s shop, but he still wasn’t there. 

After her conversation with Will, she needed to clear her head. She wanted to make the loop around the lake but wasn’t sure where the sheriff and his steed had wandered off to, so she ambled south of town towards the park, stopping at the inn long enough to make a ham and cheese sandwich, wrap it in wax, and stuff it into her pocket. 

Her head down to stave off the icy wind, she turned left towards the diner and park. Ella passed a horse tethered to a hitching post outside Grandma’s Kitchen, a post she’d failed to notice the day before. 

She stopped. 

She backtracked and looked up into the same beautiful brown eyes of the sheriff’s Appaloosa. It blinked at her with indignation and took wariness. 

Ella bent, ready to speed walk away, but a deep voice stopped her. 

“I thought I told you to leave Keystone.”

Her heart dropped, and she whirled around. She hadn’t even heard the diner door open. 

Sheriff Chapman’s eyes bored holes into hers, and his mustache turned down at a such an angle it was in danger of becoming a goatee. She didn’t have to know him well or long to know he wasn’t happy with her.

“I was. I tried. I stopped by Lou’s shop, but he wasn’t there.”

His eyes narrowed, but his mustache was looking less like a goatee. “Hm. Probably not awake yet.”

Ella frowned and glanced at her watch, noting that it was nearing noon. Her job as a T.A. was becoming less appealing, and she began to consider a hungover mechanic as a promising career.

The sheriff strode past her and untied the horse’s reins. She made note of how he did it in case she ever needed another diversion. 

With a grace belying his age, he hoisted himself up and over the black and white spotted horse then adjusted the reins. 

“Just like Clint Eastwood,” she muttered.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing.”

“Look, Miss Barton, my plate’s full right now, but if you don’t see that roostered mechanic by one-thirty, come find me. I’ll go to his slop of a house if I have to and wake him.”

She nodded and shifted her weight from one boot to the other, deciding that it couldn’t hurt to pry him for information. “Do you know what killed Kay, yet?”

His head tilted low, shielding his eyes from her with the brim of his derby hat. “Got some theories. But that’s not something I aim to share with a suspect.”

Ella’s throat constricted. She was still a suspect? 

She wasn’t sure, but she could swear she saw his cheek twitch with a smile. He tugged the brim of his hat in farewell then trotted off. 

“Hey!” she called after him, “Can you say, ‘Go ahead, make my day’?”

He ignored her. 

Yeah, definitely Clint Eastwood. 

The horse’s hooves left deep, horseshoe-shaped prints in the snow. The cold began to permeate her jacket, forcing her to move for warmth.

Ella continued her brisk walk to the park and turned the events of the last couple of days over and over in her mind while she nibbled on half of her sandwich. The way Kay had hallucinated. Her vomiting. The device. 

What was it that Will had given her? She made a mental note to ask him—if she saw him again before she left town. 

And that rash. Kay had mentioned it was from poison oak. But what if it wasn’t?

Ella brushed crumbs off the front of her jacket and reminded herself that this wasn’t her job. The sheriff would get to the bottom of what had happened. Sure, she was involved in that she’d been there when Kay had died, but this wasn’t her profession. 

And if anything was best left to professionals, it was death. Or murder. 

Also, probably haircuts. 

She winced remembering an incident that involved wine, scissors, and a couple of friends who thought she’d look great with short hair and wouldn’t it be cute if there were also layers? It wasn’t.

As she picked up her pace, her thighs began to burn from disuse. It was only the beginning of winter in the Pacific Northwest, and, already, she looked forward to spring when she could go on long, dry walks. 

Winters in the valley were a nearly endless succession of dark, dreary days full of rain. It was normal to go months without seeing the sun—great for catching up on reading. Bad for getting a tan. It led to a well-read, vitamin D deficient populace.

When the buildings on Main Street stopped, the street continued straight, but the sidewalk bent towards the lake. Ella’s boots crunched over the sidewalk, and she was careful not to slip on any patches of ice. She was so focused on the ground, she didn’t realize she’d reached the heart of the park. 

Her breath came out in wisps like a dragon as she paused to admire the sweeping vista. Her jacket proved too efficient, and the heat trapped inside from her exertion felt like a furnace. 

She found a picnic table a few yards away. Swiping four inches of snow off with her gloves, she sat on her jacket and pulled out the other half of her sandwich. The cold quickly sapped away the heat, but she didn’t plan on staying too long.

Her eyes drifted from the water to the trees then to the fields behind her. She gasped. The trees. That’s what had been bugging her. 

She gaped at a nearby maple. Snow clung to its branches and leaves. It was the last week in November, and there were still leaves on the trees.

Ella swiveled around, her sandwich forgotten. Oak trees. Maple trees. Even a big Willow. All of them still had their foliage. How was that possible? Had Fall skipped Keystone Village?

From her right, a blur of gray fur and polka dots shot past her face so close a breeze fluttered her cheek. The blur snatched her sandwich from her hand.

“What the—”

“Chester!” A woman with bright blue hair cut into a short bob and wearing a hot pink tracksuit ran across the snow. “Chester, no! Bad squirrel!”

Ella stared at the woman chasing a squirrel in a black-and-white polka-dot dress, her sandwich clutched between its two paws. The gray-furred rodent stopped at the edge of the water and tore into the rest of her meal. Its cheeks bulged with each bite, crumbs scattering over ripples of ruffles and lace.

After the shock wore off, Ella sprang up from her bench and sprinted towards what remained of her meal. Chester froze mid-chew and turned a beady eye on her, crust dangling from its grip. 

Ella slowed and crept sideways, flanking it. It turned sharply and chittered at her. She rolled her shoulders back. 

“Are you scolding me?” She turned to the blue-haired woman. “Is it scolding me?”

“Bad boy!” The woman stopped a couple of yards from Ella and bent over her knees, gasping for air. 

Boy?

Ella’s gaze roamed over the frilly dress, noticing it had bows, and shrugged. 

The rodent let out a long string of noises. She didn’t speak squirrel but interpreted them as obscenities and something about her mother. 

“Oh yeah? Well, your mother lives in a tree!” Ella whispered out of the side of her mouth at the woman. “Right? Squirrels live in trees?” 

Chester turned his back on them and flicked his tail, which Ella assumed was the squirrel equivalent of the middle finger.

The woman straightened, no longer sounding like a bad muffler and in danger of passing out. Up close, she was at least thirty years older than Ella had pegged her for. And despite her puffing for air, she appeared in relatively decent shape.

“I’m sorry about that. Chester’s been in a foul mood. Lady problems.”

“Sure, sure.” Ella scratched her chin and nodded as if a squirrel’s love life was a topic she was familiar with. “The dress might have something to do with it.” 

She looked back and forth between the two, not sure what to make of the pair. “I wasn’t that hungry, anyway, and was just thinking I’d like to give the rest of my sandwich to a squirrel in a dress.” 

The woman’s eyes twinkled. “Problem solved, then.”

Chester eyed Ella, the last of the crust disappearing into his mouth. 

“He’s taunting me, isn’t he?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

Ella flipped him the bird. “I got to ask, what’s with the dress?”

She shrugged. “I let him pick out his outfit today.”

“Fair enough.”

“I sewed it myself.” A hint of pride touched her voice.

“It’s very… pretty.” Ruffles and lace weren’t Ella’s thing, but she could admire the work put into making such an outfit.

The woman cocked her blue head to the side. “You’re new here.” 

Ella came to the conclusion that either she had a sign over her head letting everyone know she was from out of town or that the population of Keystone was small enough she stood out. She glanced overhead to be sure it was the latter.

She stuck out her hand and shook it with the elder woman. “Ella Barton.”

“Pearl Winkel. But everyone calls me Grandma Wink or just Wink.”

“Ah, so you’re Grandma Wink.”

“Heard of me already, have you? My name gets around more than I do.” She laughed when she caught Ella’s expression. “I’m kidding.”

“And here I thought it was your name because you had some kind of twitch and winked a lot.” After a moment, Ella patted her stomach. “I’ll have you know, you’re the reason I need to walk off all of these extra calories.”

Grandma Wink smiled. “You only live once, my dear.” 

The conversation shifted as she asked the usual questions, and Ella explained how she became stranded a couple days before and would be trading her car in for one of Lou’s if she could ever find him. 

Wink’s eyebrows pinched together, and she seemed to rummage through her memory. “Ella… Ella…You were in my diner yesterday, weren’t you?”

Ella’s gaze fell to her scuffed boots. “Yes, it was terrible. I tried to help, but I couldn’t. It was too late—” Her hand flew to her forehead. “Oh my gosh! I forgot to pay for my meal.”

Wink flipped her hand through the air. “Don’t worry about it. Please. I’m just grateful you did what you could to save Kay.” Her voice broke, and her eyes glistened.

Ella realized her oversight and felt like an even bigger jerk than someone who’d skipped out on their bill. Kay had been Wink’s employee. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Grandma Wink watched Chester and blinked away the moisture. “Kayline was a good person. So full of potential. So full of fear.” Her voice broke slightly.

“Fear? What was she afraid of?”

Wink’s eyes darkened, and she whispered, “A life she couldn’t escape.” She sighed and shook her head. “That’s the most important lesson life can teach you, Ella: live without fear. No matter where you go, what you do, do it despite fear. Live fearlessly. Love recklessly, because it can all be gone in a moment. 

“Kay’s was a life snuffed out too soon. A story that was yet to be written. Gone forever.” A tear escaped and slid down her face.

For the second time in as many days, Ella reached out and comforted a stranger. After they had stood quietly for a while in the cold, she asked gently, “Do you know when you’ll be able to open the diner up again?”

“Oh, I don’t know. To be honest, I’m happy for the break. Gives me more time for my hobbies.” She pointed towards Twin Hills. “See that left hill? My house is near the top. I hang glide when the weather’s right.”

Ella searched the hill, spotting two dots near the crest. “Which one’s yours?”

“The one on the left. The house on the right is the professor’s.”

“Hang gliding, huh?” Ella pictured flying over the beautiful town, the wind blowing through her hair, the ground so far beneath her. So very far. Too far. She shifted in her boots, smashing the snow underneath, and suddenly felt an affinity for the ground. 

“I took it up to conquer my fear of heights. Live fearlessly, remember?” She smiled at Ella.

“I don’t know. If I jumped off one of those small mountains strapped to nothing but steel and fabric, I’d have to wear a diaper.”

“I wear diapers.”

Ella sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry—”

Wink burst out laughing. “I’m just pulling your leg.”

Ella laughed, growing fonder of her new, blue-haired friend by the minute.




“Lou?” 

The scent of stale liquor stung Ella’s nostrils, making her grateful the shop door was open despite the frigid temperature. From somewhere in the bowels of the shop, there was a loud bang followed by an even louder string of profanities.

Ella picked her way towards the noise, finding stout legs and a wide belly sticking out from under an antique car that looked like it belonged to a gangster in a black and white movie. 

“Lou,” she repeated, afraid she’d scare the mechanic.

“Huh? Who’s there?” Lou wheeled across the floor. His eyes were bloodshot, and his coveralls reeked like they’d been marinating in a keg of beer. 

“It’s me. Ella.” He struggled to focus on her, so she bent closer and tried not to breathe. She repeated her name, slowly, as if speaking to a toddler. “Remember me?”

“Didn’t you get my message? Your car won’t be ready for another day, at least.” Gone was the toothy smile. She wondered if it was the hangover or if he was just having a bad day.

“Yeah, sorry. I got your message, but the sheriff wants me gone sooner.”

He waved a socket wrench in the air. “Look, I can’t work miracles.”

Ella bit back a sharp response and instead asked, “Everything okay?”

“Fine.” He disappeared under the car again. “Just don’t get your panties in a twist, alright? I got the sheriff breathin’ down my neck enough as it is.”

So that was what was bothering him. The sheriff had obviously stopped by.

“If it makes you feel better, he’s breathing down my neck, too.” She fidgeted with the hem of her jacket and took a deep breath. “Do you know anyone who’d be willing to make a trade for my car?”

She heard his wrench stop, and he slowly slid back out. “Really?”

She didn’t like the way his eyes glinted. “I don’t want to, but I don’t have much of a choice.”

Lou’s lips curled up. “Well, why didn’t you say so.” He rolled over onto his knees and staggered to his feet. Ella’s hand shot out in case he needed it for balance. 

Waddling out of the garage, he gestured for her to follow. They walked around the shop to a large, fenced-in lot full of used cars in various states of disrepair. She eyed the chipped paint and rusted hubcaps of the nearest one. “Do any of these run?”

He puffed out his chest. “Lady, you insult me. I’ve fixed up all these here myself. They have the Lou guarantee.” He hiccuped. 

Ella narrowed her eyes and murmured, “Uh huh.” 

With a loud sigh, she trudged to the nearest one. As she touched the side-view mirror to brush off snow, it fell to the ground. 

Lou scratched the deep shadow of scruff along his jaw. “This shift in weather’s been hard on the cars.”

“Uh huh,” she repeated. The car was as dubious as the mechanic. Her eyes lit up. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a light colored Volkswagen Beetle, would you? Maybe with some racing stripes and the number fifty-three painted on it?”

He blinked at her. “Huh?”

“You know, Herbie the Love Bug? Beloved sentient car?”

“What are you on about?”

“Nothing. It’s not important.” She stared at the bland, non-anthropomorphic car in front of her, trying to hide her disappointment. “Do you have anything newer than this?”

“No, ma’am.” He teetered forward and clung to the fence for support, a belch rumbling his chest.

Ella cursed under her breath and turned her nose from the onslaught. “Can I at least get one with both mirrors?”

“Probably.”

She caught her lip between her teeth, not liking the non-committal response. “I’ll have to think about it some more.”

“Sure thing. Just don’t let the sheriff see you still here.”

Ella slid her eyes over the lot, her heart sinking. There wasn’t much to think over, she knew. This was her only option, but she clung to a sliver of hope Lou could work miracles and her jeep would be ready.

The mechanic toppled over, sending clouds of snow into the air. Another belch broke from the ground. 







CHAPTER 8







ELLA LEFT THE shop in low spirits, the drifting thick snowflakes matching her mood. Her thoughts tumbled over each other, trying to come up with some other solution. 

A cab. She would just use the inn’s phone, call a cab, and eat the cost. Once her car was fixed, she’d have a friend drive her back to Keystone to pick it up. Her heart lifted a little with this new plan. 

As she turned onto Main Street, she paused. A few souls had braved the weather, darting in and out of storefronts. Down the street on her left, shadows moved inside the sheriff’s office. She averted her gaze, afraid that just staring at the building would somehow summon Sheriff Chapman.

Next-door to the station, someone stepped out of the Keystone Library. Ella straightened, her thoughts turning from the sheriff and calling a cab. It occurred to her that she could get some of her questions answered about Kayline’s symptoms from a book since her cell phone was still out of commission. 

Ella waited for a car to pass then tromped across the street and entered the two-story brick building.

Rows and rows of leather-bound volumes and hardback books stretched the length of the building, pulling her in with their scent. She’d never seen heaven before, but she was pretty sure this was it. 

Her fingertips danced over the spines as she walked the aisles. By the third row, she realized that the library’s collection was outdated by several decades, which surprised her since most of the books seemed to be in great condition.

Ella scanned the section signs, hoping they’d give her a hint as to where she’d find the book she needed. After searching for several minutes, she caved and wandered over to the reference desk. A stout woman with horned-rim glasses looked up from her Steinbeck novel.

“Can I help you?”

“Um, yes.” Ella tugged off her gloves. “I was wondering where your medical books were?”

The librarian arched an eyebrow. “Like first aid or survival?”

“Er, no. Something more along the lines of allergies.” As an afterthought, she added, “Maybe something that lists side effects of specific medications or interactions.”

The woman’s lips tightened into a thin line. “You must be new here.” 

Ella’s stomach dropped to her boots. This was a small town. If word got back to Sheriff Chapman that she’d been asking for books about allergic reactions and drug interactions, it would be perceived as suspicious. He’d probably throw her right back in that stinky jail cell.

Her brain scrambled to come up with a plausible explanation. “It’s just, I’m a grad student, researching adverse medical reactions and negligence in the medical community.” Ella bit her bottom lip to stop the lie from sounding worse.

“Grad student, huh?” The woman peered down her nose at Ella, inspecting her. “Then I was right. You are a visitor.”

“Yes.” Ella clenched her jaw. Why was everyone so hung up on that?

“Well, we have books on medication administration and pharmacology. Aisle six.”

Ella thanked her and wandered until she found the correct section. The pharmacology books were lumped together with the medical administration ones, near the biology section. 

First, she slid out The Merck Manual, the edition so old her grandmother had probably used a similar one in her nursing days. Next, she grabbed all of the pharmacology ones she could—a total of three—and grabbed a few of the medical administration ones for good measure. 

Her biceps ached by the time she found an empty table. Plopping down her stack of books, she settled into a chair and cracked open the medical information book. The scent of aged paper and dust rose from the pages. Ella pulled the banker’s lamp on the table closer and searched the index for “allergy” or “allergic reactions,” as well as “anaphylactic reactions.”

As she suspected, the only symptom that aligned with high histamine levels was the rash. Kay had shown no accompanying swelling, a struggle for breath, or even seizures in the case of an anaphylactic reaction. Nothing to explain the vomiting or the appearance of delirium.

On a whim, Ella searched out the section on poison oak and found an accompanying picture of a rash. Best she could tell from the black and white photo, it appeared similar to the waitress’s rash.

With a sigh, she rubbed her forehead then poured over one of the pharmacology books—also outdated by several decades. After reading through all of the statins, beta-blockers, and ace inhibitors in the first book, she pushed it aside and began reading through the next book. Again and again. None of them had the side effects Kay had exhibited.

Ella’s eyelids drooped, and her attention wandered as the light waned through the windows, growing the shadows on the hardwood floor. Without knowing more about Kay—if she was even taking medication for anything—it was pointless to search through mounds of books, guessing what could’ve caused her death.

She closed the book in front of her and gathered the others. What was she doing? She should let the professionals handle this, and she should be working on either getting out of town or on her thesis. 

Yet, a knot in her gut formed and remained. The sheriff seemed fixated on Will being guilty, and she didn’t know anyone else trying to help him.

Hunger gnawed at her, and she glanced at her watch. It was nearly dinner time. As Ella jumped to her feet, her chair fell back. The librarian shot her a look. 

Ella mumbled her apologies as she relocated the chair to its position behind the table. After replacing the stack of books, she thanked the surly librarian and headed back to the inn. 

The temperature jumped as she stepped into the mansion. After shaking the snow off her coat, she hung it on the coat tree just inside the door then kicked off her wet boots. 

“Lucy, I’m home,” she called to the empty entrance hall. 

Firelight flickered on the parlor door. She longed to warm up by the flames, but the smell of food and laughter from the kitchen tugged her down a different hallway. 

As she swung the kitchen door inward, there was a loud crash. Ella started, frantically searching for the source of the noise.

“Get that varmint out of here!” Jimmy stood in the middle of the kitchen, his feet wide and his hands curled into tight fists.

Chester sat on top of the cabinets, near the ceiling, his bushy tail twitching behind an elegant tuxedo complete with bow tie. Apparently, he’d had a change of heart about the dress.

“It was an accident!” Grandma Wink snatched a dishrag from the sink and scooped up bits of a pecan pie from the floor.

“It’s okay, Wink. I’ll get a mop.” Rose gave Chester a wide berth and squeezed past Ella through the doorway.

From somewhere near Ella’s feet came a loud hissing sound. She jumped back, jamming her elbow into a cabinet. Pain shot up her arm as Fluffy bounded forward, spewing at Chester high above. 

Ella dropped beside Wink and helped collect bits of pie. “Well, from what I can tell—” she held up a chunk of filling “—it looked delicious.”

“Thanks, dear. It was.”

“Would it be gross if I still tried a bite?” She dropped the bit of pie after catching Wink’s mortified expression. “Yeah, no, it’d be gross. I know.” 

Wink looked at her sideways.

“But would you judge me?”

Wink grabbed the garbage can.

“Yeah, me too,” Ella continued. 

When Grandma Wink turned her back, Ella picked up a bit of pie crust, mushy side up, and began to bring it to her mouth just as Rose came sweeping back in.

“Ella, no!” 

Wink turned. “Oh for heaven’s sake. I’ll make you one if you’re that hungry.”

Ella let out a hollow laugh. “Seriously, I was kidding.”

Wink shot her a stern expression, pointing at the bin. Ella dropped her head and reluctantly deposited the dessert into the can before continuing to clean. She, Wink, and Jimmy gathered the largest pieces while Rose worked the mop, Grandma Wink’s eyes on a constant swivel in Ella’s direction the entire time.

After the floor had a nice, glossy sheen to it, Wink tried to coax Chester from his perch. 

Jimmy resumed his rampage, his face a violent purple. “I told you not to bring that critter around here, Wink.”

“I can’t leave him at home by himself. He gets lonely.”

“Lonely? Squirrels don’t get lonely! And what on earth is he wearing?”

Grandma Wink brushed a lock of blue hair away from her face. “I think he looks dashing.”

“He looks like an undertaker,” came a creaking voice from the table. Ella jumped and turned to see Crazy Flo by the window.

“What the—how long have you been there?”

“Long enough to see you try to eat pie from the floor.”

“Did not.” Ella stuck out her chin but didn’t meet Flo’s gaze. 

Putting her hands on her bony hips, Wink said, “He does not look like an undertaker. He dresses better than any of your ex-husbands ever did.” 

Flo raised a glass of what looked like iced tea, but from the smell wafting Ella’s way told her a generous helping of something alcoholic had been added. “Can’t argue with that. That includes the one who was an undertaker.”

Wink’s brows rose. “Oh, I forgot about him.”

“Good Lord,” Ella said, “how many times has she been married?” 

Before either could answer, Rose interjected, “Look, the mess is all cleaned up. No harm done.”

“Yeah, no harm,” Jimmy muttered, his eyes resting on the garbage can, full of disappointment. Ella realized he wasn’t mad about the commotion or sticky floor so much as the demolished pie.

Wink gave up on getting Chester down from the cabinets. “Why don’t I just pop into the diner and grab another pie? They’re going to waste in there, anyhow, since I’m still closed.” Turning to leave, she caught Ella’s eye. “And everyone keep Ella from eating off the floor, please,” she hollered before slipping out.

Rose gathered the mop and bucket, her chiffon dress whipping around the room like a cloud.

“I don’t want to intrude on your dinner,” Ella said, feeling it the pertinent thing to say. The truth was, she did want to. These people were fun and warm, and she was starving. “I’ll just grab something from the fridge—”

“Nonsense!” Rose sloshed the pie-water from the bucket down the sink. “There’s plenty here.”

“Less than there was before,” Jimmy mumbled. As he sank into a chair, he shot a death glare at Chester who stared back, still high above on the cabinets. Fluffy had inched closer, tail swishing, eyes locked on his target.

Scraping a chair across the floor, Ella sat between Jimmy and Flo. Wink whisked back into the room, carrying another pie. She glanced at Chester, her face falling with relief as if she’d expected him to cause more trouble in her short absence.

Ella poured tea from the pitcher on the table into her glass and sniffed it. “How come we aren’t using the dining room?”

“Dining room’s too formal,” Grandma Wink responded. “This is a family meal.” 

Ella glanced around the table. “Should I get the other boarder? Edwin was it?”

Wink sat across from her and unfolded her napkin. “Oh, he usually doesn’t join us for meals. If you hadn’t noticed, he’s the shy type.” She cleared her throat and peered over her shoulder at the counter. “Where’s this mold I’ve been hearing so much about, Rose?”

Rose, who had just set the bucket by the door, called from the open refrigerator door, “It’s coming.”

Ella’s eyebrows pinched together, and she glanced sideways at Jimmy and mouthed the word, mold? 

He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “They take turns. One does the meal, while the other does the dessert.” His voice hitched higher when he glanced towards the fridge. “Tonight was my wife’s turn for the main course.” 

He shuddered and gave a subtle shake of his head in warning about what was coming next. Ella gave him a weak smile, leaned forward, and grabbed her fork. 

She was so hungry, she’d eat anything. Although, the word “mold” made her hesitate. Could it mean cheese? Had Rose prepared a cheese platter of some kind?

“Alright,” Rose called in a sweet, sing-song voice, “ta-da!” 

She laid a large tray in the center of the table. A massive, green blob wriggled on the platter like Slimer from the Ghostbusters.

Ella froze, Jimmy recoiled, and Flo swore loudly. 

Ella couldn’t make sense of the undulating mass in front of her. The green tower stilled, and she realized she was staring at gelatin. 

Memories of grade school and snacks and bold flavors came to mind, followed by hospital food, then an unfortunate incident involving food poisoning. What was disconcerting were the chunks of something inside of Slimer. 

The table had fallen completely silent.

Finally, Grandma Wink broke the spell, clapping her hands and saying, “I’m always game for a good gelatin mold.” But Ella noticed the pallor of her skin. “What flavor?”

“Lemon-lime trout.” Rose’s ruby lips smiled with pride. 

Ella’s stomach lurched, and all appetite vanished.

Flo jabbed a fork at the mound. It wiggled to life again, and Jimmy flinched. “I thought we agreed. No more molds.” 

Grandma Wink shot her a look. “Well, I’m game.” She handed her plate to Rose, who smiled like she’d won a prize. 

Rose plopped a large glob onto the plate. As it passed by Ella, she caught a whiff of the trout mixed inside and quickly turned away, pretending to stare out the dark window.

“Ella?” Rose stared at her expectantly.

A wheezy noise escaped Ella’s mouth as she held up her plate. Rose clasped onto the edge, but Ella couldn’t quite let go of the other. They played tug-of-plate over the middle of the table.

“Ella, if you just—that’s it.” Rose came away with the plate, plopped a blob of green on top, and handed it back.

“Oh God,” Ella breathed watching it dance on her plate. 

“Hey, you’re spiritual too?” Flo elbowed her in the ribs. “Rose and Jimmy go to church every Sunday.”

“Do they now,” Ella said absently. She poked at her food. “Is it alive?”

“Of course not,” Rose scolded. “Don’t be silly.”

Ella poked again. “Right. Gotcha. But is it alive?”

Rose let out an exasperated sigh. “No. It’s not alive.”

Ella frowned picked at it with her fork, trying to separate the meat from the sweet treat. She liked trout. She liked gelatin. But like oil and water, they didn’t combine well.

“I’m happy you’re here, Ella,” Rose said once everyone had been served up. “The table would’ve felt empty tonight.” She glanced at Ella’s spot, a sadness filling her eyes behind her glasses.

“How do you mean? Who else is usually here?” The instant the sentence left her mouth, she regretted it. Kay. She was who was missing. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay, dear,” Grandma Wink said, holding up a hand. A glob of jello rolled off of her fork and splatted onto the table. “We weren’t sure if we would have our usual get-together, but we figured we’d do this in Kayline’s honor. And Will’s, since he’s unable to join us .”

Jimmy lifted his glass of iced tea. “To Kayline.”  

All around the table, the sentiment was echoed, and the kitchen was filled with the clinking of glasses.

Grandma Wink dabbed a napkin over her mouth. “William will be back soon enough.”

Jimmy moved a pile of green covered trout around his plate, trying to pick off the gelatin. “Hope so. Chapman’s got him in his sights, though.”

Ella took a long swig of tea, hoping it would dilute the flavor of lime trout. It didn’t. She wondered if Flo could spike the drink for her. “Won’t the sheriff release him when he doesn’t have enough evidence?”

Jimmy sighed. “It doesn’t quite work that way here. We don’t have that luxury.”

Ella was about to ask him what he meant when he asked her about her car. Now it was her turn to sigh. 

“Lou says another day. Chapman wants me out of here yesterday. So, I’m going to call a cab once I’ve finished eating.”

Jimmy dropped his fork and fumbled to retrieve it. “Sorry, our phones only make local calls.”

“I’m sorry? What about at the diner?” She looked at Wink.

Wink picked at the green mush on her plate.

Jimmy answered for her. “Diner too. All Keystone Village phones.”

Ella’s mouth worked back and forth like a fish. “But how-what?”

“Best if you just traded your car in.”

Ella was still reeling over the fact that none of the phones in the village made outside calls. She understood wanting to be off the grid, but that was taking it a bit far. And now, she’d have to trade her jeep in for one of Lou’s lemons.

“What’s the rush? Sheriff won’t notice her.” Flo took a long swig from her iced tea, unaware of the weighted stares around the table leveled at her. “He’s too busy with Six.” She finally looked up. “What?”

A pregnant silence followed. Ella leaned in, her gaze traveling the table. She wasn’t being paranoid. They were hiding something.

Ella shifted the topic back to Kayline. “Even if he hadn’t demanded it, I want to get out of here fast because Sheriff Chapman suspects I might have something to do with Kayline’s death.”

“Poppycock,” Flo growled. The others bobbed their heads in agreement, and some of the tension broke. 

“Well, something killed her.” Ella waited a breath then asked casually, “Do any of you know if she was taking medication for anything?”

Rose brought her tea to her mouth. “Not that I know of. Wink?” 

Grandma Wink’s blue hair whipped back and forth as she shook her head. Then, she reached into the breast pocket of her button-up shirt and pulled out a handful of peanuts. 

Without a word, she held out her hand. Chester leaped from the top of the cabinets to the island and then to the outstretched nuts. 

Fluffy dashed across the floor, his furry paws sliding across the smooth surface despite his claws. He froze under Wink’s chair, his large green and hazel eyes fixed on the squirrel. 

“Wink, please. That’s so unsanitary.” Rose got up from the table and gathered their empty plates. When she picked up Ella’s, she said, “Ella, you hardly touched your food. Didn’t you like it?”

“It was delicious, thank you. I’m just not that hungry.” She hid behind her glass of iced tea, hoping the innkeeper wouldn’t notice the flush in her face.

When Rose turned her back to drop the plates in the sink, Jimmy said in a low voice, “There’s salami in the ice box.”

She smiled gratefully at him.

“Save some for me,” Flo grunted.







CHAPTER 9







ELLA SLIPPED HER beanie over her curly hair, the hat still damp from her previous outing. Every move she made was slow—sluggish with dread. Outside, her boots crunched over the snow and through puddles of light cast by the antique street lamps. Shadows diverged into the dark alleys and side streets, and she wondered if Six lurked in the darkness somewhere nearby. 

She arrived at Lou’s just as he was closing up his shop.

The words whooshed out of her before she could take them back. “Alright. I’ll do it.” 

His beady eyes trained on her. “Stella?”

“Ella.”

“Close enough.” An unctuous smile she’d only ever seen on used car salesmen spread over his face. “Wise choice. Trust me, she may not be much to look at, but this car’s a beast under the hood.”

She didn’t care about that. She just needed it to run and take her home, far from the eccentric, beautiful town full of death, shady cowboys, and thieving squirrels in dresses.

Lou’s hand scratched at several days worth of stubble before moving to his belly. Then, he snatched a rusty key from the collection on the wall and led her around back. With his sleeve, he swiped the driver-side door until he located the handle. 

After several unsuccessful tugs, he mumbled, “Frozen shut.”

Ella’s mouth pinched into a thin line, and she eyed the surrounding cars, wondering if this really was the best option on the lot.

With one last pull, the door swung open with a groan that rent the quiet evening. He dangled the keys in front of her face. “Might want to let ‘er run for a few minutes first. I’ll pull the gate open for ya.”

After a deep breath, she thanked him, albeit with a tinge of sarcasm. 

As he waddled away, she slid into the seat. The scent of stale tobacco and curdled milk punched her in the face. Gritting her teeth, she turned the key, surprised when the engine roared to life. Maybe she was being too hard on the mechanic. 

While the engine warmed, she ran inside and grabbed the luggage she’d left in her jeep, giving her car a final tap on the hood. 

Back outside, she brushed and scraped the windows of her new-old car with an ice scraper she’d found on the passenger seat. The scraper looked like it had seen better days and scraped almost as much glass as it did ice, but it de-iced enough for her to be able to navigate the snowy roads. 

The circle around the vehicle complete, she checked the tires, and some of her determination faded. Snow tires they were not. Crude snow chains hugged them and looked like they’d been put on recently which suggested Lou had been confident she’d return for the piece of junk.

Back in the car, Ella rubbed her gloved hands together to gather some friction then placed them in front of the vents spewing out lukewarm air. Her breath came out in small clouds, and for some reason, the sight made her shiver even more.

Ella searched for the positive. The engine hummed, even if there was a sputtering with it, and the seatbelt worked. So, there was that.

She put the car into drive and nosed the vehicle forward. First, she would stop at the inn to gather her things and say goodbye. Also, she needed to settle the bill for her room. Since she couldn’t use an ATM—not that she’d seen any—a check would have to suffice. At least she happened to have a few left in her purse.

The two-door sedan crept over the snow. Her trust in the vehicle climbed with each passing yard. 

As she slipped through the gate, Lou waved. Ella nodded back, not wanting to take her tight grip off of the steering wheel. The car chugged along, vibrating her whole seat like she was on a tractor. Or a massage chair. She added that to the column of positives.

When she turned onto Main Street, the engine sputtered like it had tuberculosis. Her grip on the wheel tightened, her fingers tingling.

Ella pleaded with the car. “No, don’t do this to me.” She should have named it. Vehicles usually treated her better once she named them.

Keeping one foot on the brake, she fed it gas. It roared to life, but as soon as she let off the gas, it chugged and the whole car shuddered. 

Just got to keep moving.

She bounced along, clipping past other cars slower than she would’ve liked considering they were parked. Most of them appeared to be classics, and most of them appeared to be drivable. 

Ella’s teeth chattered, half from the temperature, half from the tension. Ahead, Keystone Inn shined like a beacon. The warm glow from the windows spilled onto the garden, beckoning her on like the end of a finish line. 

It occurred to her she’d have to park the car in order to gather her things, thus taking a chance it would die. She briefly toyed with the idea of letting it continue on at a snail’s pace, run in and grab her stuff, then catch up to it, before dismissing the idea. Then, she thought about it again as the car sputtered.

Just as she passed Sal’s Barbershop, the engine coughed a final time then died. 

“No, no, no.” Ella rotated the key several times, but the engine never turned again. Apparently, the drive down L Street had been its swan song. 

Her forehead hit the wheel in frustration and stayed there. Everyone had been pushing her to leave, wanted her out of Keystone Village, but it seemed no matter how hard she tried, the town just wouldn’t let go of her. 

“Stupid Lou. Stupid lemon.” There would be no making lemonade out of this jalopy. 

The mention of the mechanic’s name brought Ella’s emotions to the surface. Her frustration turned to anger—a rare emotion for her. She was always the level-headed, positive person in her circle of friends and family. But that greasy mechanic became her breaking point. Lou had traded her a piece of junk that hadn’t gone more than three blocks.

Ella kicked the door open and didn’t bother closing it. Her boots stomped through the snow as she retraced the defunct car’s tracks. 

He was about to get the mother of all tongue lashings. Maybe she’d throw in a few finger wags for good measure. She wasn’t sure. She’d wing it. 

But one way or another, Ella would leave Keystone with a working vehicle, even if she had to steal Lou’s tow truck.

Her hands curled into tight fists as she made a bee-line for his shop. She was so focused on her destination, she missed seeing the figure sprinting towards her in the dark.

“Ella!” 

She whirled around, fearing Six was chasing her. Will’s tall silhouette jogged towards her. 

Ella stopped short, and some of her frustration dissipated. “Will? How did you…”

“Get out of jail?” 

A nearby lamp caught an infectious smile from under his fedora as he came up alongside her. They stood in the middle of the street as miniature flakes fell around them. 

“Chapman let me out. Pauline suspects some kind of accidental medication interaction, but she’s sure it wasn’t my device. And since the sheriff doesn’t have any evidence…” He trailed off and shrugged.

“That’s great! I mean, that he let you go, not about the whole medication interaction.” Her smile faded. So, the coroner had come to the same suspicion. “Was Kayline on any medications?”

“Not that I know of. But we’d grown apart, and I knew she was dealing with depression. Pauline, who’s also the town’s physician, remember, wanted to try giving her medication for it but that was right before we broke up, so I’m not sure what ever came of it.”

“Well, congratulations on being released. Wait, is that what you’re supposed to say when someone gets out of jail?” She clicked her tongue against her teeth, remembering how she had felt when Chapman released her. She would’ve appreciated a congratulation. She nodded, satisfied. “Yeah, congrats.”

He chuckled. “Thanks. And I’m not off the hook yet. Sheriff Chapman still thinks I had a motive to kill her, but he can’t hold me on his suspicions.”

“So, he still thinks it wasn’t an accident?”

He shifted his weight on his feet. “The medication interaction is just one theory. Pauline hasn’t ruled out poison yet.”

 Ella’s brain began turning. Poison usually meant intention. Poison usually meant murder. 

Will’s gaze drifted over her head. “Did I interrupt you from something? You seemed like you were in a hurry.”

His question drew her back to her current predicament, and her anger towards Lou returned with vigor. By way of explanation, she waved a wild hand at the broken down sedan sitting in the road.

“Yes. I was just on my way to make that slimy mechanic pay. Excuse me.” She resumed her march.

Will caught up easily, matching her pace with his long strides. “He sold you that thing?”

“Not sold. Traded. And I definitely got the raw end of the deal. I made it a whole three blocks.”

Will’s snort quickly turned into a cough when she shot him an icy glare. The shop was dark, and all the doors were closed. 

Ella banged on the entrance. “Lou, get out here! I know you’re in there!” 

When nothing happened, she yelled for him again and pressed her eyes to the glass window. Dust and cobwebs obstructed most of the view, but the shop appeared empty. 

“Ella,” Will called from the sidewalk. “He’s not there.”

“I just left here.”

“He probably high-tailed it out as soon as you drove off.”

“Where does he live?”

She could barely see his face in the dark, but it was hard to miss the surprise in Will’s voice. “You want to visit him at his house?”

“Yes. If I don’t leave town tonight, the sheriff will be furious, probably put me back in that cell. Although, I don’t see how, seeing as how that’s not legal. But then, he doesn’t really seem to care about the law.”

Will considered this a moment. “No, he cares about the law. He’s just got a loose interpretation of it. Come on. I’ll help you push your car out of the street.”

“That thing is not my car,” she muttered. Then, she realized how she sounded and closed her mouth.

Inside the sedan, fresh flakes coated the seat through the open door. After putting it in neutral, Will pushed it from behind while she walked alongside, pushing and reaching in through the window to steer. 

Slowly, the vehicle ambled forward, and she aimed it for an empty spot along the road several yards ahead.

The quiet street was filled with the sounds of the chains on the tires crunching through snow. Ella searched for a topic of conversation. 

“So, Mr. Whitehall,” she said his name with an air of faux formality, “what is it that you do? I heard Jimmy and Rose talk about you fixing things around the inn. Are you the town handyman?”

“Most of the time, Miss Barton,” he said, mimicking her tone. “But I was—am an inventor. I used to travel door-to-door selling my inventions and gadgets.”

“A door-to-door salesman? Don’t really see many of those anymore.”

“No?”

She pulled the wheel counter-clockwise, guiding the car into the large, empty spot. 

“Do you have an occupation?” He eased off the back of the sedan.

She chuckled. “Of course. A woman’s got to eat, doesn’t she? I’m a teaching assistant at the university. Doesn’t pay much, but it helps offset my graduate expenses. I’m getting my masters in linguistics.” She put the car in park, rolled the window back up, then closed the door.

“Fascinating.” 

She searched his expression for sarcasm, but his eyebrows were up in genuine interest. Usually, when she told people her profession, their eyes glazed over. 

“And what can you do with that?” he asked.

“A few things, but English as a foreign language teacher is my goal. I love languages—love studying them and learning them. So, this just seemed the best fit. Plus, it would open doors for me to work overseas.”

“Do you speak many languages?”

Ella opened her mouth to respond then froze. All around them, the sky was beginning to glow, like a reverse sunset, and getting brighter by the second.

Will whipped his head back. “Oh, no! Run!” 

Ella stood rooted to the spot, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Will pushed her and yelled at her again to run. He didn’t let up until she was sprinting. 

“What’s going on?” she cried as they raced down Main Street. She slipped in the snow but managed to maintain her balance. “Where are we going?”

“You have to get out of town now!” His hands pushed the small of her back, prodding her to run faster. 

“What? Why?!”

Panic filled Ella. What was happening? Had there been some kind of nuclear bomb? She hadn’t heard an explosion. 

Her thoughts raced, out of focus like a bad camera lens. What about her stuff? And she still didn’t have a vehicle. Where was she supposed to go on foot? 

The sky now blazed like the day. Blue and purple electricity swirled and arced constantly, so close together, they covered the town like a dome. 

Ella went from a fear she was going to die to a surety she was going to die to praying to every deity she could think of.

“Will! I don’t understand. What’s happening?” Her lungs burned, and her thighs ached.

“Hurry! Don’t slow down!”

The last of the town buildings swept past, and still, they continued sprinting, heading in the direction from which she entered Keystone Village. 

The bluish-purple electric wall bisected the whole horizon in front of her. A new surge of fear filled her when she realized that was where they were headed. Will wanted them to run towards the scary electric field.

A new sensation crawled over her skin. A tingling traced from her fingertips and toes, up her arms and legs. Every part of her wanted to turn and run the opposite direction, but she had to trust the fear in Will’s voice, the strain on his face. 

Ella felt like her lungs would burst, and her calves began to seize. She pushed through the pain, digging her boots hard into the snow. They were nearly at the edge of the flashing wall.

The electrical field built, turning white hot. The lines pulsed, grew, and coalesced, climaxing with a brilliant, blinding flash. 

Ella let out a startled yell, her retinas blazing. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the light still bled through her lids. She had never seen anything brighter, and all she could fixate on was that it was the end of the world and any minute she would die. 

Ella braced for the impact from the shock wave, but it never came.

“You’re too late,” Will rasped behind her, his voice broken. “I’m so sorry, Ella.”

Her eyes were still closed, but she could see the light fading. She peeled open one lid then the other, and looked around. It was no longer night in Keystone Village. Waves of heat rushed towards her like an oven. 

A hot sun crested the horizon, creating a fiery sunset. Or sunrise. Since it was in the wrong spot in the sky, she couldn’t be sure if it was east or west. She couldn’t be sure of anything.

Ella turned slowly, taking in a new landscape. All words left her. The dome of electricity was gone, replaced with an abrupt edge of snow and asphalt. The berm she’d crashed her car into had been replaced by a crest of sand.

She blinked. The highway, the forest, the mountains, all were gone. Large sand dunes stretched before her as far as she could see. 

But they weren’t just south. The tan slopes wrapped around the park, the large forest, and the base of Twin Hills. The hills blocked most of the northeast view, but she was sure the dunes continued on behind them.

Ella closed her eyes, counted to ten, then opened them again. When nothing changed, she pinched her arm, but that did nothing more than shoot pain over her skin. 

She stood at the edge of a snowy town in the middle of a desert, and the wintery night had been replaced by a fiery sunset dipping behind the dunes.

“Will, what just happened?”







CHAPTER 10







“WHAT WAS THAT?” Ella tore her eyes away from the miles of sand and searched his face. “Am I having a nervous breakdown? This feels like one. Or some kind of delusion. Oh no. This is what happened to Kayline, isn’t it?” Her breathing quickened.

“No, it’s not a breakdown or delusion.” The inventor’s chest deflated. He searched the sky as if searching for words.

It took her asking him a third time before he answered her questions, and even then, the answers came slowly. 

“You're trapped here. Just like the rest of us.” His gaze slid from the melting snow at their feet and met hers. They were full of sadness and regret. “I’m so sorry, Ella.”

“Trapped where?”

“In Keystone.”

Ella looked from him to the dunes to the town behind him. “I’m sorry. I’m trapped?”

“Yes. In Keystone.”

“Who is?”

“You are.”

“Me? Trapped?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” 

Ella ran a hand through her hair, realized her hat was still on and pulled it off. She searched the sand behind her again. 

“I have another question for you. Bit silly, really. But, um, where did the forest go? And the mountains? And the stars?” She pointed up in case it wasn’t already clear which stars she meant.

His cheeks puffed out as he let out a slow breath. “It’s kind of hard to explain.”

“Sure, sure. But you should probably try. I’m keen on the answer and a very good listener, especially when I’m on the verge of losing it.” Ella tried to keep her voice calm, tried to keep the rising panic from overtaking her. 

What did he mean by trapped?

Will rubbed the back of his neck and turned around. Ella shuffled beside him, and they ambled towards the town. 

The temperature was dropping as the sky grew darker, but it was at least thirty degrees warmer than it had been a few minutes before, causing a good breeze to blow. All around them, the snow shimmered like crystals as it began to melt.

“It began about ten years ago. No one knows for sure why it started, only that they know when it started. It was the middle of the day in a rural town in Colorado in 1951. A blinding flash of light—much like what you just witnessed—transported Keystone Village to 1932, a few miles outside of Boston. 

“About four days later, I was traveling the road with one of my inventions and wandered into town. I thought I’d stay the night at the inn then get an early start the next day. Jimmy tried to get me to leave, but I wouldn’t listen.” 

He shook his head. “I was a fool. When I awoke the next day, the town had jumped, or flashed, if you will, for the second time, and it was too late.”

Ella’s expression pinched with an onslaught of questions. “Are you telling me the town travels through time?”

“And space, yes.”

“And you’re from the 1930s?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“N—”

“Ella.” His tone brought her to a halt.

Running her fingers through her hair again, Ella didn’t speak, trying to absorb everything. “This isn’t possible. Towns don’t just time travel. People don’t time travel.”

“Believe me, I know. It shouldn’t be possible. I studied theoretical physics. I’m a scientist, and this doesn’t make sense. I’ve poured over books and researched it for the past ten years, trying to understand. And I’m not the only one. Others are working the problem, too. But the bottom line is we are stuck.” 

While he’d been speaking, they had arrived back in town.

“Can’t people just leave?”

“They can. But they’re trapped in whatever location and whatever time we are currently in. Still, we’ve had many villagers choose to do this.”

Ella felt dizzy. The ground swayed beneath her feet. She sank to the sidewalk not caring about the snow wetting her pants. Will settled in beside her.

“So… my friends, my family, my job…”

“Gone.”

That one word sent a sharp pain through her chest. Gone. She thought of many other things: her best friend, her home, the stray cat she’d been trying to adopt. All were lost, ripped from her life. 

Her breath quickened, and she wrapped her arms around her knees then rested her forehead on them, shutting out the strange world around her. It was all she could do to keep the bile at the back of her throat from coming out.

Will draped his arm around her shoulders. They sat in silence for several minutes while Ella replayed the last half hour over and over again in her mind. If she had done things a little differently, if she had just listened to everyone and traded her car in the first day, she’d be home by now. 

Her eyes stung, and she blinked, trying to keep it together. A numbness took over. Later, when she was alone, she knew it would hit her full force. The pain would well up from the depths, and she would sob until she had no tears left. 

But she would hold it in until then.

Ella lifted her head, her voice raspy. “Does the town ever jump back to the same place or time?"

“Sure, it’s possible, but the probability is remote. It hasn’t happened yet, no. A couple of people who have gotten stuck here get lucky and leave when the town is within a few years of their original time. They cross the border—” he nodded at the demarcation between melting snow and sand in the great distance “—traveling back to their homes by car or horse or whatever.”

Ella shook her head, blinking back hot tears and sat up. “I can’t just be trapped here. I can’t just have my whole life gone, like that.” She snapped her fingers and searched his face. 

His eyes were warm pools of ocean. They shimmered, feeling her pain, but there was no mistaking the certainty. She was trapped in Keystone Village.

One of the tears she’d been fighting escaped and traced a path down her cheek. Maybe she was trapped for now, but she would find a way home. Whatever it took. Whatever the cost. She would find a way to stop the jumping. And if the town ever stopped within a few years of her time, she would return home.

“What if—what happens if the town hops to the location of an already existing town? Or a city? I mean, have you ever jumped into the middle of New York City?”

“Thankfully, it doesn’t seem to work that way or we’d be spliced apart, objects trying to occupy the same space-time as each other. Keystone only works or hops into more rural areas.” 

“What about sewer, water, infrastructure? Building supplies?” Thoughts tumbled around her brain, numb and half-formed.

His arm dropped, and the warmth and comfort it had provided left. “Look, I know this is a lot to take in. I’ve been there. The best thing you can do is go sleep on it. You’ll feel better in the morning, I promise. I'll stop by and answer more questions then. You need time to digest this. Just know, what you’re feeling, all those questions, we’ve all had them. We’ve all been through this.” 

He paused as if considering his next words. “You may not want to hear this right now, Ella, but Keystone Village really is a great place once you give it a chance.”

“You mean a great place besides the jumping through time and people dropping dead in the middle of a restaurant?” Her eyes fell. “Sorry, that was insensitive.”

He shot her a tired smile. “I understand.”

Ella swiped the back of her hand over her damp cheek and climbed to her feet. This was too much to process, and already, her brain was shutting down. 

They shuffled down Main Street together until they stood outside of the inn. She glanced at her watch. It was nearing ten o'clock at night.

“What do you do about the time changes?”

“Mostly, we ignore them and continue following universal time. But if it seems to be a twelve-hour difference between Keystone’s time and wherever we are and we’re there longer than three days, we’ll adapt. If not, it starts messing with people’s circadian rhythms and psyches.”

Ella nodded, only taking in half of what he said. Her hand curled around the door handle, and she shuffled inside. 

Cinnamon lingered in the air, and a dying fire popped in the hearth of the study. She supposed there wouldn’t be much need of the fire now that they were in a desert. 

As she slid the door shut, Will said, “Oh, and Ella? Welcome to Keystone Village.”




Ella spent the night tossing and turning, never falling into a deep, restful sleep. When she wasn’t awake staring at the ceiling, she was plagued by nightmares. In one, a sand dune swallowed her mother while her father watched, telling her it wouldn’t have happened if she’d just listened to them. 

Around five in the morning, she finally gave up on sleep. She slipped on jeans and a t-shirt, splashed cold water on her face in the bathroom, then padded downstairs in search of coffee in the twilight morning. A chill crept through the mansion, so she slipped on her polar fleece jacket from the entryway. 

The house was silent and the kitchen empty. After searching for a few minutes, she located the percolator and turned on the stove. 

Now, she understood the wind farm she’d seen her first night here. The traveling town would be unable to hook up with an electrical grid, needing to generate its own power. 

While she waited for the water to boil, she sat at the table, looking out at the lake. Most of the snow had melted to patches. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see the dunes. She could almost pretend that she was still in Oregon, waiting for her car to be fixed.

Ella shook her head. When she didn’t show up for work, her boss would call her parents. Then, there’d be frantic phone calls, search parties, and tears. But they wouldn’t find a trace. The snow bank she’d crashed in was probably snowed in by now. It would be like she vanished. 

Her heart ached for her family and her best friend just as much as it did for herself. Sure, she had issues with her parents and they gave her a hard time about her future, but she knew this would devastate them.

Ella cleared her throat and rubbed her tired eyes. Perhaps Will was working on the problem, but she was going to search for an answer too. She was going to find out what was causing the jumps, then she would use it to go home again. 

There was always an answer, always a solution to every problem. She would get back to them. And until then, she’d search for the positives because that’s what she needed in order to keep going. 

And really, in the grand scheme of things, was it that bad being stuck in a town capable of time travel?

The pot started to bubble on the stove, filling the kitchen with the aroma of mornings and late night study sessions. There was a rustle at her feet, and she looked down to see Fluffy weaving a pattern between her legs.

“Hey, bud. How’d you get in here?” She hefted the ginormous animal onto her lap. He was so heavy that his paws dug divots into her skin. Wincing, she scratched him behind the ears. He began kneading, purring loud enough to drown out the percolator.

A golden morning shone on Twin Hills, tinging the white-capped mounds with fire. Ella held Fluffy while she poured a cup of coffee then settled back into her chair. It creaked and sighed, matching her mood. Her fourth day in Keystone. 

Her previous annoyance at the sheriff and Jimmy for trying to hustle her out turned to gratitude. They weren’t being jerks; they’d been trying to save her. 

She took a long swig from her cup. Since she would be staying in Keystone for the indefinite future, she needed to get both a job and to find a place to live. Perhaps she could keep renting her room, but that still left her with the problem of cashflow. Specifically, a lack of it now that she couldn’t access her bank account.

If there was anything her lean college years and watching movies had taught her it was that there were two ways to solve money woes: get a job or rob a bank. Since she hadn’t located the bank yet, stealing money was out. She’d ask Rose if she knew of anyone looking to hire. 

Fluffy sat up and butted her chin, nearly sloshing her hot coffee over both of them.

“Yeah, I know. I should quit freaking out.” He swished his tail in response, his purring revving up.

Ella poured a second cup of coffee then went in search of the elusive conservatory. It turned out not to be so elusive and made her question her observational skills upon her first time in the library.

Inside, the expansive space took her breath away. From what she could see, glass panels stretched from the ground up and partially over the ceiling, but most of the view was obstructed by leaves, vines, and branches. 

The air was moist and smelled of dirt and flowers and endless summers. Ella filled her lungs with strawberries and green beans, with gardenias and jasmine. 

She followed a narrow path, brushing aside the reaching branches of an overgrown rhododendron in full pink bloom. Near the glass wall, two potted star jasmines climbed an arching trellis. 

Beneath the trellis, she found a café table and two metal chairs. She set her mug down and slipped back into the library in search of a book. Overhead, footsteps and creaking floorboards announced the house’s occupants were beginning to stir.

Her gaze flickered over the dated spines, her breath hitching when she found some gardening books. A particular title caught her attention, and she pulled it out. If Plants Could Kill: One Hundred and One Toxic Plants. 

Ella chewed her lower lip. Poison. The idea had been rolling around in her mind since she began to doubt Kay’s death was due to an allergic reaction. It seemed the next obvious explanation. 

But if it was poison, would it be natural or something manufactured?

Fluffy butted her leg then sat his generous backside on the hardwood floor, staring up at her with his green, hazel-flecked eyes. 

“What do you think?” She showed him the book. He mewed and swished his tail. “Yeah, me too.”

After settling into her chair in the conservatory, Ella cracked open the book and sipped her coffee. Starting with the first page, she skimmed, pausing to read a paragraph here or there when some of the symptoms matched Kayline’s. 

Pulling out her cell phone, she opened her notepad app and started a list, taking pictures of any possible offending plant. A half hour later, she’d found three other plants, all with side effects matching what had happened to the waitress.

Ella snapped the book shut and stared at one of the jasmine’s blooms. If Kay’s death was the result of poison, some household product might be just as likely. This was such a small, narrow place to start. 

And now that she had a list of suspicious plants, what next? Wander all of Keystone to see if any match?

Her eyes roved the walls of green all around her. The inn was closest in proximity to the diner. Maybe the conservatory was the first place to start searching.

Nearby, Fluffy rolled in a swath of sunshine.

“What do you think?” she asked the pile of fur. “Want to be Watson to my Sherlock?”

His ears twitched—the only indication that he’d heard her.

“Fine, fine. You can be Sherlock.” That earned a tail swish.

The faint clatter of dishes brought Ella back from her mostly one-sided conversation. Her stomach rolled with hunger, protesting for not having eaten yet. 

Ella shoved her phone into her back pocket and grabbed her empty coffee cup, praying to God there wouldn’t be lime flavored trout leftovers for breakfast.







CHAPTER 11







“ELLA!” ROSE’S SOFT curls bounced as she bounded across the kitchen and squeezed Ella. “You stayed!”

Ella returned the hug. “Not exactly by choice.”

“I’m sorry. I know it’s hard. We’ve all been there.” Her lower lip jutted out slightly. “But I’m glad you’re here.”

Jimmy lounged at the kitchen table, his arm draped across the back of his chair. The usual mask of apprehension he wore each time he saw her was gone. “I’m sorry you’re stuck with us.” He grinned and lifted his coffee cup. “But Keystone’s a great place once you give it a chance.” 

Across the kitchen, Rose’s ruby lips thinned into a tight line as she poured a steaming cup of coffee from the percolator.

“Anyway, we’re glad to have you here. And I’m sorry if I seemed inhospitable before.”

“No worries. I understand now.” Ella picked the seat next to him and dug into a pile of scrambled eggs and slices of ham as thick as her arm. As she chewed, her gaze wandered from the kitchen decor to the two innkeepers. Now, the antiques, the dated outfits, all made sense. “So, if you don’t mind my asking, where are you two from?”

Jimmy opened his arms. “We’re from Keystone. Born and raised.”

“Okay, when are you two from?” Ella scrunched her face up and tried to think of a better way to phrase the question that didn’t sound like a butchering of the English language.

“Colorado, 1951,” Jimmy responded. “We’d just bought the inn right before the first jump. I felt awful for our poor guests. One moved out into her own house, the other left at a flash similar to his own time, and one stayed here. That’s how we gained Mr. Kellerman.”

“What about Crazy Flo?”

Rose placed a cup of coffee in front of Ella. “She came to live here after her last husband died.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be,” Jimmy said. “The old bag’s probably the one that did him in.”

“Oh, Jimmy.” Rose gave his shoulder a playful slap. 

Ella buttered a slice of homemade bread, eyeing Jimmy. She wasn’t sure if he was serious or not. She shifted the conversation to another burning question. “How do you know where or when the town jumps to?”

“We don’t,” Jimmy explained. “Not unless a volunteer risks crossing the boundary to explore then reports back.”

Rose sipped her coffee. “Or unless an outsider wanders through Keystone. Like you.”

Ella nodded. “Like me. Lucky me.” She suddenly surged with hope. “Wait, how do you know that we’re not in my time right now? Maybe we’re in the same year but in the Gobi desert or something.”

Jimmy gave her a sympathetic look. “There are a couple people living here from the late twentieth century. They use their technology to connect to any sat-lights in orbit—if there are any.”

“Satellites?”

“Yeah, that. Anyway, they would’ve spread the word by now. Since we haven’t heard anything, chances are we’re in a pre-technological age.”

“So, I’ve been dying to ask…” Rose leaned forward. “…what’s the future like?”

Ella swirled more cream into her coffee. “The future?”

“Well, sure. The time period you’re from is the future for us. We’ve had a couple of newer residents from the twentieth century tell us how different things are.” Rose’s eyes grew to the size of their breakfast plates. “That there are phones that fit in your pocket without cords, and you can dial from anywhere.”

Ella smiled. “Depends on the carrier.” She waved her hand at their blank expressions. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not just the ability to contact someone from most any place, but the wealth of information at our fingertips is astounding.” 

Ell pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. “Most of our collective knowledge is available on here, so we’re not just tapping into one person’s expertise, but many. There’s a wealth of information on here, more than a person could ever have time to read. Don’t know the best recipe for zucchini bread? Look it up. Not sure how to change the oil in your car? Watch a—video. It’s all right here.” 

She waved the device in front of their confused faces. “Of course, it works best when I have a connection to the internet.” 

What followed was a ten minute, rather painful and clumsy explanation of the internet.

“But where is it kept?” Jimmy asked for the third time. “And what’s it look like?”

Ella let out a slow breath that tossed a lock of hair away from her face. “It’s not really a thing but many things.” 

She realized she’d have to go more into depth about computers and servers and networking and the cloud. She poured a generous third cup of coffee, no longer having energy for the conversation. “It’s-It’s… magic!” She made jazz hands to emphasize her point. “No?”

Neither seemed to buy the magic explanation, but neither belabored the point. Or they were just as tired with the topic as she was. 

After that, they chatted about various Keystone residents. It began to dawn on Ella that she’d been given a rare opportunity her colleagues would be jealous of, a chance to meet peoples from different time periods and different lands, a chance to brush up on a rusty language or learn a new one—maybe even an ancient language. 

While Ella stood at the sink, washing dishes, she approached the subject of renting her room from them for an indefinite period of time. 

Rose grabbed a sopping plate from Ella and began to dry it. “Of course! We’d be happy to have you here.”

“I’m not sure when I’ll be able to pay you.” Ella frowned again at the thought of her anemic savings account sitting in Oregon in another era. She was poorer than a freshman in college. Again.

“Don’t worry about it for now.” Rose grabbed another wet plate. “We like to help those new to the town get on their feet.”

Suds climbed Ella’s arms and sloshed onto her sweatshirt, but she ignored the growing dampness. It was hard to believe people she had met only a few days before were so willing to help. Trust and leaning on others for support were two of her biggest weaknesses. 

“Okay, but I insist on helping out around here until I find work. Do you know anyone looking to hire?”

“Not sure, but I’ll keep my ears open. Jimmy?”

“Don’t know anyone off the top of my head. Maybe Gladys down at the greenhouse?”

The washcloth in Ella’s hand paused mid-swipe of a fork. “Keystone has a greenhouse?”

“Have to,” Jimmy said, leaning against the island counter. “We need a reliable, main source of food. Since our weather is so erratic, most of our crops are indoors. Without the greenhouses, we’d be up a creek.”

Ella lapsed into silence, her hands working over bacon grease as she turned an idea over in her mind. When she finished with the dishes, she got directions to the greenhouses from Rose. 

“It’s a bit of a walk.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I could use the exercise.”

“It’s a couple of miles one way.”

Ella shrugged. “Sounds like a good walk.” Truth was, she could use the time to sort out her thoughts.

A coy smile played at Rose’s lips. “I’m sure you could get a ride from a certain handsome inventor.” 

Ella smoothed an invisible wrinkle from her damp sweatshirt. “I don’t know who you’re referring to.”




After changing into yoga pants, a sports bra, and a tank top, Ella strapped her phone into her armband and secured it around her bicep. Not only did it have a robust library of her favorite songs, but it also had her list of poisonous plants which she planned to access once she reached the greenhouses.

Outside, a warm, dry breeze played across her face as she stepped onto Main Street. She turned right—which she considered north even though the sun was in the wrong place. 

It was still before nine o’clock, but she could already tell it was going to be a warm day. The sudden change in climate would definitely be something she’d have to adjust to.

Ella clipped along at a brisk pace to warm her muscles. She passed Lou’s broken down sedan and sent it a withering glare that should’ve turned it to dust. Maybe on her way back, she’d pay Lou a special visit—the kind full of heated words and empty threats. 

When she reached the library, she broke into a jog until she passed the sheriff’s office and kept up the languid pace. She wasn’t sure how he’d take the news that she was in Keystone to stay, but she guessed it wouldn’t be the same as Rose’s reaction.

As storefronts turned to houses, a side street broke off from Main Street and curved around the lake, narrower and with a trail for a sidewalk. Ella made note of it with the intention of circling the lake in the near future, but for now, she stuck to the main road.

She hugged the shoulder as the road brushed the base of Twin Hills and disappeared over a gradual incline.

Halfway up the slope, sweat rolled down her back and her forehead. Her breath came ragged, and she had yet to hit her second wind. Either Keystone was now at a higher elevation than she was acclimated to, or she was really out of shape. She leaned towards the latter. 

When it felt like her lungs would burst, she slowed her barely-a-jog to a walk, muttering under her breath about her decision not to catch a ride to the greenhouses. 

The exercise wouldn’t be as necessary if she just laid off Wink’s food. Of course, if any more meals consisted of gelatin molds, she wouldn’t have to worry about an expanding waistline.

The rumble of a car sounded behind her. She turned in time to see a classic marine blue Chevy pickup straddle a pothole, swerving her way. Ella edged further onto the shoulder to give the driver more room, but the engine whined down as the vehicle slowed to a crawl beside her.

“Want a lift?” a familiar, deep voice asked.

Ella ducked out of the sun to peer through the open passenger-side window. Will drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and smiled.

“Rose didn’t call you, did she?”

He stopped drumming. “Maybe.”

Ella withheld a sigh and tugged open the door, thanking him. As she was settling in, Will pulled away from the side of the road. 

“Sal says it’s going to be a hot one,” he said by way of hedging a conversation.

“Sal?” Ella recalled one of the storefront’s painted windows with the same name. “The barber?”

“Yeah. He’s sort of our unofficial weatherman, too.”

“A regular renaissance man.” The vinyl seats stuck to Ella’s skin, and she rolled down the window. “Nice car.”

“Thanks.”

“It’d be nicer if it had air conditioning.”

“Do all dames in the future complain so much?”

Ella fought a smile. “Dames? Okay, old man.”

He chuckled. “I guess they don’t say that where you’re from.”

“Not unless you want to get punched.” 

He glanced sideways at her as if he couldn’t determine whether or not she was kidding. “They were still testing cooling systems in vehicles back in my day. Do all your cars have them?” 

She nodded. “The ones worth having do.” 

The car crested the hill. Large oak and fir trees lined the way. The previous snowfall had caused the leaves of the oaks to shrivel, but they still provided shade against a hot desert sun. 

Overnight, Ella had gone from snow and pumpkin spice lattes to the scent of sun heating dirt and oven roads. The wind whipped through the pickup’s open window, pulling loose strands from her ponytail. 

Will interrupted the silence. “Any particular reason you’re wanting to go to the greenhouses?”

 “Call it curiosity.”

His eyes flitted from the road to her face, searching.

“If this is going to be my home for a little while, I should probably learn where everything is.” The reasoning for her motive was mostly true.

Will’s knuckles tightened over the steering wheel, and he fixed his gaze ahead.

“What? You don’t agree?” She rotated to face him, trying not to stare at his strong jaw and lips.

“No, I do. It’s just, you said, ‘a little while.’”

“Yeah, so?”

“It sounds like you aren’t going to stay.”

She held back a snort, not wanting to sound cruel. “I’m not though. Not if I can help it.”

“Do you want to know the probability of landing close to your time period again? It’s slim. I can give you the exact calculation if you like. And if you were to factor in location, as well, it’s next to impossible.”

“I’ll settle for close,” she said softly. She’d taken enough math classes to understand the variables involved, to know the probability was remote. The chances were slim to none she’d ever return home by sitting and waiting through each flash or time jump. Which was why she didn’t plan on waiting.

Will sighed. “Look, Ella. I’m not trying to discourage you or dash your hopes. But I’ve seen it before. The first jump for a person’s always the worst. 

“In the years that followed the town’s first jump, people searched for answers to why this was happening, held out hope that if they could just figure out the how, they could get back to their own time. But with each flash, no answer came, and hope died. 

“In Keystone, there are two choices: either accept your fate and find some semblance of happiness living here or go crazy. Most of us chose the former because we had to to survive. But some chose the latter. They just couldn’t take it. They grew depressed and made rash decisions. There were a lot of suicides around that time. A lot of people going missing, wandering out of town and getting stuck wherever we were.” His voice dropped. “It was a dark time for Keystone.”

The road dropped. The roofs of several large structures stood in sharp contrast to the sandy backdrop. Ella was momentarily distracted by the sight that would’ve made a nursery green with envy before shifting her gaze to Will. 

His face was a storm of emotions, his jaw flexing as he battled them. She could tell the memories of the early years still haunted him, but there was something else. The way his voice broke as he spoke, the far-off look in his eyes, suggested something more personal. 

“I’m sorry, Will.”

He dipped his head in acknowledgment and lapsed into silence the rest of the cruise down the hill. Ella tried to count the many greenhouses but lost sight of them as they came eye level with the structures.

The car rolled to a stop in an expansive, half-full gravel parking lot. Ella reached for the warm handle and thanked him for the ride.

“Oh, no. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” His quick grin chased away the shadows that had been there a moment before.

“You want to go with me?” Her mind warred with her emotions. The thought that she’d be spending more time with him made her stomach flutter, but it also made it harder for her to get the information she sought.

“Unless you don’t want me to?” His hand, like hers, also froze on the door handle. 

Her mouth suddenly felt dry, and she found she could do little more than nod and squeak—which she quickly covered with a cough. 

As she climbed out of the car, Ella had to remind herself she was spending time with a man from her grandfather’s time and the ex-boyfriend of a murder victim. While she thought Will innocent in Kay’s death, when it came to men, she’d learned she was usually more wrong than right.







CHAPTER 12







THEY WANDERED FROM greenhouse to greenhouse. Despite the fans and open doors at both ends, the desert sun heated the humid air inside worse than a sauna. 

Ella was in the middle of inspecting what she hoped was a blueberry bush when Will’s voice filled her ear. 

“You want to tell me why you’re really here?”

She jumped, not realizing he’d been standing a breath behind her. Ella put air between them, and her stomach tightened. “What do you mean?”

His eyes pierced hers. “I mean, I’ve been watching you—”

“Creepy.”

“We’ve been here nearly an hour. That’s more than just a curious resident wanting to learn about the town. And you’ve been inspecting the plants like a horticulturist.”

“Maybe I’m interested in becoming one.”

“Is that why you keep checking that gadget of yours at the same time?”

Ella glanced at the cell phone in her hand, opened to her notes on poisonous plants. 

“You’re searching for something,” he said. “If you tell me what it is, I can help. Otherwise, we’ll be here all day.” He looked up, his eyes roaming the walls. “And you know how many more buildings we have to get through.”

Ella bit her lip. After a drawn-out pause of consideration, she gave in. “Okay, I had this thought. I know it’s crazy, but what if Kayline was poisoned by a plant?” She waited expectantly for his reaction.

His eyebrows lowered in thought. “That’s not crazy. But how? Are you thinking she ingested it? And what plant?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head in frustration and put her phone between them so he could see too. As she showed him the suspicious plants, complete with pictures and descriptions, she explained, “These are the ones that would result in the same symptoms we saw.”

The inventor’s eyes widened, a hunger burning in them. He ripped the device from her hand and turned it over and over. “This is amazing. One of the twentieth century guys who got stuck here let me play with his cellophane once before the battery died.”

“Cellphone,” she corrected, but if Will had heard her, he didn’t acknowledge it.

Will mashed his finger on the screen, pressing it like a button. The keyboard popped up, making his eyes grow even larger, then he squinted.

“So small,” he muttered.

As he inspected the exterior, his thumb depressed the power button, and the screen went dark. 

“Oh, no. I broke it.”

Ella pressed her lips together to keep from laughing and showed him how he’d just powered down the screen. She stepped closer, their shoulders brushing, as she showed him how to use the smartphone. 

“I’m looking for any of these.” She pointed at the images she’d taken. She reached for the phone, but Will maneuvered it out of reach.

“We could just ask Mrs. Faraday. She’s one of the horticulturists who runs this place,” he said absently. 

He held the phone at arm’s length and tipped it from side to side as he tried to scroll up the screen. He jabbed his finger at the screen.

“It’s not a button. You don’t press it. Just touch—”

“Yeah, I got it.” He shooed her hand away and accidentally opened the phone’s settings. “Uh, what do I do?”

She managed to retrieve the phone, internally compared him to her parents, and pulled up the note she’d had opened. “It takes getting used to—” 

He swiped the device out of her hands. “Got it.”

Ella rolled her eyes and continued to search the aisle. Tomato plants climbed cages on her right, while grapes vined on her left. “We can’t ask this Mrs. Faraday, anyway.”

“Why not?” Will trailed several paces behind her, eyes on the screen, slowing with each step. Ella paused for him to catch up.

“What would she think if we were asking her about poisonous plants and word got out that Kay died from poisoning?”

“But it’s after the fact.”

“Will Sheriff Chapman see it that way?”

“Good point.” The flashlight on her phone flicked on. “Oops. Hey, that’s nifty.” He pointed it up at her, blinding her with the small light.

Ella grabbed the device away again. “I’ll give this back after we’ve found any of these plants.” She froze, closed her eyes, and murmured curses. “I just sounded like my mother.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. I’ll help.”

They spent another hour exploring, covering five more greenhouses. Ella’s eyes burned with overstimulation by the time they’d finished, and she couldn’t hide her disappointment. 

They hadn’t located a single plant from her list. There were still at least a dozen more structures, but she was tired and hungry and cranky. Clearly, her hunch had been wrong.

“Maybe we missed one,” Will suggested when they stepped outside.

Ella shielded her eyes and swiped away the sweat that had become a permanent fixture on her forehead. “Or maybe I’m wrong.”

“Or maybe it’s just not here. Why would the greenhouse keep a poisonous plant anyway?”

She shrugged, her spirits buoying a little. “Good point.”

Her running shoes crunched over the gravel as they headed back to his car. “Too bad we can’t get a look at the coroner’s report. Any chance you can ask Pauline more about the autopsy?”

“We’re not that close. She’s pretty tight-lipped about things unless she’s been drinking. Then again, who isn’t? It’s one reason I don’t drink.” A few yards from the car, he said, “Hey, Barton, catch.” He tossed his keys at her.

Ella caught them and arched an eyebrow. “You’re going to let me drive?”

“Only if I can see that phone of yours again.”

Ella pulled the pickup out of the gravel parking lot and onto the road, relishing the gentle breeze created through the open window. She couldn’t believe there’d been snow on the roads just yesterday. Several standing puddles of water dotted the shoulder and fields, the only sign of the recent accumulation.

After a minute of listening to Will muttering, “astonishing” and “amazing,” Ella decided now would be a good time to broach a sensitive subject. 

“Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“You and Kay, what were you arguing about at the diner?”

He looked up from her phone for the first time since they’d left, his face darkening. “Her house had been broken into a few nights before. I was worried about her. Told her she should stay with me until Sheriff Chapman caught whoever was responsible.”

Her house had been broken into? Ella turned over this new bit of information and stored it away. 

“She told me she appreciated the thought, but she wasn’t my concern anymore,” he continued, his voice tinged with bitterness. “I told her that we didn’t have to be a couple for me to be concerned for her well-being.”

They reached the town, and Ella let her foot off the gas. “Was anything taken?”

“Not that she could tell. But they tore the place up pretty good.”

She didn’t respond immediately as she wondered if there was a connection between Kay’s death and the break-in. After a while, she asked, “Did Kay have anything of value that would get her killed?”

He shook his head. 

“Seems too much of a coincidence.”

“I agree. That’s why I’ve been pushing Chapman to investigate the break-in. Maybe they’re related. Maybe someone saw something.”

“And he’s not investigating it?”

Will sighed. “He’s got his hands full. And he comes from the nineteenth century. He doesn’t really investigate.”

She jerked her head around, almost taking the steering wheel with it. “He’s from the nineteenth century?” 

“Around 1850s if I remember right. Six Shooter too.”

Ella gaped at the inventor a moment before tearing her attention back to the road. The last thing she needed was another car accident. 

“Suddenly the cowboy outfits make sense.” She’d always been fascinated by the American frontier time period. More accurately, her father had had a passion for it, and by proxy, Ella did too.

She nudged the car into an empty spot along Main Street, directly in front of the inn.

“Although, Jesse seems to have adapted better to the town than the sheriff. Sartorially speaking.” She recalled his sweatshirt clashing with his cowboy hat and spurs. 

“So, you’ve met Six then, have you?”

Was it her imagination or did his voice sound strained?

“We met my second day here.” Right before Kay died, she added internally.  

“He’s dangerous, Ella. Be careful around him.” His hands worked around the brim of his fedora sitting in his lap.

“Yeah, I got that impression. And I will.” 

They slipped out, and he came around to the driver’s side.

She thanked him for the ride then dangled his keys in the air. When he reached for them, she pulled them back, holding her other hand out, palm up. 

He shot her a dashing smile that would put a Crest commercial to shame. “Heh, slipped my mind.” Reluctantly, he deposited her phone in her outstretched hand.

“Uh huh.” She handed him the keys. 

As he pulled away from the curb, she waved then dashed up the steps of the stoop to escape the heat. However, inside the inn proved to be a letdown as she found it only a few degrees cooler than melting, but still an improvement from outside.

Back in her room, she plugged her phone in to charge, grateful that the town had an alternative, independent source of energy. At least being off the grid hadn’t put them back in the dark ages. Her brain perked up, wondering if they’d actually visited the dark ages. 

Kicking off her shoes, she flopped onto the bed, torn between eating a late lunch and napping. Maybe this whole not having a job thing wasn’t so bad. 

Ella winced, realizing she’d left the greenhouses without checking to see if Mrs. Faraday was hiring. Groaning, she rolled off of the comfortable mattress and headed downstairs. 

First, she’d eat, then she’d look for work. Her thoughts wandered from potential jobs to her family. That topic quickly became too painful, so she found herself ruminating over Will instead. 

She shook her head as if to shake him from her thoughts. Surely he was this friendly to all the newcomers. But part of her hoped he wasn’t, that his behavior towards her was unique.

Grandma’s Kitchen was still closed, so she opted to make a sandwich back in the inn’s kitchen. What started as a sandwich, quickly became half the contents of the crisper sticking out between two pieces of homemade bread. 

She piled the food on a plate and meandered her way to the inn’s library, hoping Rose wouldn’t mind her eating in the room. 

She searched for Fluffy but didn’t see the large Maine coon anywhere. After looking over the bookshelves, she swallowed the last bite of ham and cheese and other stuff, then she slipped into the conservatory again. 

The intoxicating fragrance of gardenias, jasmine, and earth greeted her. She picked her way through the overgrown jungle to the café table and planted herself on a chair. Overhead, brave clematis vines clung to a thin seam of metal where panels of glass met, creating a ceiling of glass, vines, and flowers.

She drank in a long breath. Then, a frown formed as a thought occurred to her. 

Ella jumped from the table and inspected the nearest cluster of plants, eyeing the different leaves. She darted to the next and the next, again and again, until she’d covered nearly every square inch of the twenty by thirty-foot sunroom. By the time she reached the back corner, she was breathing easier with the relief of being wrong. 

Ella pulled aside the spindly branch of a Chinese maple, and a familiar leaf caught her eye. She wrenched her hand away as if it had burned her.

“No,” she whispered. The word repeated from her lips over and over like a prayer.

Ella darted from the conservatory and sprinted through the library and up the stairs. Inside her room, she tugged her phone from its charging cord and dashed back to the conservatory. Swiping through her pictures, she found the one she was looking for.

Holding the phone side-by-side with the plant, she blinked at the white clusters of flowers and oval, toothed leaves. Jewelweed. She’d found a poisonous plant in Keystone that matched Kay’s symptoms.

“Puedo ayudarle?”

Ella froze, her heart leaping to her throat. Slowly, she turned on her heel to find a woman with dark hair and olive skin staring at her. The knees of her pants were darkened as if they’d grown from dirt, and she wore pink gardening gloves.

The woman asked again if she could help Ella.

“No, gracias.” Ella started to walk away then stopped. “Actually yeah. This plant—¿Qué es esta planta?” 

Part of Ella hoped she’d misidentified it because the presence of it in the inn complicated things a great deal.

“No lo sé.”

“Who picked out the plants? ¿Quién…?”

“Mrs. Murray.”

A knot formed in Ella’s stomach. Rose had chosen to have jewelweed in the inn. Why? 

Ella shook the dark thoughts away, not wanting to think her new friend capable of murder. Stretching out her hand, she introduced herself. 

“Angelica,” the lady replied in turn, pumping Ella’s arm with a firm handshake.

Ella abandoned Angelica and the conservatory for her room and a nicer change of clothes. Her mind swirled with doubt about what she’d just found. 

She had to be wrong. But what if she wasn’t? She knew she should tell the sheriff. If Pauline had a specific plant to test the poison against, maybe she could compare it to Kay’s blood work. 

At least that’s how Ella assumed it worked. She was as knowledgeable about the coroner’s job as a marathon of House and CSI could make a person.

But the thought of bringing this information to Chapman made her hesitate. If she was right, Rose and anyone else with access to the plant would fall under suspicion of murder, including herself—someone who also so happened to be there at the time of Kay’s death. 

Additionally, Ella would be jeopardizing her lodgings. Because what innkeeper wouldn’t want a boarder who’d suspected them of murder, she thought sarcastically.

Ella tipped her head from side to side as if weighing scales. Between finding Kay’s killer and a roof over her head, clearly, it was no contest. She was selfish but not that selfish. 

Still… there had to be a reasonable explanation for the plant being there. And before going to Chapman, she should be damn sure about what she said.

With that decision made, she focused on changing her outfit. Her limited supply of clothing didn’t provide many options. 

Nothing screamed, “Please hire me.” Not unless it was a yoga studio. And something about Keystone made her think the only downward dog the town had seen was from an actual dog taking a dump on someone’s lawn. 

In the end, she settled on her nicest pair of jeans and a top with capped sleeves. To spruce up the ensemble, she added earrings, a touch of blush, and mascara—which promptly smeared over her eyelids, making her look like a washed-up rock star. After fussing with her eyes for several minutes, she gave up and decided to just go with the new look. 

With a newfound confidence that only looking like a hot mess could provide, Ella slipped out of her room to find a more disturbing image than the one she’d just seen in the mirror.

Flo stood in the hallway, waving an awkward device around that looked part-microwave, part-metal detector. Ella watched her a moment, turning aside slightly and covering her midsection in case the device gave off any kind of radiation. She’d always been on the fence about having children, but she liked the idea of having the option.

“Is that safe?” she asked. Flo looked up, and that’s when Ella noticed the tinfoil covering her beehive like a fat lightning rod. “Oh my gosh.”

Flo squinted at her behind her coke-bottle glasses. “Who did your makeup? A clown?”

“Catch any reception with that headpiece?”

Flo smirked at her.

Ella pointed a finger at the device. “What’s that for, anyway?”

“Ghost finder.”

“Oh. Sure.” They stood in awkward silence a moment, the machine whirring. Ella rocked on her heels. “Welp, carry on, then.”

“I planned on it.” Flo turned the ray-of-death towards the end of the hall. 

It screeched then wound up in pitch until Ella could no longer hear it. She hugged her hands over her uterus tighter and made a beeline for the stairs.

Outside, she turned left down Main Street, which she still considered south despite the location of the sun. After passing the diner, she strolled until she hit the first open door. 

What she’d thought was a bait and tackle store turned out to be a small market and produce establishment called, “Stewart’s.” 

Barrels of apples and pears stood near the door, and she could see a shelf full of fresh bread, flour, sugar, and other staples she wouldn’t know the first thing to do with. Along one wall was a small refrigerated section stocked full of milk, butter, and eggs. The rest of the store was filled with odds and ends, some packaged, most not. 

Overall, she was surprised and pleased with the selection. If she squinted a good deal, she could almost mistake the little market for a Whole Foods. She just needed to see a couple of guys in ponytails to complete the image. However, the jars of homemade animal fats kind of threw her.

A single customer stood in line, wearing fur despite the heat and some sort of sword at his hip. Ella watched him out of the corner of her eye, trying to figure out what century he was from. When he left, sword swinging by his side, she introduced herself to the clerk who turned out to be the owner of the market—his name, aptly, Stewart. 

He was sweet, welcomed her to the village, but unfortunately wasn’t looking to hire. Ella left, slightly disappointed, and moved on to the next place.

One by one, door after door, she tried each business. No one was hiring. With each shake of their heads, her spirits deflated. She had expected it to be hard but had thought there’d be something, even if it was part-time cleaning. 

Ella reached the end of the road—literally. With a sigh, she turned towards the park and followed the gentle slope of the lush grass to the lake. Her shoes made sucking sounds in the mud as she walked along the water’s edge until the park met the encroaching forest. 

Here, the narrow road around the lake began or ended, depending on your point of view. Quint cabins and cottages dotted the lane. 

She opted to keep to the soggy grass and moved away from the water, towards the forest. Tall pines towered overhead, mixing with oak and maple. Judging by the height of them, the forest was old, creating a canopy of leaves and needles over a dim undergrowth.

Slowly, she became aware of a soft, tinkling sound like loose change in a pocket. Her ears pricked, tuning into it. 

Just as she turned her head towards the source, something moved behind a tree. Ella froze and stared at the spot. Her hand rose to her head as a shield against the sun’s glare. Someone wearing a button-down shirt, vest, and cowboy hat strode along a narrow path cutting deep into the trees. Six.







CHAPTER 13







THERE WAS SOMETHING strange about seeing the cowboy strolling through the forest, like she expected to see him in a saloon or rounding up cattle instead. He didn’t exactly strike Ella as the hiking type. 

Crouching low, she slipped just inside the tree line, watching until his tan shirt became a dot. She lingered next to an elm, battling between the temptation to follow him to see what he was up to and the echo of Will’s warning that Six was dangerous.

Just as the tan dot melted into the shadows, Ella made up her mind. She stalked over the worn muddy path, cringing as her once-white canvas shoes sank an inch into the drying muck.

The emerald canopy overhead provided a welcome shade against the blistering sun. Ella quickened her pace until Six came into view again. 

A twig snapped under her, and she froze. Several yards ahead, the cowboy turned. Ella sucked in a breath and slid back a few inches until an ivy-covered trunk obstructed her view. 

A trickle of sweat broke from her hairline and fell down her face. Her ears strained, listening for any movement from the man. 

This was a bad idea. 

Finally, she heard the jangle and rustling as his footsteps resumed, moving away from her. Ella hissed out a slow breath and wondered not for the first time if she should turn back. 

However, something about the outlaw’s slinking movements and paranoid glances told her he was up to no good. And if there was one thing Ella was good at, it was sticking her nose into other people’s business.

After several minutes of creeping through the forest, the gradual incline of the path leveled out, a fact her now-blistered feet were grateful for. 

She’d lost sight of Six several paces back, causing the anxiety that had been building in her gut to slither up her spine. 

There was a break in the trees ahead. Ella crouched low and kept to the shadows as she approached. 

A small breeze carried through the branches and leaves, and a powerful smell akin to solvents hit her nostrils. She put one careful toe in front of the other and stopped beside a large ponderosa pine at the edge of the path. The rough bark bit into her palms as she peered around the side. 

The path led to a small clearing. Six stood in the center in front of a labyrinth of tubes that snaked from a copper contraption to a tall, thin container to something resembling an enlarged pressure cooker. Several wooden barrels dotted the area. 

It looked like either a redneck’s mad scientist laboratory or a still. Ella had watched enough TV to hedge her bet it was the latter. The pungent odor permeating the air also made more sense now.

At the base of a large cylinder, a fire burned. The cowboy stoked it, and she heard a faint hiss of something bubbling inside. Then he moved to a spigot and poured a clear liquid into a jar. His nose hovered over the glass, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the contents. Even from several yards back, the smell alone was enough to curl her hair. 

With all the secrecy, there was no way he had a permit for what she saw. Whatever his reasoning for making it, she had her answer about what he was doing in the middle of the woods. 

Ella sidled away, towards the path, intending to creep back the way she’d come. She went to lift her right foot only to discover it wouldn’t budge. 

Her heart hammered against her chest. She tore her attention from Six long enough to see what the problem was. While spying on him, unbeknownst to her, her shoes had sunk another couple of inches in the mud, creating a strong suction. 

Ella set her jaw and tried to move her foot again, this time getting her hands involved. The mud made a suckling sound she found disconcerting as it finally relinquished its hold on her tennis shoe. 

She hadn’t expected her foot to be freed so suddenly, and the momentum sent her flying back. Her arms wheeled through the air like the world’s worst gymnast, but rather than help her find balance, the movement only served to ensure she fell harder. 

The shriek of a wild animal rent the air, and she realized as she landed spread-eagle in a bed of ferns that the noise had come from her. The ferns themselves made for a soft landing, save for the hidden branch jammed into her hip. 

Pain radiated across her side. Ella lay there a moment, inwardly groaning and cursing every tree, fern, and speck of dirt in the forest, and she probably would’ve remained in the plant for all eternity were it not for the approaching jingle of Six’s spurs.

Rolling over, she staggered into a runner’s stance and did her best Usain Bolt impression. Two steps later, she surrendered to the pain and settled on a rapid hobble.

“Where do you think you’re goin’?”

A strong arm wrapped around her waist and yanked her back. Before she could put up much of a struggle, Six had already dragged her back into the clearing. He spun her around with rough hands and squeezed her arms in an iron grip.

Ella blinked at his sneering face then did her best to feign surprise. “Jesse? Oh, hey. Fancy seeing you here. I was just out for a stroll through—”

“Nice try.”

A long, awkward pause followed, mostly filled with him leering at her and her staring over his shoulder at nothing in particular. 

“Anyway, good talk. Nice running into you and whatnot. I should probably head back now.” She wiggled to free herself from his hands, but it was like trying to wrestle out of concrete after it had already set.

He laughed, the noise grating like a barking dog. A startled bird squawked and took off nearby. 

“You’re not going anywhere. I know you saw it.”

“Saw what?”

“My still.”

Ella blinked innocently. “What still?” He sneered. Her eyes drifted over his other shoulder. “Oh, that still.” 

Her surprise turned genuine when his hands slipped from her arms. He walked a slow circle around her like a lion stalking its prey.

Ella weighed the probability of success if she ran, the throbbing in her hip against his long, lean legs. The odds were not in her favor.

“So, you decided to stay, huh? Good. Another pretty face around here. Hell, maybe the only one. ‘Cept Jimmy’s girl ain’t half bad.” He cocked his head to the side. “But what am I going to do with you now? That’s the question.”

“Look, I really don’t care what’s going on here.” She waved a hand over the setup that certainly violated several health codes on top of breaking the law. Probably. “It’s none of my business.” 

She actually did care and would go to the sheriff first thing, but there was no sense in telling the outlaw that.

“That so?” He walked around her again, his eyes narrowing to slits and full of dark thoughts. Pulling out a rolled cigarette, he lit it and took a long drag, his inky eyes never leaving her.

She blew the smoke out of her face, trying to come up with a distraction. “So, what is it? Moonshine?”

“My means of making a livin’ here. It ain’t like I can just walk into Lou’s shop and ask for a job, now, can I?”

Apparently, work was scarce for even long-time residents. “Why not start a brewery in town, you know, legally?”

He barked out a laugh, ending in sour, bitter notes. “You’re still new, so let me educate you. The only businesses allowed in Keystone are what the town council deems worthy. Without their blessin’, you’re as worthless as a bullet without a gun.”

“And they’d never approve you having your own still?”

“Now you’re catchin’ on.”

Ella took a beat to gather her thoughts, wondering how she could end this conversation. “Okay, fair enough. I get why you’ve set up shop out here. Who am I to stand in the way of an entrepreneur?” 

She took a step back. He mirrored it.  “Anyway, best of luck and all that.”

She slid back again, and he slid forward again. “You’re secret’s safe with me. I won’t breathe a word of it.”

He puffed out a cloud of smoke, a wild grin spread across his leathered skin. “No. You won’t.” Reaching down to the holster on his hip, he pulled out his six shooter. “Cause you can’t breathe a word if you got no breath.”

Ella’s heart leaped to her throat. She held her hands up. “Jesse, please.”

“That ain’t my name.”

“Six, please, don’t do this.”

“Sorry, darlin’. It ain’t personal. To be honest, I was warmin’ to you.”

Ella took a step back followed by another, then her back met a tree trunk. She was trapped. Her hands trembled, and she struggled to get her brain to cooperate and come up with a plan. 

Now, she understood Kay’s facial expression in the diner window when Ella had first met Jesse. 

Right before she was murdered. 

Despite the gravity of her situation, Ella couldn’t help but glance back at the still and wonder.

She swallowed. “Did Kayline find your still?”

“She was nosy just like you.”

“Is that why you killed her?” Ella whispered.

His face twitched. “I didn’t kill her. I needed her.”

Ella frowned. “Wait. What? You weren’t in love with her, were you?” 

“Not me, no.” His lips twisted sadistically. “She had eyes for a married man. That Jimmy fellow. Saw them stalking off into the woods together.” He waved the gun in a wide arc off to her left. 

In a random moment of clarity that defied her current predicament, Ella recalled Kay’s shoes had tree sap on them which more than likely came from the forest.

Six pulled back the hammer on his revolver. A click broke through the still forest.

“J—Six, you’re not a killer.”

“You’re wrong, darlin’. I am.” 

The rolled cigarette dangled from his lips, fouling the air with tobacco. He was so close, she could see the stains on his fingers, the mother of pearl buttons on his tan shirt, the top one missing.

Ella stared down the barrel of his gun. Her heart thrummed a wild beat in her ears, and her legs felt like Rose’s lime gelatin mold. 

This couldn’t be it. She couldn’t die in the middle of a forest in God knew where, her family never finding out what happened to her. 

No. She would not let some outlaw with a gun decide her fate.

A burning anger for justice gave her focus and flooded her system with adrenaline. Her last breath would not be one trembling in fear. She would die fighting.

As he closed one eye and centered her in his sights, Ella made her move. She shifted her weight to her left leg and kicked hard into his stomach with her right. He grunted, and his hand twitched on the trigger. 

Ella thrust the gun away as the muzzle flashed. A crack split the air like thunder, and the bark on the tree behind her exploded. She couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in her ears.

As Six swung the gun back over her chest, Ella kicked again, this time connecting her shoe between his thighs. 

The cowboy swore and doubled over. 

Ella wrenched the gun from his grip and threw it into the woods. He screamed at her. 

Her adrenaline kicked up a notch, and for good measure, she swung her fist around, connecting it with his jaw. His head flipped to the side, then his body followed, twirling through the air and landing in the mud like a drunken ballerina.

Ella had either just gotten really lucky or Six wasn’t used to his victims fighting back. Either way, she wasn’t sticking around to find out what happened when he recovered.

Leaping over his sprawled body, Ella sprinted down the hill. Her legs felt like rubber, and her hip complained with every other step. She stumbled over a rock and landed in the mud. 

Scrambling to her feet, she continued fleeing, no longer able to swallow her fear. Tears streamed down her face. Her lungs felt like they would burst. 

It wasn’t until the shadows waned and light poured in through a break in the trees that she slowed. 

Ella burst out into the light of the hot sun, running straight into something tall wearing a blue, button-down shirt.

“Ella?” Will put both hands on her shoulders and put her at arm’s length. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

She didn’t know why Will was there, nor did she care at the moment. The words struggled out of her tight throat and between gasps of air. “Jesse… woods… gun…”

Will’s eyes widened to full attention, and his head swiveled, looking for Six. He stepped around her, staying close. The scent of sandalwood and machine grease replaced Jesse’s stale cigarettes, and she didn’t mind.




Back at the sheriff’s office, Ella sat on one side of Sheriff Chapman’s desk, a far improvement over her old cell a few feet away. Will sat beside her, his eyes fixed on Sheriff Chapman’s pencil as it traveled over a pad of paper.

Ella bounced her leg at his sluggish pace. She leaned forward, didn’t find it any more comfortable, so she leaned back again.

“Okay,” the sheriff said, finally looking up, “that everything?”

Ella nodded.

“Are you going to arrest him?” Will leaned forward in his chair, his muscles taut like a caged animal about to spring.

The sheriff picked his black derby hat up off the desk, shaping the brim between his hands. “Oh, he’ll be brought in, all right. And if I find his still, I’ll lock him up.”

Ella gaped at the sheriff. “I’m glad your priorities are in order. So what about attempted manslaughter?” 

He studied her. “Yeah, I reckon I can charge him with that too.”

Ella furrowed her brows and glanced sideways at Will. 

“The sheriff’s still getting used to how the law works in the twentieth century,” he explained.

“Actually, it’s the twenty-first century for me,” she said helpfully. At the look Chapman shot her, she shriveled back in her seat. “Just saying.”

“Speaking of,” the sheriff drawled, “I thought I told you to leave town.” His tone was void of the anger or annoyance she’d expected. 

“I tried. Believe me. That mechanic of yours—” she bit the inside of her cheek to stop from saying words she’d regret later. Not for the first time did she silently curse Lou.

“Well, it looks like we’re stuck with you. Can’t say as I’m happy to have another citizen to protect in my town—especially one that’s got a penchant for trouble.” He dipped his chin slightly, so his icy gaze looked down the crook of his nose at her.

Ella couldn’t help but squirm, feeling like she was in the principal’s office again for putting a fly in Jennifer Sloan’s sandwich. To be fair, Jennifer had punched her in the stomach during recess.

Ella shifted the topic away from herself. “I was wondering, do you know what poison killed Kay?”

“Who said she was poisoned?” He let out a sigh. “This town and people’s loose lips.” He rubbed a weathered hand over his face, the first fracture in his facade she’d seen. “Not yet. Pauline’s having trouble identifying it, but even if she’d found something, I wouldn’t tell you.”

Ella nodded. She hadn’t really expected him to tell her. The sheriff may be from the nineteenth century, but he struck her as someone who played his cards close to his vest. 

Chewing her lip, she debated whether or not to say anything about the jewelweed. If she told him and was wrong, she’d hurt Jimmy and Rose. 

She decided to wait. If Pauline still couldn’t identify it within the next day or two, she’d float the idea out to the sheriff and tell him about the plant in the conservatory.

“Is that everything?” Ella scooted to the edge of her chair, anxious to leave.

Chapman stood, his lanky frame unfolding to well over six feet, as he slipped his hat on. “That’s all.”

Will followed Ella to the door. Outside, he scuffed his shoes down the sidewalk beside her. “You just gave him everything he’s always wanted.”

“What? Chapman?”

“Yeah. He’s been dying to book Six with more than just menacing, vandalism, and reckless endangerment. You handed the outlaw over to him on a silver platter.”

“Jesse brought it upon himself. I can’t help the actions he’s chosen.”

“No, you can’t.” Will lapsed into silence. 

Ella felt both sorry for the inventor and a little guilty. She’d been so wrapped up in her own problems, she’d forgotten he had recently lost someone close to him.

“Do you miss her?”

“Kay? All the time.” He sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I wasn’t in love with her anymore, but we remained close. When the romance fell away, our friendship remained. I miss that.”

It took a few steps of silence for Ella to work up the courage to ask the next question. “What happened between you two? Never mind. You don’t have to tell me. It’s not my business.”

“No, that’s fine. I like talking to you. It feels… effortless. Like it was with her.”

Ella smiled but felt conflicted by the compliment.

“It’s simple, really. She wanted to leave Keystone. I wanted to stay.”

“She wanted to leave the village?”

He nodded. “We’d talked about it for a while. At first, it was just a casual conversation, but then she brought it up more frequently until it became something we argued about constantly. Anytime the town flashed into a beautiful location with rolling green hills or snowcapped mountains, she’d get the itch again to run.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too. I’m sorry she didn’t do it.”

Ella stopped. “What do you mean?”

Will nudged a pebble with the toe of his shoe and seemed to search the ground for the right way to phrase his words. “Kay didn’t want to leave Keystone because of some bright future she was running towards. She was running from something. And as much as I loved her, I couldn’t abandon my work here—not at the time, anyway. See, I thought I could solve the time jumps, thought I could stop them. And I didn’t want to leave all the citizens stranded. But I never blamed Kay for wanting to leave. I understood her reasoning. Heck, I wanted her to leave, because then I knew she’d be safe.”

Ella’s hand twitched at her side. She wanted to reach out and comfort him, but she shoved it into her jean’s pocket instead. “Safe from what?”

Will stared past her at some distant memory. He didn’t answer, but rather, shook his head. “Doesn’t matter anymore.”

Ella didn’t push the issue, but that didn’t keep her from wondering. What had Kay been so afraid of that she needed to leave?

They resumed their stroll back to the inn. “So, how close did you get to figuring out these time jumps?”

“Not close at all, I’m afraid.”

The flame of hope that had been kindling in Ella’s heart flickered out. “But you’re still trying, right?”

“Not anymore. What’s the point when you keep hitting a dead end?”

It was hard to miss the bitterness in his voice. The inventor, along with most of the residents she’d met, seemed to be resigned to their fate. How long had it taken them to go from heartache to desperation to accepting this new way of life? Was this disappointing acceptance of fate what she had to look forward to? 

Ahead, she spotted the inn’s front garden. 

“I’m really glad I ran into you,” she said, “literally. What were you doing near the forest, anyway?”

“Visiting the professor. He lives on Twin Hills, and I took the scenic route. I’m glad I did.”

“Does this professor have a name?”

Will smiled. “He does, but it hasn’t been used in years. Everyone calls him, ‘the professor.’ He doesn’t get out much, and he doesn’t really have any friends. Everyone thinks he’s crazy.”

“Is he?”

Will considered the question. “A little. But he’s also brilliant.”

“Ah, the ol’ crazy and brilliant combo.”

“You know people like that?”

“No.”

He opened his mouth to say something then appeared to change his mind. “Anyway, I think geniuses have to be a little crazy, like their minds can’t process as much as they do, so it wears on their gray matter.” They slowed at the wrought iron fence. “Maybe you’ll get to meet him tonight.”

Ella frowned. “What’s tonight?”

“Town hall meeting. There’s a lot to discuss in Keystone, a lot of moving parts, so we meet bi-weekly. Sometimes, the professor shows up—mostly when I drag him down from the hill.”

Ella tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The thought of going to an event with so many people after such an emotionally exhausting day didn’t appeal to her. On the other hand, it was a great opportunity to observe the locals in their natural habitat. She’d be Jane Goodall, and they’d be… 

Ella shook her head, abandoning the analogy. “Do the Murrays usually go?” 

“Usually.”

The meeting would also give her a chance to watch Jimmy. If anything untoward had been happening between him and Kay, he hadn’t seemed that broken up about her death. No more than Rose or Kay’s other friends. Ella suspected Six had lied about their involvement, although, she wasn’t sure what his motivation in doing so would be. 

Across the street, the man Ella had seen earlier in the store with the thick fur draped over his bare shoulders walked by and nodded in Will’s direction.

“So, I’ll see you tonight?” Will asked her.

“Yeah, I think you will. Are we not going to talk about the walking bear over there?”

“Leif? What about him?”

“It’s like a hundred degrees. Why the fur?”

“It’s Sunday,” he said as if that explained everything.

“Yeah, that’s what I was going to say.” Ella waved bye and approached the stoop, muttering, “This town’s weird.”

“You say something?” Will called.

“See you tonight.”







CHAPTER 14







ELLA WILED AWAY the few hours until the town hall meeting by swiping through photos on her phone from Thanksgiving. A pang of homesickness she hadn’t felt since leaving for college ached in her chest.

With a sigh, she tossed her phone across the bed. The photos only cemented her resolve to figure out a way to stop the town from traveling, or rather, control it so they could all return to their respective eras.

She hadn’t realized she’d drifted off to sleep, nestled in a trough atop the satin comforter, until someone knocked on her door. 

“Ella?” Rose’s sweet voice drifted through the mahogany door. “Are you going to the town meeting?”

Ella shot out of bed and banged her knee on the nightstand in the process. 

“Yeah! Be right out!” She hopped on one leg like a pirate, massaging her injured kneecap, right over an old bruise in the same location. She was nothing if not consistent.

Ella looked down at her mud-splattered clothes. She’d planned on changing out of her “interview” attire before the all-important town hall meeting. Without time to rummage through her clothing selection, she settled on the nicest t-shirt she had left in her backpack and her last pair of clean jeans. 

Scrambling over to the mirror, she fought a couple of unruly curls that refused to do anything other than reach for the ceiling, then she snatched her lip gloss. 

Her unskilled application of eyeliner had gone from a 1980s televangelist to full-blown raccoon. She did her best to swipe and confine the circles to within the vicinity of her eyes before sprinting for the door. She hoped she looked more put together than the hot mess she felt.

Flo bumped into her in the hallway and whooped up a storm. “Looks like you got into a fight with a boxer.” 

She leaned in close to Ella, her magnified eyes opening until she looked like a giant fly. Her wrinkled hand reached for Ella’s face.

Ella swatted her away. “I didn’t get into a fight.”

“You sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

“Don’t sound sure.”

“I think I’d know if I got into a fight.”

“What flight? Never been on an airplane.”

Ella’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “What are you on?”

“Don’t mind her,” Rose called from the bottom of the stairs. “She needs hearing aids.”

“I hear fine,” Crazy Flo snapped. As she passed Ella, she winked and gave a wicked grin. “You’ve no idea the things people say when they think you can’t hear so good.”

“Or when they think you’re nuttier than a bag of trail mix.” 

Flo shrugged and clung to the banister as she descended the stairs. Halfway down, her voice creaked out, muttering to herself, “This girl’s a keeper.” 

When Ella joined them in the entrance hall, Jimmy gave Ella, Rose, and Flo a smile that revealed gleaming white teeth. 

“Looks like I get the pleasure of escorting three ladies this evening.”

“Two ladies and Sugar Ray here,” Flo jerked her head in Ella’s direction.

Ella looked at Jimmy. “I don’t think the crypt keeper qualifies as a lady.”

“All my husbands seemed to think I was woman enough.”

Jimmy crooked his elbows out, and Rose slipped her arm through one. 

“Let’s go before she recounts the tales of her wedding nights,” he said. A shudder rippled through him. “I still get nightmares hearing about that one.”

Flo snorted and scooted out the door. “You’re just jealous that you weren’t husband number five.”

“Six,” Jimmy called out to her hunched back. 

Flo didn’t respond, but Ella spotted her ticking off her fingers, silently counting.

As they strolled north on Main Street, Ella filled Rose in on what happened in the forest, while Flo and Jimmy listened on. It turned out that word had already spread to the innkeeper about the incident.

“I heard sheriff brought Six in for questioning about an hour ago,” Jimmy said. “He put up quite a fight. They had some shootout on the edge of town.”

Ella lifted her eyebrows, surprised she hadn’t heard the commotion and equally surprised at the casual way Jimmy floated the information out as if a shootout was a regular occurrence in Keystone.

At some point, they had all passed Crazy Flo, who now huffed a few yards behind them despite the short walk. Between gasps of air, her voice floated up, “Six is in the slammer again? Now where am I supposed to get my whiskey?”

Rose gasped and glared over her shoulder at the elder woman. “Flo!”

Ella looked back. Flo was now fanning herself.

“Good Lord. I’m having my own private summer back here.”

Ella grimaced. “That was an image I didn’t need.” She dabbed away beads of sweat and tried not to think about what it was doing to her makeup. If she didn’t show up at the meeting looking like the Joker, it’d be a miracle.

Overhead, the sun was just starting to crawl towards Twin Hills. Ella wondered if Keystone Village had jumped to the southern hemisphere. If she’d paid more attention in astronomy—and had the proper equipment and several more IQ points—she’d probably be able to guess the location and date.

A welcome breeze replaced some of the heat rising from the sidewalk, and Ella reveled in its relief.

Swarms of people buzzed down the sidewalks on both sides, more than Ella thought the little town held. They shouted greetings at each other across the river of pavement separating them. Laughter floated on the breeze, mixing with the aroma of gardenias from the hanging basket in front of the library.

As she passed the sheriff’s office, her gaze darted to the window. The scarlet sky reflected off the window, and she was unable to penetrate its glare. 

But she knew who was inside. She could still smell his tobacco, could still see the barrel of his revolver pointed at her. His words crawled over her skin. 

“It ain’t personal.”

The town hall was one of the last buildings on the left side of the street and wasn’t so much of a hall as it was a church. 

Ella tipped her head. Actually, it was exactly a church, complete with white siding and steeple.

“You gonna stare at it all day or go inside?”

A sharp finger dug into her back.

Ella hadn’t realized she’d been barring Flo’s entrance into the building. She took her time shuffling through the door, earning a glare from the curmudgeonly lady.

Beyond the foyer, the church looked more grange hall or turn-of-the-century schoolhouse than sanctuary. The air buzzed with moving bodies and conversation, an electric hiss of whispers and excitement. Ella wondered if the noise was standard for a town hall meeting or if it was due to Kay’s murder.

“I think that cotton candy on your head’s crooked,” Ella said as Flo passed.

To her surprise, the older woman flipped her the bird, but the gesture didn’t go amiss by Wink who strolled through the entrance at the same moment. She gave a good whack to the backside of Flo’s head, causing the tumbleweed of hair to bounce. 

Ella hid a smile. She was definitely starting to like this town.

“Watch it. I spent an hour on this.” Flo dabbed at her hairdo as they filed into the building.

“Why? Who’re you trying to impress?”

“None of your business,” Flo bit out, but Ella noticed her eyes dart across the sanctuary. Apparently, the movement was also noticed by Wink.

“Oh, no you don’t. He’s at least twenty years your junior.”

Flo mumbled something under her breath about Wink always ruining her fun as she scanned the rest of the crowd. Her eyes settled back on Wink.

“What’s going on with this here?” Her veiny hand gestured to Wink’s pink tracksuit, the color reminiscent of cough medicine Ella was forced to drink as a child. 

“What? I look dynamite.” She turned sharply towards Ella. “Do they still say that in your time?”

Ella was too taken aback by the abysmal attire and Chester—who she just noticed rode shotgun on Wink’s shoulder in a matching tracksuit—to answer immediately. “Um, maybe? I don’t really hear it that often.”

“Oh, what do they say then?”

“Hot, I guess. Maybe pretty. Depends on who you’re talking to.”

Wink blinked at her. “Hot?”

“Yeah, as in, ‘Damn, nice outfit. You look hot.’” A passerby glared at Ella, and she guessed it had something to do with either her swearing in a church or her KISS makeup.

Flo took out a handkerchief and dabbed away sweat on her upper lip. “But she is hot. I can see the pit stains on her blouse.”

Wink rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing compared to that bib of sweat between your bosoms.”

“At least I got bosoms.”

“Hush, you two,” Rose interjected. “We’re in public. Just pick an aisle and sit down.”

“Thank you,” Ella whispered. She had no interest in hearing more about anyone’s bosoms. In a louder voice, she added, “Wink, I think you and Chester look adorable. It’s like looking at a set of twins.”

Grandma Wink made a grandiose curtsy before leading them down the main aisle.

“They do look a lot alike,” Flo said, her hand moving to her beehive again as she followed Wink. “Both small, hairy, and won’t shut their yaps.” 

“Okay,” Jimmy said, “save it until after the meeting.”

“That’s what happens when you’re best friends with someone since the second grade,” Rose said in a low voice.

Ella looked back at the innkeeper, mouthing, They’re the same age? 

Maybe it was Flo’s indeterminate multiple marriages and booze-addled skin or Wink’s electric-colored hair, but the two appeared to be a decade apart in age.

Rose nodded. “Honestly, I feel like their mother half the time. Who needs kids when I have them?”

Behind his wife, Jimmy’s eyes roamed the sanctuary. Ella didn’t have time to wonder who he was searching for because her attention was drawn to the center of the room. Wink and Flo had picked a row on the left, near the front. They stood arguing about who got the chair nearest the center aisle. Meanwhile, more chairs began to fill up around them.

“For crying out loud,” Jimmy said, pushing past both of them and flopping down into an empty seat. 

“I need to be closest to an exit,” Flo said, ignoring him. She made a huffing noise.

“Why? So you can empty that ancient bladder of yours?” Wink steadied Chester on her shoulder.

“No! You know I need to be near an exit in case there’s an emergency.”

“There’s not going to be an emergency.”

“You said that, then there was that tornado, remember?”

“One time.”

“And that herd of buffalo—”

“Two times. Move over. I need the leg room. You know my arthritis gets bad in this weather.” 

The volume in the room had lowered considerably, and Ella became very aware that they were now attracting attention.

“Both of you,” Rose hissed, “sit down.” 

She elbowed past them and settled next to Jimmy. Ella attempted to squeeze by as Rose had, but Flo picked that moment to put her hands on her hips, adding to her already ample width.

“You know what? You can have it, Pearl. I actually see someone else I’d rather sit by.” She gave a Cheshire grin and flutter of her lashes to some far-off, unwitting victim. She moved to leave, then paused. “You with me, Ella?”

Ella coughed to give herself time to formulate a response. When none came to mind, she held up her hand and continued to hack like a smoker. 

“You okay?” 

Before Ella could stop her, Flo slapped her back in a way Ella was sure shook a lung loose. The third hit sent her headfirst into a middle-aged woman in a bonnet. Ella rasped out an apology and batted Flo away before the old woman could render any more “aid.”

Wink settled into her victory chair, a look of triumph on her face. “Oh no you don’t. El is new and doesn’t need your colorful interpretations of our town whispered in her ear the entire time. I don’t want her thinking Keystone’s Satan’s armpit.”

“I would never,” Flo huffed. She situated her glasses on her nose and stalked towards her new seat and unsuspecting prey.

“Do we need to go warn someone?” Ella asked, her eyes still following Flo.

“No. Most single gentlemen between twenty and ninety know to steer clear of that storm.” Wink patted the empty seat between her and Rose. 

Ella climbed and tripped her way over the older woman and finally got to sit down. The cool cushion of the chair was a welcome relief from the stuffy air.

“So, you two have been friends a long time?”

“Fifty-three years. She grows on you—like a rash you can’t shake.” Wink sighed and glanced across the main aisle at Flo. “She wasn’t always like this, you know.”

“Oh? What happened.”

“Time.” Wink situated Chester in her lap then produced a couple of nuts from a pocket in her tracksuit. “Time’s a funny thing. I call it the Great Judge. Some people age like a wine, becoming better with time. Others spoil and become bitter. Rotten. It’s up to us to decide which we want. Life throws all this stuff our way, and we decide to make castles or landfills.”

“So, how is it a judge?”

“Has someone harmed you or wronged you in some way and gotten away with it?”

Six sprang to mind, but Ella felt confident he wouldn’t get away with trying to kill her. Or at least, she hoped he wouldn’t. 

She nodded.

“I guarantee you that they pay in their own way. Time is an equalizer.”

Ella churned Grandma Wink’s words over in her mind then stole a glance over at Crazy Flo, wondering what had made her that way. Was she paying penance for a wrongdoing?

Ella didn’t believe the woman’s gruff, sandpaper facade for a second. Still, in her experience, people tended to develop prickly behavior as a defense mechanism. Or maybe Flo had just decided she didn’t give a crap about social niceties. 

The room stilled by several decibels, and there was no more time to dwell on the fellow boarder and ghost hound. The small, quaint church was filled to the brim, nearly every seat taken, with a handful of residents forced to stand along the walls.

Ella craned her neck as she scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces—one in particular. Her gaze kept snagging on random people who looked like they’d stepped straight out of a television set. Most of the folks wore clothes similar to Rose and Jimmy. 

However, a few stood out with their cutlasses or kilts or loincloths—especially the loincloths. Surely they’d been offered more appropriate attire? Although, given the dramatic change in weather, the narrow strip of leather appealed to her at the moment.

She finally spotted Will across the aisle and back a row, sitting next to a man in unkempt clothes with white hair that looked like a tornado had been used on it in lieu of a comb. Ella guessed she was looking at the professor.

His eyes darted back and forth, his movement furtive, not with shiftiness but a severe lack of comfort in his environment.

“Who’re you looking at?” Wink’s voice sounded in her ear. 

Ella jumped. “No one.” And here she thought she’d been subtle. She was going to have to work on her spy skills.

Wink’s eyes followed where Ella’s had been. Slowly, a smile crept over her face, her eyes twinkling. 

“Uh huh.” Then, the smile faded. “I wonder why he’s not sitting with us. He’s usually over here.”

As if he could feel their gaze, the inventor turned his head, locking eyes with Ella. He smiled and dipped his chin in greeting, but his expression was tense. He snapped his head back to the front of the room.

Ella frowned. Had she done something? Was he not sitting in his usual spot because of her? She recounted their last conversation and retraced her actions. 

Unless he took issue with her napping, she hadn’t done anything wrong. She inwardly shrugged it off as having nothing to do with her.

A short man with a round midsection and a bowler cap approached the lectern at the front of the church. He turned to face the audience, his skin glistening in the stifling heat. Behind him, seven people took seats on a raised platform behind folding tables.

Ella squirmed, suddenly feeling like she was on trial.

“That’s the council,” Wink whispered in her ear. “And that,” she nodded at the man, “is Mayor Bradford.”

Ella focused on the man fussing with his hat, the name rattling around in her brain until it clicked into place. 

“Wait—Bradford. As in, Kayline Bradford?”







CHAPTER 15







BEFORE WINK COULD confirm that the man at the front was related to Kayline, the mayor cleared his throat and tapped the microphone. It hummed through speakers strategically placed around the sanctuary. 

“Good evening, everyone. Thank you, all, for coming. Before we begin, I’d just like to personally thank everyone for their kind words over the last few days.” He slipped his hat off, worrying the brim in his hands. “As you all may have heard, my precious daughter, my June bug, has passed on.” 

He squeezed his eyes shut, pausing, and placed his hand over his heart. There was something theatrical about the movement, Ella thought. 

“And to confirm the rumor that you all have no doubt heard, yes, Sheriff Chapman does believe her death intentional. Now, I will not be commenting further on this tragedy, and I’d ask that you respect my privacy during this difficult time. A memorial service is planned for Sunday at eleven o’clock. Everyone is invited. My Kay loved this town, and she would’ve wanted the doors open to all.”

He cleared his throat and replaced the bowler on his head. “And now, Councilman Sal will begin by reviewing the minutes from last week.”

A man rose from the table and read from a weathered legal pad. Meanwhile, Mayor Bradford strode over and seated himself with the rest of the council. The entire time he’d been speaking, Ella’s skin had tingled with dislike more and more. It wasn’t until his chair squeaked under his weight that she realized why she’d reacted that way. 

When he’d mentioned Kay, his expression fell with sorrow, but his eyes were dry, glittering with delight at all of the faces staring back at him. Maybe he was someone who preferred to mourn privately or maybe he was still in shock. 

Regardless, he clearly loved the attention. Even now, he leaned back in his chair, chest puffed out, face glowing with eagerness.

The meeting clipped by at a rapid pace. Ella was interested, despite the discussion topics being about which crops should be planted next in the surrounding fields, how much wheat they had stored up in the silos, and discussing the town’s power supply shortage. 

The meeting took a tense turn when a councilwoman suggested they start implementing brownouts. Once the dust had settled and brandished swords and bows had been confiscated, it became rather dull by comparison.

After most new business had been discussed, the mayor stepped up to the pulpit-turned-lectern again. “I just wanted to say that thanks to our rather reliable star charts and a brave volunteer who ventured over the border, we now know that we’re in Southern Africa in 1740. Jack had to hike a couple of miles out, but he ran into a traveling caravan.” 

A wave of mixed reactions rippled through the room. The mayor held up his hand for silence, his barreled shoulders arching back. 

“I just thought everyone would want to know. Any more new business?”

“This is where these usually get good,” Grandma Wink said under her breath.

“And here I thought that man throwing a hatchet at Sal was exciting.”

“Naw, happens more often than you think at these meetings.”

“Wh-should I be worried? Do I need to arm myself?”

Wink waved her hand in dismissal. “You’ll be fine. And don’t let Flo overhear you talking about armaments. I think she has the largest arsenal in town, no matter how much the sheriff or I confiscate from her. I swear that woman could take over a small country.”

“Where’s she getting it all?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Wink shrugged, unworried about her best friend being her own private militia. 

Ella glanced over at Crazy Flo whose arm now draped across the back of the man next to her. She made a mental note to never get on the woman’s bad side. Also, she needed to talk to her about potential self-defense given her encounter with Six and the alarming amount of weapons she’d seen tonight.

She turned her attention back to the meeting. A middle-aged man with tattered overalls and a thick layer of grime covering his weathered skin walked up to the mic. “I’d like to lodge a formal complaint against Rodney Gunderson. My apple trees got a bug moving through ‘em, and he put it there.”

In the audience, an old man with gnarled joints and a stooped back climbed to his feet. “Did not, you crazy ol’ coot! Why would I do that? How would I do that?”

“Don’t know. But ya did.”

“Why would I loose a pest that could destroy my trees too? Huh? You batty ol’ loon.”

“Then why’s my trees the only ones dying?” The farmer with the overalls turned a violent shade of red. “This is a warnin’ with all these witnesses here, if I see you on my property, I’ll shoot ya.”

The two traded shouted insults. When Rodney tried to climb out of his row to get at the other man, the mayor rolled to his feet from the council table. Even without a microphone, his voice boomed over the hall. 

“Gentlemen, please!” He swayed on his heels, his arms crossed with a bored expression. “Now, Carl. You’re lucky the sheriff’s not here to hear your threats. I’m getting tired of saying this tonight, but there’ll be no shooting anyone. 

“Rodney, stay off his property. I’m far more interested in our produce dying off. Maybe Mrs. Faraday can go have a look?” His eyes searched the crowd before a woman shouted an affirmative response.

“Good. Let’s move on.”

Grandma Wink leaned back in disappointment and muttered something about how boring the evening had been.

The rest of the meeting went without further incidence. Judging by the room full of dead expressions, Wink wasn’t the only one who seemed let down by the uneventful final minutes. 

Ella felt like she’d just watched a soap opera, only with a crazier cast and half of them armed. When she thought about it, it actually made sense in a town full of people from all walks of life and different eras. There was bound to be friction. If this was normal for Keystone, then Six was a run-of-the-mill citizen. It also made Kay’s murderer a lot harder to catch.

As the meeting drew to a close, Mayor Bradford faced the mic again. “I’d just like to say one last thing before we eat…”

Ella sat up, her head swiveling. She hadn’t noticed any food.

“…welcome our newest citizen, Ella Barton.”

Ella froze, all of the air leaving her lungs. The mayor motioned for her to stand. She shook her head and sank deeper into her chair. Now would be a really good time for a tornado to hit. 

The mayor’s hand wouldn’t stop flapping for her to get up, and Wink’s elbow wouldn’t stop digging into Ella’s side.

Resigned to her fate, Ella took a deep breath and stood. Heat bloomed across her cheeks as she felt every pair of eyes on her. So, she did the only thing an embarrassed, sane person would do. She dipped in what started as a curtsey but quickly became a half-bow, resulting in a hybrid move that belonged on a Lord of the Dance stage more than at a meeting hall.

Wink choked on her spit. “What was that?”

“Shut up,” Ella whispered. She was ready for the earth to open up and swallow her whole.

“Please, everyone,” the mayor said, “make her feel welcomed.” 

A polite applause surrounded Ella. She was sure she’d heard more clapping at a eulogy, but she did hear a few catcalls. So, there was that. 

“Where’re you from, Ella?”

“Oregon.”

The mayor nodded knowingly. “From our last jump, yes? You were, what, a couple decades into the twenty-first century?”

“Almost, yeah.”

The air hummed with murmurs, and she felt the crowd’s interest pique. She would’ve preferred the golf clapping over this. 

“Well, isn’t that something?” The mayor’s mouth curled up. “The furthest year we have yet. I’m sure there’s a lot we could learn from you. I’m glad you decided to join us.”

Despite it not being her choice to join them, Ella was grateful to be in Keystone. She was even more grateful when she dropped back into her chair. 

Grandma Wink patted Ella’s knee. “Forgot to warn you about that.”

Ella eyed her skeptically. “Sure. I guess it wasn’t that painful. I survived with my dignity intact.”

“Really? After that weird bow thing you did?”

Ella squeezed her eyes shut and muttered a profanity. “Hey, it’s a salutation of respect where I’m from.”

Now it was Wink’s turn to look dubious. Ella didn’t break. After a long pause, the older woman said, “Really?”

“Yep.”

“Will you teach me it?”

Ella’s mouth twitched, but she kept her composure. “Absolutely. I should probably teach Flo, too. Wouldn’t want her to miss out on all the fun.”

“Oh, good idea.” Wink’s hair bobbed with enthusiasm as she bounced in her seat.

Ella was just turning over ideas on how to expand the botched curtsey-bow-hybrid when Pauline caught her eye. The coroner and town doctor sat near the front and to the side. 

Ella’s mind shifted gears abruptly to the mystery of Kay’s death. If there was anyone in that room that had answers about how she died, it was Pauline. If Ella learned that Kay hadn’t died from jewelweed, then there was no need to mention her suspicion to the sheriff. 







CHAPTER 16







WITH THE TOWN hall meeting over, the crowd shuffled to their feet and set about the ear-splitting task of rearranging the chairs to accommodate fold-up tables. In minutes, the sanctuary had been converted into a large dining hall. 

Townspeople disappeared out the front and side doors, coming back with armfuls of platters, warming dishes, and crockpots. Soon, food covered a line of tables along the north wall into one of the longest buffets Ella had ever seen. All the while, she stood back and watched the practiced frenzy with awe. 

She glanced over at her quarry only to realize she’d lost Pauline in the fray. Ella teetered onto her tiptoes, scanning the bobbing sea of faces. 

“Looking for Will?”

Ella jumped. “Geez, you need to wear a bell.” 

Wink stood at Ella’s elbow. On her shoulder, Chester alternated between gnawing on a slice of apple and using his hind leg to scratch his ear. 

“And no, actually. I was looking for someone else.”

Rose joined them a moment later, a shortbread cookie between her fingers. “I’m really glad it wasn’t my turn to bring food. Carol brought a gelatin mold. I can never compete with that woman.”

Ella’s eyes darted over to Wink who looked away and coughed. When Wink had regained her composure, she asked Ella, “So, who were you looking for?”

“Oh,” Rose said, “Will’s over there with the professor.”

“She’s not looking for Will.”

“Then who’s she looking for?”

“Okay, you two. I was looking for Pauline.”

“Pauline?” Wink’s face scrunched up.

Rose popped the last of her cookie into her mouth and brushed crumbs from her hands. “I think I saw her by the punch, waiting for Paul to show up with his flask and give it that extra kick.” Her eyes lit up as if a thought occurred to her. She shooed Ella away, saying, “You go find her, dear. Wink and I need to talk about something.” She winked conspiratorially.

Ella began to maneuver away when Rose called out to her.

“Oh, Ella. You’re not seeing anyone are you?”

“You mean in the few days since getting stranded here? No. No, I’m not.”

“Oh. Right.” Rose’s face melted into a smile that gave Ella pause.

“Wait. Why?”

Rose ignored her and pulled Wink by the elbow, speaking in low tones and giggles.

“Why, Rose?” Ella asked louder.

The two women slipped through the crowd. Ella considered following them to put an end to whatever they were scheming but decided to hunt down Pauline instead. Kay’s death was a greater priority than her love life.

She sighed and moved towards the buffet tables, sure she’d see the fallout of her decision soon enough. 

After several minutes of weaving through the crowd and smiling politely at all of the comments welcoming her, she spotted the doctor coming through a side door, a warming dish cradled in her arms and a stack of cloth napkins teetering on top. Ella made a beeline for her.

She was only a few yards away when a tall figure stepped into her path. Will dipped his chin in greeting. His hair looked naked without his fedora. It swooped over his forehead in a deep side-part, sharpening his handsome features.

“Ella, I wanted to introduce you to the professor.” 

The older gentleman that Ella had seen sitting next to him earlier stuck his hand out. She shook it with a firm grip, and they exchanged pleasantries. 

There was something wild and dark in the professor’s brown eyes, like a deep sadness that came from tragedy. Deep lines ran down the center of his brows, giving him the expression of constant concern and deep thought. 

He bent towards her with interest. “Twenty-first century, huh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you have flying cars, yet?”

Ella laughed. “No. But they were working on self-driving ones.”

His eyes widened. “Really?” He scrutinized her, making her feel like a specimen under a microscope. 

“How would that work?” Will asked.

“You know, I didn’t read up too much on it, but I think it used a lot of sensors and cameras around the vehicle, processed by a central computer that controls steering, gas, and brakes and such.”

“Interesting.” 

“Fascinating.”

Both the professor and Will said at the same time.

“So, what are you a professor of?” She glanced over their shoulders, watching Pauline find a table.

“Theoretical physics.”

Her eyes darted back to the older gentleman. “Really? Does that mean you can figure out why the town’s jumping around?”

Will slipped behind the professor and shook his head at her. The professor’s mouth turned down in a deep frown.

“No.” He turned back towards Will. “I’m tired. I’m going home.”

“But sir, you haven’t eaten yet.”

“I’ll eat at home.” With that, the professor shoved his hands in his pockets, ducked his head, and headed for the front doors.

“Oops,” Ella said.

“Not your fault. He’s just sensitive about the topic, that’s all.”

Ella felt foolish. The man had probably tried to solve the problem for ten years. She could only imagine how frustrated he must feel. 

Her heart sank. If he couldn’t solve the problem, what chance was there that she could?

She realized she’d been staring absently at Pauline while Will stood in awkward silence. A considerable dent had been made in Pauline’s plate of food, meaning that any opportunity for conversation was dwindling. 

“Anyways, it was good seeing you.” Ella patted Will’s arm, her eyes glued to the coroner.

“Wait, where are you going?”

“Uh, to get some food.”

“Mind if I join you?”

Ella blinked. Of course, she didn’t mind, but she was on a mission. “Sure.”

As they passed Wink, Flo, Rose, and Jimmy’s table, Rose gave Ella a thumb’s up, Grandma Wink whistled, and Flo rolled her eyes. Ella shook her head and pretended they didn’t exist.

While they moved through the food line, she kept eyes on Pauline, who now only had a small mound of potato salad left on her plate.

Ella tried to hurry by invading the personal space of the older gentleman in front of her, hoping he would take a hint. Her plan backfired as he seemed to appreciate the close proximity and took up winking at her.

“You alright there?” Will asked behind her.

“Yeah, why?”

“Because you just put corn on your mashed potatoes.”

Ella looked at her plate, the mix of foods looking like a Thanksgiving table turned over. “I know. That’s how we eat it where I’m from.”

“But it’s not, is it?”

“No. But it could be.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I have no idea. But do you realize what a gift it is to be the only one from the furthest point in the future? I can mess up all I want, and no one’ll know any different. They’ll just think that’s how it is in the twenty-first century.”

“Solid plan.”

“I think so.”

“Can’t possibly go wrong.”

Ella stopped short and considered this. Maybe it wasn’t the best scapegoat, after all.

As they grabbed their cloth napkins, he asked, “So, who do you keep looking at? Anyone I should be jealous of?”

“What?” Ella fumbled with her napkin before dropping it. She considered telling him that’s how they preferred napkins where she was from—on the ground—but didn’t think he’d fall for it. “No. I was looking at Pauline.”

“Oh?” His voice dipped in disappointment.

“Not that. I just thought, maybe we should go join her, you know? She looks lonely.”

His eyes reflected the fading sun pouring in through the windows. “You mean, here’s your chance to see what she knows about Kay’s death?”

“And who said you were just a pretty face?”

He looked confused. “Who said that? Flo? Did Flo call me stupid? Sounds like that ol’ batty woman—”

“Will, I was joking. It’s just an expression where—”

“Don’t tell me they say that where you’re from.” He straightened his shoulders. “Anyway, I’d be happy to help you pump her for information. I want to find out what happened just as much as you do—if not more.”

Ella nodded, feeling foolish for the second time in less than an hour. Of course, he did. Kay had meant something to him. “Lead the way, then.”

Working their way around the other tables, they settled into chairs across from the doctor. Pauline looked up from her now empty dish, drinking heavily from her punch. 

“Evening, Pauline.” Will tore open a roll and slathered it in butter. “Can I get you something? Rodney’s letting everyone sample his latest batch of hard cider.”

Pauline’s glassy eyes widened, and Ella noticed that a couple of rivulets of grease were still on her chin from her meal. 

“Naw, probably shouldn’t. Gotta head back and do some more work.” Her head bobbed before she took another deep drink from her “punch.”

“Come on. Just one round.” Will scraped his chair back and stood. Leaning over, he whispered in Ella’s ear, his warm breath tingling over her skin. “Get some giggle water in her, and she’ll tell you her life story.”

Ella opened her mouth to inform him that Pauline was already managing it on her own, but he’d already wandered off.

“Heh,” she said under her breath, “giggle water.”

“How’s that?” Pauline’s voice carried over the din, and she tipped forward. 

“Oh, nothing." Ella picked up her fork and excavated a chunk of potato that had chosen to fraternize with her fruit salad. 

She figured she’d warm Pauline with casual conversation about the weather and would pry her for information when Will got back. This, however, proved difficult as Pauline seemed more interested in the bottom of her cup than the sand currently blowing through town.

Will returned quickly, saving Ella from having to drum up another dry topic. Three glasses full of amber liquid sloshed in his large hands as he set them on the table.

Ella picked the nearest one and noticed it was chipped. He insisted on trading her, and they argued before she acquiesced.

“We’re limited on our dishes and utensils around here,” he explained. “You get used to drinking around the broken stuff.”

“What about wood from the forest? Can you make cups and plates from some of the wood?”

“They’re trying, but it’s not ideal stuff for carving.”

“Be nice if a truck with a shipment of dishes got stuck here,” Pauline chimed in.

“Like a Walmart semi,” Ella said.

A wistful expression came over Pauline. “Ah, Walmart.”

Will blinked at both of them. “What’s a Walmart?” 

Ella sipped her cider, grimaced, and set it aside. “A one-stop shopping haven with affordable prices and questionable quality.”

“Oh, we have one of those.”

Pauline snorted into her cider. “Trust me. It’s different.”

Ella fell silent. It was finally starting to sink in just how different she was from most of them. She also realized that if the coroner knew of the superstore, then she was a transplant just like Ella.

Pauline slammed down the empty mug of cider Will had just given her and swiped a sleeve across her face. Ella marveled at the woman’s ability to drink, wondering if she wasn’t part frat boy. Will casually scooted his untouched cup in Pauline’s direction. 

The doctor’s hand moved from the empty mug to the full one like the smooth hand of a surgeon. By the time Ella had finished her food, Pauline was well into the third and final cup, giggling at anything Will said.

Will glanced sideways at Ella, and his chin dipped in a subtle nod. Across the table, Pauline swayed and tried her best to cover a belch. She reached back to the jacket draped over her chair, into the coat of many pockets, and retrieved a handkerchief and a bag of what looked to be homemade mints.

Pauline concentrated on getting the mint to her mouth, missed, then tried again. “So, I said, ‘Get the goat’s milk!’”

Ella laughed, unsure if the punchline was for a joke the woman had told several minutes ago or a conversation Ella had tuned out. 

Leaning in, Ella dropped her voice. “Speaking of your work—”

“That wasn’t from work.”

“—I heard Kay was poisoned. That true?”

Pauline’s mouth drooped, and she struggled to focus on Ella. “Can’t say.”

“Can’t say because you don’t know?” Will said.

“Can’t say… ‘cause it’s a going on… investigation.”

“Ongoing investigation?” Ella helped.

“That’s what I said,” Pauline said indignantly before draining the last of her cider.

Ella tried not to be disappointed. She hadn’t expected it to be easy to pry information from the doctor, but she’d hoped for something. 

Shooting Will a pointed look, she tipped her head towards Pauline, hoping he could get further. The coroner seemed soft on him. If anyone could pry answers from her, it’d be him.

Will pressed a smile across his face, his white teeth on display. “Thanks for being so professional about it. I’m glad to know Kay’s in such good hands.” He reached over and patted Pauline’s hand. “It’s just—” his voice broke “—Kay meant something to me. I don’t like not knowing what happened to her. I watched her die, Pauline. And it’s something that’ll haunt me the rest of my life.”

Ella felt a pain in her chest. The memory haunted her too. She could only imagine how hard it was for him.

Teetering on her chair, Pauline stared at him, her eyes shifting in and out of focus. Finally, she patted him on the cheek. “I like you, you know that, Will? So cute. Such a shame it didn’t work out between the two of you.” 

She tried to stuff the handkerchief back into her jacket, missed several pockets, but managed to stuff it into her sleeve. 

“Thing is, we’re having a hard time identifying the poison. It’s not showing up in the blood work. ‘Course, it’s probably because we lack the equipment. Keystone is a far cry from where I did my residency, let me tell you.”

“Do you know how she was poisoned?” Ella asked.

Pauline narrowed her eyes at Ella as if she’d forgotten she was there. “How would I know? Look, I’m just a general pract-pract… I’m just a doctor. Not a medical examiner.”

“Did you look at the stomach contents?”

“Oh, that. ‘Course I did.”

Ella looked at Will for help. 

“What did you find?” he asked.

Pauline’s expression softened. “Some partially digested hamburger and fries. Milk protein which meant she probably drank a shake three to four hours before her meal. Did find traces of something I couldn’t identify, though.”

“Really? What was it?” Ella said before she could stop herself. “Right, silly question. You just said you couldn’t identify it. Was this unknown substance or whatever in the food itself?”

Pauline shook her head. “Can’t be certain without testing the source of the meal she ate, and that’s long gone. It was in higher concentrations in the liquid contents, but only a trace of it in the partially digested food.”

“Meaning it most likely didn’t come from the fries or burger.” Ella bit her cheek to stop herself from saying more.

“Not that I can tell. Look, I don’t know what they have where you’re from, but for toxicology, I only have half the chromatography equipment I need and a homemade centrifuge thanks to Will here. That’s it. Don’t even have a blood gas analyzer. Everything has to be done the old-fashioned way.”

Will’s brows puckered. “So, really, we don’t know what killed her?”

“That’s what I said. We know what didn’t. It’s not rat poison, not strychnine, not any cleaning substances or pesticides. I’ve ruled them all out.” 

Her words had begun slurring, and Ella feared she was only good for a couple more questions. Beside her, Will stared at his empty plate, emotion swirling behind his eyes. It was Ella’s turn at bat again.

“What about that rash on her arms? Could it have something to do with the poison?”

“The rash? You mean her poison oak rash?”

“So, it really was caused by poison oak?” Ella tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice.

“Yep.” Pauline blinked slowly over glossy eyes. “I should probably head home.” 

She managed to get one arm through a jacket sleeve. When she tried scoot her chair back, it caught on a floorboard. 

In slow motion, the coroner tipped back and went down like a bowling pin. Limbs and jacket splayed out over the ground. A marble rolled across the floor from one pocket, a few strawberries from another.

Nearby, a voice yelled, “Timber!” 

“There goes my snack for the walk home,” Pauline mumbled, struggling to a sitting position. 

Will and Ella dropped on either side of the doctor to help her up. They were just gathering her elbows when a blur of fur and pink tracksuit hit Pauline like a cannonball square in the chest.

Chaos broke out. Pauline screamed and flailed, jumping to her feet. She clawed at Chester. 

Wink appeared, shouting at the squirrel who was now headfirst inside the pocket of strawberries, bushy tail waving through the air. 

Pauline’s frantic wails kicked up a notch when she realized the rodent was attached to her. She swatted and turned a circle. 

“Get this thing off me!”

She twirled, causing Chester’s tail to flare out around her like a fluffy tutu. Wink grabbed for the rodent, but her hand clutched air after each pass. 

“Grab a cookie,” Wink yelled at Ella and Will. 

Without waiting for an explanation, Ella sprinted for the dessert table, searching for a cookie. Wink hadn’t said what kind to grab. Assuming that it was for Chester and not Wink having a sudden sugar craving, Ella grabbed a peanut butter cookie and raced back to the fray. 

A small crowd had gathered around the dancing doctor and varmint, probably more for the spectacle than to actually help. A little boy clapped and pointed at the “woman with the tail.”

Ella shoved the cookie at Wink. The older woman held it above her head and hollered, “Chester, cookie!”

He must’ve stopped squirming because Pauline’s jig became less frantic and more of a waltz. Two gray ears emerged followed by beady eyes and a twitching nose. 

The crowd held a collective breath.

Wink dangled the cookie in the air, calling the squirrel’s name. Chester’s nose worked double-time. A moment later, he scrambled out and flew through the air at the treat. 

Grandma Wink snatched him up and cradled him. An enthusiastic applause broke out—with more gusto than the welcome Ella had received—and the diner owner gave a tired smile before disappearing through the throng of people.

Beside Ella, Pauline swayed, her eyes wide in shock. Ella feared a light change in air pressure would knock the doctor over. 

She and Will steadied the coroner and insisted on walking her home, especially after Ella found out Pauline lived across the lake in one of the wooden cottages that looked a gingerbread house. 

Outside, the air was fresh, the temperature dropping rapidly, going from sauna to tolerable. The walk went smoothly, with Pauline trying to take a swim in the lake only twice.

Once at the cottage, they deposited her on her couch, covered her in a quilt, then made their way back to the walking trail around the lake. 

The sun dipped behind the distant dunes, shooting rays across a blood-red sky. Ella always loved this time of day, when the world around her turned to gold and magic.

“Kind of a waste of cider,” Will said. 

She glanced at him, noting the edges in his features had softened since the beginning of the meeting. He was back to his charming self. Whatever had been bothering him had vanished.

“Oh, I don’t know. We learned what didn’t kill Kay, and I learned how many glasses of alcohol it takes to get information from Pauline.” Unfortunately, it seemed the jewelweed was still in the running for the possible murder weapon. “So, as far as town hall meetings go, was that your standard fare?”

“More or less. Every once in a while, we’ll get one that’s like watching paint dry. Other times, they’ll end in death threats or fights. 

“Once, we had a meeting that seemed to go well enough until the refreshment portion. Then, Mable Gray called Susanne Smith something colorful, and one thing led to another, and it turned into the largest food fight I’ve ever seen. It took weeks to clean all the whip cream and pie from the walls and ceiling.”

“What a waste of pie.”

“The mayor canceled the next two meetings until people could agree to be more civil.” He chuckled to himself. “So, yes, tonight’s meeting was pretty standard and tame by comparison.”

Ella tried to picture such a food fight and found herself wishing for a repeat in the future. It seemed her new home would never be dull, and she would not lack for entertainment—which was good considering there wasn’t television or internet.

They walked in a comfortable silence. Ahead, water lapped at the docks. A few old boats bumped against the pylons, bobbing over the dancing jewels of sunset glistening on the lake. Maybe she could find someone that owned one and borrow it for a day full of fishing and reading.

“Are you going to the memorial tomorrow?” Will asked.

“Yeah, I am.” She didn’t bother asking if he was as she scratched an itch on her arm. 

By the time they made it back to Main Street, the street lamps were on, chasing away growing shadows. When they passed the sheriff’s office, Ella noticed the lights were still on. Without the glare of the sun, she was able to see inside. 

Six stood in his cell, arms threaded between the bars, staring out the window. Ella barely had time to process the sight and look away before he saw her. 

They locked eyes. 

His lips twisted into a sadistic grin. He leaned into the bars, his eyes wild like a predator. 

Ella and Will were nearly past the window when the outlaw raised a tobacco-stained hand, made a gun shape with it, and pointed it at her.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up, and before she could react, he slipped out of sight, the image burned into her eyes. 

“Ella, you okay?” Will asked.

She nodded, not trusting her voice. It doesn’t matter, she told herself, he can’t touch you now. 

But as the inn came into sight, she was certain of two things: she’d have a hard time falling asleep tonight, and she was no longer confident Six hadn’t killed Kay. 







CHAPTER 17







SINCE ELLA DIDN’T have any clothes appropriate for a memorial service, she thought she would visit the shop down the street and see if she couldn’t find something black and somber close to her size. It also needed to cost under twenty dollars since that was all the cash she had left on her. Her hopes weren’t high that she’d find anything, but at the very least, she’d get to see more of the town.

After downing two cups of coffee to fight her restless night, she marched down the sidewalk with determined steps. Already, the concrete was warming underfoot, promising to be another blistering day.

Instinctively, her eyes darted down the street towards the sheriff’s office three blocks away. It was just a blurry dot, but she shivered as if Jesse was there, staring at her.

A clanging sound drew her gaze, and she found that she’d stopped across from L Street. She could see the door for Lou’s auto shop open, the raucous noise coming from inside. 

Ella’s hands curled into fists. She adjusted course and tore across the street, nearly getting hit by a horse-drawn wagon. She did a double-take at the strange transportation before churning her heels across the pavement.

When she reached Lou’s, the sound of an electric drill broke over the quiet morning. Ella homed in on the noise. Two legs stuck out under an old Buick. She grabbed the dodgy mechanic’s boots and yanked, rolling him out from under the vehicle. 

“Hey—”

“Lou, bet you hoped you’d never see me again?”

He squinted up at her. “E-Emma?” 

She bent low, swallowing the space between them. “Ella. E-L-L-A. You traded me a lemon.”

“Pardon?” The toothpick nestled in the corner of his mouth worked overtime, decoding the word.

“That piece of junk you traded me didn’t make it two blocks. And now I’m stuck here. Because of you.” 

Until the words spilled out of her mouth, she hadn’t realized how much bitterness stewed inside of her towards the mechanic. Her fingernails dug into her palms so hard she was sure they’d puncture skin.

He held up his hands, his eyes darting around, clearly uncomfortable being on the ground with her towering over him. “That ain’t my fault, though. That car worked fine. Honest.”

“You’re going to give me my jeep back.”

“What? No—”

“Yes,” she hissed. “And you can have that clunker back. It’s still parked in front of the inn, baking in the sun and taking up space.”

“That ain’t a fair trade.”

Ella’s eyes widened, a fire burning in her. “What?!”

Lou scrambled out from under her and staggered to his feet. “I just mean—”

“Where’s my car?”

Fear crept into his eyes. Finally, he pointed a meaty finger at a cabinet against the wall. As she marched over to it, he said, “You coulda left at any time, you know. You were warned to leave the moment you got here, yeah?”

She didn’t respond as she ripped open the cabinet door. Dozens of keys dangled on hooks inside. Her eyes raked over brass and silver colors, searching for hers.

“It ain’t my fault you ignored advice and waited to leave.”

She didn’t want to hear anymore, didn’t want to admit he was partially right. She had dragged her feet acquiring different transportation. 

Spotting her set of keys, she snatched them up and spun. “But if that hunk of metal you call a car hadn’t broken down, I would’ve been out of here.”

His shoulders sank in defeat. “Look, doll, I really am sorry.” 

She knew it would take time for her anger towards him to fizzle out, would take time before she could look at him without wanting to deck him. 

She dangled the key in his face, her eyebrows raised. 

He jerked his head. “It’s out back.”

“Is it fixed?”

His right eye twitched. “Yeah, it’s fixed. Nearly good as new.”

“Good. I’ll leave the keys for the sedan on the seat.” 

Without another word, she strode out of the shop and to the fenced-in lot behind. Once inside her jeep, she inhaled the deep, familiar scent and patted the steering wheel. It felt like a small piece of home had returned to her.

Her car purred to life. As she rolled out of the gravel lot, she caught Lou watching her from the shop. She resisted the urge to spin her tires and kick gravel at him, instead, doing the adult thing of muttering curses at him under her breath. 

She glanced in her mirrors at the man. His face had fallen, and she almost felt sorry for being mean. Almost.




Ella slipped into the same church used for the town hall meeting the night before. She sat near the back, self-conscious about her attire. She’d been unable to find anything suitable and was forced to borrow one of Rose’s dresses. It was rather elegant for a memorial and far too nice compared to the usual garb Ella wore, making her feel like she was going to a cocktail party. 

On the bright side, she’d managed to apply eyeliner with a light hand, but that hadn’t stopped Flo from inspecting her and calling her a “painted woman.” The comment was ironic coming from a woman whose face looked like an entire Clinique counter.

The sanctuary was packed with mourners. Up front, above a garden of floral arrangements, a large banner draped over the stage with Kayline’s name painted in black cursive lettering.

Today, Ella sat between Wink and Flo, separating the two women who’d bickered the entire walk over. What had started as an argument about Frank Sinatra somehow turned into a fashion critique over Wink’s outfit (a lime-green dress). Wink insisted that Kay would’ve liked it.

Beside Ella, Flo continued to grumble about the dress. “She looks like a salad.”

“Nonsense,” Wink said. “I look cold.”

It took Ella a moment to parse out her meaning. “Do you mean hot?”

“Poop,” Flo said a little too loudly. “You’re the color of newborn baby poop.”

Several heads turned. Grandma Wink’s cheeks reddened. “Don’t mind her. She drank a little too much ‘shine on the way over.” She made a drinking motion with her hand.

Ella gave Wink’s outfit another appraisal. “If poop comes out of any living creature that color, then you have a problem.”

“Why must you two always have the most irreverent discussions in church?” Rose asked in a low voice on the other side of Wink. She pointed a finger at Ella. “And don’t you go joining in. I don’t need three of you.”

“I can’t help how the good Lord made me.” Flo slipped her hand into her purse, retrieved a handkerchief, and proceeded to blow loudly, adding a honking noise partway through. 

Ella grimaced as Flo slipped the snot rag back into her purse then did a double take when she caught the metal gleam of a flask.

Ella shook her head and scanned the crowd. The mayor sat in the front row, dabbing at his eyes. Opposite him and a few rows up from Ella, the back of Will’s wavy rich brown hair stood out. The professor sat on Will’s right and a woman whose face Ella couldn’t see sat on his left. 

Ella leaned forward, trying to get a better look at the mystery woman. Before she could ask Wink who she was, the memorial service began, and Ella settled into her seat but kept glancing at the back of the woman’s honey blonde hair. 

During the service, Grandma Wink, along with two other ladies, got up and sang one of Kay’s favorite songs, which turned out to be a Boyz II Men ballad that had no business being sung under a church roof. Steamy lyrics aside, their voices blended and harmonized, filling the hall with beautiful notes. 

As Wink walked back to her seat, her bright green dress stood out like the sun, burning retinas and glowing with its own radiation. A couple of mourners shook their heads, and the rustle of whispers followed in her wake. Wink stuck her chin out as she took her seat, her back ramrod straight.

When the church’s pastor got up to speak about how important it was to treasure every moment, Ella took the opportunity to steal a glance at Jimmy. He gripped Rose’s hand, his eyes glued forward. Ella searched his features for a trace of emotion, something to indicate if he felt Kay’s loss deeper than a friend, but the man was as stoic as a statue. 

She checked periodically as the service wore on, always using her hand to sweep back a curl and hide her wandering gaze. Finally, when Mayor Bradford lamented over the future robbed from him and that he’d never get to walk his June bug down the aisle or meet his grandchildren, Jimmy’s facade cracked. His jaw twitched, and he closed his eyes. 

Rose leaned into him, squeezed his hand, and whispered in his ear. He nodded then affected a blank expression once more. 

Ella looked away, her mind churning. It could be nothing. It could be the reaction of losing a friend. Then again, his reaction gave credence to her suspicion. 

Even though she’d only met the innkeeper five days prior, he didn’t strike her as the cheating type. Still, she’d been surprised by unfaithful men before. It was rarely the ones she suspected, and sometimes the ones she did. 

Ella briefly entertained the notion that the innkeeper had been having an affair with Kayline to see if the puzzle pieces fit. It explained the clandestine meeting in the woods between him and Kay—assuming Six was telling the truth about spotting them together. 

What if that wasn’t the only time they had met up in that spot? What if Kay had arrived early one day, waiting for Jimmy, and stumbled onto Six’s secret still much like Ella had? It seemed plausible that the unpredictable outlaw could have killed Kay in a fit of rage. But if he had, why not just use his revolver? 

To cover his tracks, she thought.

Surely, a bullet in a body would put Six at the top of the suspect list. So, if he had poisoned Kay to throw suspicion off him, then where had he gotten the jewelweed, supposing that was what killed her? And did he still have it?

On the other hand, the jewelweed grew right under Jimmy’s roof. What if Kay had tried to break things off or threatened to tell someone about the affair?

Ella’s stomach tightened with a new thought. What if Rose had found out about the affair?

It was a lot of supposition on ground as unsteady as Rose’s gelatin mold. Six had a strong motive coupled with the appropriate temperament, which made him her best suspect, followed by Jimmy, then Rose. Both innkeepers had access to the jewelweed, whereas Six… well, she couldn’t be sure without seeing his place.

As the service drew to a close, Ella decided she needed to rule one of them out. She needed to check out Six’s house. 

There was a great shuffling of suits and dresses as everyone filtered out of the church, shaking hands below somber expressions, a great exodus of black—save for Wink.

Climbing to her feet, Ella trailed behind Flo and Wink, dodging her head to get a better look at the woman accompanying Will. Finally, the crowd parted enough for her to make out the woman’s face, and Ella’s shoulders slumped. She was beautiful, with soft features and sweeping blonde curls. 

Ella stared so hard, she didn’t see that the aisle of mourners bottlenecked at the door, and she smacked into Wink’s lime-colored back. Chester dug his claws in for dear life, causing Wink to let out a startled cry. Both squirrel and woman chittered at Ella.

Ella apologized and returned the rodent’s glare. After Wink turned back around, Rose sidled up to Ella’s elbow.

“You alright?” 

“Yeah, fine.” Ella resisted the urge to see if the inventor had noticed the commotion. “Who is that woman with Will?”

Rose’s ruby lips twitched as she fought a smile. “Oh, that’s Jenny. She owns the salon across from the inn.”

Ella remembered passing the salon while job hunting but hadn’t gone inside. She figured no one in their right mind would let her near a pair of scissors. 

“She’s pretty. You know, if you’re into nice hair, a symmetrical face, long legs…”

“They’re not that close,” Rose explained as they stepped out into the dry, afternoon heat. It hit Ella like a furnace blast. 

“Back when he first got stuck here, before he met Kay, he went through what we all went through: denial, depression, and such. Jenny helped him adjust. Wagging tongues claim they dated, but he denies they ever did. Says they’ve always just been friends. She’s not his type, anyway.”

“He has a type?”

This time, the smile broke free. “I don’t know about physically, but let’s just say that Jenny’s… high maintenance. And she’s as friendly and sweet as a cactus.” Rose’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, dear. I didn’t just say that, did I? Well, I suppose there’s no shame in telling the truth. But you didn’t hear it from me.” 

“Hear what?” Ella caught the innkeeper’s eye and winked.

After a few moments, Rose abandoned Ella to gossip with Wink and Flo about someone’s hat. The three waltzed a few steps ahead of Ella in rapt conversation, setting the pace at a gentle roll over the sidewalk that might get them home before midnight, maybe sunset if they picked up their feet a little.

As curious as she was about the offending headpiece that had her friends in a tizzy, Ella hung back until she fell into step beside Jimmy. She searched for a conversation opening, one that would land near Kayline, and decided on a simple approach.

“Sorry for your loss.”

He started at her voice. “Oh, thanks.”

“Were you two close?”

Jimmy looked from his polished black leather Oxford shoes to the three women in front of them. “About as close as anyone else, I suppose. In a small town like this, you get to know everyone a bit.”

Ella scratched her arm, searching for more questions. This was one of the few times she’d seen him alone, and she didn’t want to lose the opportunity to dig for answers. 

“Jimmy? Can I ask you something?”

“Just did.” He chuckled at his own joke.

“Okay, Dad.”

He shot her a confused look.

“You know, dad joke?” When his eyebrows didn’t budge, she said, “Doesn’t matter.” She took a breath. “My question is, what was Kay afraid of?” 

Will had said Kay was scared of something. Maybe it had been her secret with Jimmy.

The laugh lines around the innkeeper’s eyes melted away. “What do you mean?”

“I’d heard that she was scared of something, wanted to leave Keystone because of it.”

His features hardened. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”

“No, I—”

They’d arrived in front of the inn. Without another word, Jimmy squeezed past the trio of women and marched under the iron archway. He leaped the stoop in one bound, shoved the front door in, and disappeared inside.

Ella wasn’t sure what she’d said to set him off, but she was now certain that Kay had been scared of something or someone, and it may have gotten her killed.




After lunch, Ella sat in the backyard with Grandma Wink under an old oak tree, enjoying good company, the dry heat, and drowning in her own sweat. 

Keystone Inn towered at their back, providing little by way of shade as the sun reached its zenith. The lawn sloped gradually until it met the lakeside trail. 

Ella listened to the water lapping at the shore, sipping lemonade and wishing she’d packed a swimsuit for Thanksgiving with her parents. Overhead, the leaves of the oak tree provided a modicum of relief from heat. 

Ella traced her finger through the condensation on her glass before setting the cup down, then she stretched out on her lawn chair the best she could, matching Fluffy’s prone body beside her. It was hard to believe that only a couple days prior she’d been trudging through snow banks up to her knees.

“So, what do you think of our little town?” Wink asked. 

“It’s beautiful. And full of crazy people.”

“Present company excepted?”

“Nope,” Ella teased. “But honestly, once you get past the whole never-see-your-family-or-friends thing, Keystone’s pretty great.” A breeze whispered through the leaves and played across Ella’s skin.

The tranquility broke with the sound of Wink slapping a fly. “I love it here. It’s a great way to travel the world. ‘Course it’s too risky crossing the boundary line to explore, but I do get to see a lot from my house.”

“Oh yeah, you live on Twin Hills. I bet you have a great view.”

“I do indeed. You should stop by sometime and see it.”

“I would love that.” Ella’s eyelids began to droop. 

“Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? Say, six o’clock?” 

Remembering Grandma Wink’s moist banana bread and how it had melted over her tongue set Ella’s mouth watering. If Wink’s cooking skills were half as good as her baking, Ella would be crazy not to accept. 

The diner owner slapped at another insect. The movement made Ella’s right forearm crawl. She scratched it.

“Whatcha you got there?” Wink leaned over, wrapping her bony fingers around Ella’s wrist. She whistled.

“What?” Ella followed her gaze to her own skin. 

Red splotches covered her from wrist to elbow. She straightened in her chair, pulling the sleeves of her t-shirt higher. 

“What is this?” Now that she noticed the rash, it felt like her whole body crawled with invisible ants.

“Just some poison oak. Must’ve gotten it when you went on your little escapade into the woods. There’s loads of it there.” When she caught the horrified expression on Ella’s face, she smiled. “Don’t worry, dear. It’s nothing a little jewelweed won’t clear up.”

Ella froze. “What? What did you say?”

Wink laughed, the melodious sound bringing Chester down from his branch. “It’s just a poison oak rash, dear.”

“No, not that. Jewelweed?”

“Yeah. Some of the residents grow it. It helps with rashes and other skin ailments. Since we can’t exactly run to the local drugstore, we have to look at alternative treatments and medicines.”

“But isn’t jewelweed poisonous?”

“Only if you eat it, for heaven’s sake. For a rash, you just mash it up and slather it on your skin.”

Ella sank back into her chair, her mind racing. “So, most residents grow this plant?”

Wiggling her fingers at Chester, Wink said, “I wouldn’t say most. But a handful. Most know to stay out of the forest or know what poison oak looks like enough to avoid it.”

“Who grows jewelweed?”

“Let’s see, I think Rose might have some in the conservatory.”

“Who else?”

Grandma Wink’s hand paused from playing with Chester, and she peered at Ella. “Oh, I don’t know. But why not just get some leaves from the conservatory? Rose wouldn’t mind.”

Ella chewed her lip. “I wasn’t asking because of the rash. Kay was poisoned.”

A weighted silence followed, and she allowed Wink to process the news about her employee and to come to the same conclusion Ella had.

Taking a slow breath, Wink’s hand dropped to her lap, causing the squirrel to wander in search of his playmate. “I see. You know this for a fact?”

“Yeah. Pauline doesn’t know by what yet.”

“Hm, I see,” Wink repeated. “Even if it was jewelweed, anyone has access to the conservatory. The inn’s open to the town. Have you noticed anyone hanging around there lately who shouldn’t be?”

“No. No one besides the usual.”

Wink’s chest deflated, and she looked tired. “Well, as I said, other people grow it.”

“Yeah, but that could at least narrow down the suspects, couldn’t it? Does Six grow it?”

“Not sure. It’s possible.” Her mouth turned down as she swept back a strand of runaway blue hair. “You think Six might’ve had something to do with her death?”

Ella nodded.

“But why?”

Ella rubbed her hand over her lemonade glass, working out how much to tell Wink. It wasn’t that she suspected the diner owner, but she didn’t know Wink well enough yet to know if she could keep a secret or not.

Wink seemed to pick up on her hesitation and put Ella out of her misery. “That’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. Besides, I’m sure Pauline will figure it out.”

Ella wasn’t so certain. At the potluck, Pauline had said Kay’s stomach contents only had trace amounts of the poison. Meaning that if the plant was what had killed Kay, it would’ve had to have been ground to a fine pulp and already absorbed, otherwise Pauline would’ve found plant fibers. 

Ella needed to look at the jewelweed in the conservatory again. If some of the leaves were missing, maybe that would help narrow down which plant had been used.

“I have to go.”

“Investigate a murder?”

Ella downed the last of her lemonade and searched the older woman’s face. “You going to tell me not to?”

“Not at all. Sheriff Chapman’s got his hands full enough, what with Six tearing up the town and that Viking throwing his ax at anything that moves.”

“There’s a Viking in Keystone?”

“Point is, don’t let Chapman know what you’re up to. He’s a decent man, and he’s the hand of law in Keystone. But he comes from a different time. Truth be told, I’m not sure he knows how to investigate a murder like this.”

Ella felt both relieved and grateful for the support.

“Also,” Wink continued, “don’t go having fun without me. I’ve already lost one friend. I don’t want to lose another. And I’m getting bored. There’s only so much trouble Flo and I can get into.”

Ella squeezed the older woman’s shoulder. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

She rushed over the lawn, her bare toes tangling in the thick grass before she reached the terrace. Inside the conservatory, Ella breathed in its earthy aroma, then she homed in on the jewelweed.  

Bending low, she pulled aside the plant’s stems. The wispy white flowers shook with indignity at being handled. 

Near the back, she spotted what she was looking for but hoped to not see. Several stems had been severed. 

Ella’s chest tightened as she realized the implication. She knew it wasn’t catching either Jimmy or Rose red-handed. Knew it could’ve been anyone. It was even possible that Six had sneaked inside and clipped the leaves. It was also possible that the leaves had been used for medicinal purposes as a topical like Wink had explained.

She also knew it wasn’t definitive that the plant had killed Kay. But what she did know was that it was time to present this information to the sheriff.

“Hola nuevamente.”

Ella jumped and whirled around. Angelica stood in the doorway, a pair of gardening gloves and clippers in her hands. 

Ella let out a breath, grabbing her chest. “Angelica, you scared me. Is everyone in this town part cat?”

“Disculpe, you need help?”

“No, estoy bien.” Ella jutted out her arms, revealing the offending red splotches creeping up her skin then pointed at the plant. “I just came for some of this.”

“Ah, sí.” Angelica clipped some leaves off for Ella and dropped them into her palm. Then, she motioned how to mash up the leaves, clicking off instructions in rapid Spanish. Thankfully, Ella understood most of it.

Ella thanked her then began to walk away before she stopped. “Angelica? Who else clipped this plant?”

The gardener furrowed her brows in confusion. Ella pointed at the naked spot where other leaves should’ve been. “¿Quién tomó estas hojas?”

“Ah. Señora Murray.”







CHAPTER 18







A BEAD OF sweat rolled down Ella’s back. The sun had carved its path across the sky and turned the day into late afternoon, causing the heat to radiate off the sidewalk like the inside of an oven. 

She teetered outside the sheriff’s office, debating on whether or not to barge in. There had been no doubt on the walk over, but once she’d peeked through the window and saw Six pacing his cell, the doubts crept in.

The thought of seeing the outlaw again caused more sweat to break out, prickling her forehead—or maybe it was just the heat. The rash on her arms worked overtime in making her miserable, and she resisted the urge to scratch her skin raw. She wished she’d taken the time to make up the jewelweed paste before leaving the inn.

Ella rolled her shoulders back and took a deep breath. So what if Six was inside? He was behind bars, and she wasn’t. Was she really going to pass up the opportunity to rub it in his face? 

The old hinges on the door creaked as she walked in. Inside, the temperature wasn’t much lower and had the added benefit of smelling like a high school boys’ locker room. 

“Miss Barton,” Sheriff Chapman drawled from his desk. He shoved some papers around before tipping back in his chair and looking at her. “Help you?”

She rubbed her arms absently before she caught herself and stopped. She hadn’t looked over at the cells yet, but she could feel Six’s cold eyes on her and could smell his tobacco and woodsy scent. 

“Um, yeah. I may have information that could help your investigation.”

“Which one?”

“Kay.”

The sheriff shifted his body so that his whole lanky frame faced her, giving her his undivided attention. With a leathered hand, he tipped the brim of his hat up. “Go on.”

The sweat had now collected at the small of Ella’s back, and she was sure she’d have an attractive dark spot on her shirt. 

“Can we talk in private?” Her eyes darted over to the cells. Jesse’s arms draped through the bars. He, too, was giving her his undivided attention.

Ella glared and before she could stop herself said, “How’s that cage treating you?”

“Why don’t you come closer and find out?”

She flipped him off.

Sheriff Chapman cleared his throat. “Let’s step outside. I could use some fresh air, anyway. Something’s fouling this place up.” He glanced pointedly at Six. 

As he walked towards the door, he said over his shoulder, “Don’t go anywhere, now.” His mustache twitched in a surprising show of humor. 

Maybe he wasn’t so bad, Ella thought. Old-school in his methods, but she was beginning to warm to him.

They stepped out onto the sidewalk, and he led her to the library’s overhang where they could find a reprieve from the sun.

“Whatcha want to tell me?”

As she searched for the words to begin, her gaze wandered from the badge pinned to his vest to his holstered revolver, different from Six’s, with ivory grips.

“I found some jewelweed in the inn’s conservatory,” she blurted out then winced at how ridiculous she sounded now that she heard it aloud. “There are several clippings missing. I noticed it when I went to get some for myself.” She showed him her poison oak rash.

“Ain’t nothing special about that.” His gaze drifted across the road, seeming to grow bored with the conversation. “Lots a folks use it for skin ailments.”

“Well, Kay had a poison oak rash, remember?”

He squared his face on her again, and his chest heaved with a big, impatient breath. “Miss Barton, I’m failing to see what this has to do with anything.”

“What if the jewelweed is what poisoned her?”

“She would’ve had to ingest it.”

“Okay. So, maybe someone smashed it up and put it in her food or drink.”

“Or maybe Kay took the jewelweed that’s missing from the inn and used it on her rash.”

“Maybe. But it’s at least worth looking into, right? And Rose was the one that took the clippings.”

He tipped his head, seeming to consider this.

Ella chewed her lip, wondering how best to broach the next bit of information. She didn’t want to throw Jimmy under the bus, so subtly was key. 

“Did you know Jimmy was having an affair with Kay?”

Sheriff Chapman’s eyes snapped back to her. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Six.”

“And you believed him?”

“Well, maybe. Yeah.”

The sheriff continued to study her, searching her thoughts. 

“Look,” Ella said, “I’ve only been here a few days, but even I know Six has fewer scruples than I have hairs on my chin.”

His eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch.

“Which is to say, none,” she added, feeling that point hadn’t been clear.

“Hm.”

“What was my point? Oh yeah. Point is, he said he saw the two of them sneaking off into the woods. He had no reason to lie about it. I can usually tell when people are lying. I’m a pretty good judge of character.”

“Aren’t you friends with Wink and Flo?”

“I stand corrected. Usually, I’m a good judge of character.” Ella rocked back and forth on her feet. The conversation wasn’t going as smoothly as she’d hoped. “Also, Kay had tree sap on her shoes the day she died, remember?”

His eyebrows crawled higher still.

“Then again, that could’ve been because Kay found Six’s still…”

“What?”

“I didn’t tell you that?”

“No.”

“Really? Huh, I thought for sure I had.”

 He let out an exasperated sigh. “No, you failed to mention it.”

Ella clicked tongue against her teeth. “Well, that’s awkward. My bad.”

The sheriff stood quietly for a while as his fingers continued to work over his mustache. She could almost see the cogs turning in his head. Jimmy and Kay were having an affair. Jimmy’s wife cut the jewelweed. But Kay had found Six’s still.

“It’s all just a bunch of jawing, though. Just gossip and speculation. I need evidence,” he said, more to himself than to her. He looked back at the small department building. “But I’ll be having another chat with that barker back there about more than just his illegal, backwoods operation. And it won’t be a friendly one.”

Ella wasn’t sure what a barker was but knew it was a barb against Jesse, in which case, she liked the term. “Don’t forget, he also tried to kill me.”

“Miss Barton, I appreciate you bringing all this to my attention. But in case you forget, this is my investigation. I know you’re new, so I’ll give you leeway. But from here on out, stay out of this. Focus on settling in and leave murderers to me.” 

He brushed the brim of his hat and strolled back to his office. Ella watched the door close with a bang.

After glancing at her watch, she headed back to the inn. She worked her hair into a high bun and instantly felt ten degrees cooler. She blew a loose strand away from her face and admired the disaster in the mirror.

“Maybe I should go see this Jenny,” she muttered at her reflection. It had been a while since she’d had her hair cut. A new town, a new hairdo might help turn her situation into a fresh start. 

If she were being honest, she hadn’t left much behind in Oregon. A string of lousy boyfriends—none too serious—and a rocky relationship with her parents. They’d go through spells of getting along, followed by blowouts and not speaking for months. They’d just so happen to be going through a good bout during Thanksgiving.

Still, the idea of seeing none of them again or not being able to continue her research reignited the flame that she would return someday. She had to. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye to that life forever. 

Sighing, Ella gave up on her hair and pushed away from the mirror. She still had forty-five minutes before dinner with Wink. She figured it would take twenty minutes to reach the top of Twin Hills—a good part of it uphill. She was tempted to drive there but wanted the exercise since she planned on indulging at Wink’s.

One thing was certain, she didn’t want to be around the inn in case Sheriff Chapman stopped by to see the plant in the conservatory or to question the Murrays. Guilt was gnawing a hole through her stomach enough as it was. 

Ella reconsidered and decided to leave for Wink’s early, not only to avoid a possibly uncomfortable situation, but also to help Wink if she needed it.

She departed the inn and hiked up Main Street. Despite the heat radiating from the concrete, she wondered if she shouldn’t have changed out of her shorts before leaving. Once the sun dipped behind the hills, the cool, evening air would blow over the lake, and the temperature would drop. It was going to be a chilly walk home.

When Ella reached the edge of town, the sidewalk became a gravel shoulder, and she pressed on, past the point Will had picked her up on her way to the greenhouses. Everything appeared different at this pace, and she noticed scenery she’d overlooked while going thirty in Will’s pickup. 

Just before the road began to climb, large fields stretched out on her left for several acres before running into a massive orchard that nearly swallowed the dunes on the horizon. 

A white fence ran the perimeter of the nearest field, and a dairy sat in the center. Several hundred cattle—both Herefords and Holsteins—roamed around, their jaws working back and forth as they chewed their cud. 

Soon, the unpleasant odor of manure filled her nostrils, and she took care to breathe through her mouth until she passed the field. 

A large white house sat near the road, and Ella assumed the owner of the dairy lived there. Splashes of color lined the abode in flower beds full of Gerber daisies, geraniums, and something that reminded her of a white sea anemone. 

She noticed that part of the white fencing around the yard was missing, replaced with four by six-inch boards of grayed wood. The repair appeared recent. 

The steep hike up Twin Hills was as exhausting as she’d anticipated. The dirt road meandered up the hill in a corkscrew pattern that had her huffing and puffing within minutes. As she neared the top, she was convinced that not only had she burned off the calories from all the sweets she’d consumed since arriving in Keystone, but from her Thanksgiving meal and maybe even all the Halloween candy she’d bought to “give out to the children” but ended up gorging on herself.

Wink’s house rested at the very top of the left hill, a blurry speck of blue glimpsed between evergreens. Ella paused by another house, taller than it was wide, complete with stamp-sized yard, to catch her breath for the tenth time. 

While she swallowed air, the professor popped out onto the porch, the screen door slamming shut behind him. He looked in Ella’s direction, and she waved, unsure if he was actually looking at her or not. With an abrupt turn, he bolted back into his house.

Ella dropped her hand and hollered to the empty air, “Good to see you too, professor!” 

Will wasn’t kidding about the man’s social skills. Some people just liked their privacy. Of course, it stood to reason that anyone who lived on a hill, away from a small town, preferred more privacy than most. 

Which left Ella wondering why Wink lived at the top. The older woman seemed to relish other’s company, so it seemed odd she would live apart from them. 

But Ella had learned people were not always what they appeared to be. Sometimes, a person would project themselves opposite of the flaw they sought to cover up. People insecure about their height wore taller shoes or someone who had grown up poor might hoard money and put on a wealthy front. Whatever the compensation, it could be traced back to an insecurity.

Wiping beads of sweat from her forehead, she collapsed onto Wink’s porch steps, looking with longing at the door. A moment later, a shadowy figure stood on the other side of the screen. Wink shoved the door open.

“My goodness, you okay?”

“Fine. Hill,” Ella gasped and pointed at the offending landscape as if Wink weren’t aware that she lived on a hill that seemed more mountain with each stab of pain in Ella’s side.

“My stars, child. You need more exercise.”

“You need to move to a new house.”

Wink disappeared and came back with a glass of water, ice tinkling against the sides. Ella sucked down the cool liquid.

“You do that hike every day?”

Grandma Wink shrugged. “Most days. Sometimes I drive if we’re in a snowy climate or the weather’s too hot.”

“We’re in a freaking desert.”

“I know. I drove.”

Ella made loud, pointed slurping noises with the last sips of water and handed the empty glass back to Wink. Now that she didn’t feel like a potential heart attack victim, she climbed to her feet and admired the view. 

The vista stole her words away. Keystone Village was an oasis in a vast desert. A sharp line of green grass and cream colored sand marked the town’s boundary of what jumped through spacetime and what stayed behind. 

She let out a low whistle. “You can see everything from up here.”

“I know.” Pride was evident in Wink’s voice. “I’ve seen the ancient pyramids from my window, hiked Greenland’s glaciers, wandered the ruins of Angkor Wat, swam the Mediterranean, and walked the Great Wall of China. I’ve seen it all, and I’ve never stopped being in awe of it.”

A deep ache grew in Ella’s chest. A wanderlust she’d long ignored began to awaken. If she remained long enough in Keystone, what wonders might she see?

Ella traced the demarcation between town and desert with her gaze, rotating a full three hundred and sixty degrees. She stopped. There was something strange about the delineation. 

Shielding her face from the sun, she studied the landscape again and realized what it was with a jolt. It was so apparent, she wondered how she’d missed it before.

“Wink, you ever notice how the town’s border forms a perfect circle?”

“Strange, huh? One of the many mysteries about Keystone.”

There was something else nagging in the back of Ella’s mind, something she couldn’t put her finger on.

 After appreciating the view until they could no longer tolerate the heat, Ella followed the older woman inside. The house was bright, an old colonial style painted in vivid, vibrant colors that matched the owner’s personality. Light poured in from many windows, washing over knickknacks and comfy chairs. 

The smell wafting in from the kitchen was heavenly and promised to make up for all of the calories she’d just burned hiking up the hill. A ray of golden light fell on Wink’s couch, and Ella felt she could curl up and nap for hours. The whole place was cozy, made for peace and warm memories.

In the kitchen, Wink directed Ella to a cupboard full of dishes. Ella set the dining room table then helped bring in several trays of food. By the fifth platter, she began to wonder if they weren’t having a Thanksgiving meal.

“Are you expecting more company?” 

A coy smile played at Wink’s lips. “I may have invited a guest. Speaking of, we need another place setting.” 

Ella narrowed her eyes. “Who?”

Wink ducked back into the kitchen. 

“Who did you invite, Wink?” Ella had a sneaking suspicion she knew who it was and glanced at her reflection a couple of times to be sure she didn’t have perspiration rings anywhere on her clothing. 

However, when Wink returned cradling a bowl of creamy mashed potatoes and chives, Ella quickly forgot about their mystery guest.

While they ate, Grandma Wink regaled Ella with tales of travel from all the different locations the town had flashed to and of the various animals and people who had passed through the village.

“I know it’s hard being so rude, but really, we’re doing them a favor,” she explained. “We don’t want them getting stuck here.” 

Ella understood that now.

“I saw your hang glider outside. Do you fly often?”

“When the wind’s right.”

Ella tore open a homemade biscuit that both flaked and felt like butter in her hands. “The wind would never be right for me. You couldn’t pay me to hang from one of those.”

“Oh?” Wink’s eyes glinted.

“That wasn’t a challenge.”

“Sure, dear.”

“No, really. You’d have to drug me.”

“Okay.”

Ella eyed her new friend over her glass of tea and sipped slowly. Then, she glanced at the amber liquid in her cup and made a mental note to be suspicious of any food or beverage Wink offered her in the future. 

She set the glass aside and opted for a thick fillet of lemon dill rainbow trout. “Do you worry about landing outside the town limits?”

“It’s only happened a couple of times, and thankfully, I was able to foot it back quickly.”

Digging into her trout, Ella changed the subject to Wink’s diner.

“Sheriff says I can open back up tomorrow morning,” Wink said.

“That’s great.” Ella looked over the expanse of food. “And not just because I’ll have another place to eat besides raiding Rose’s fridge every day.”

Wink’s smile faltered as she slathered butter and honey onto her biscuit. “It just won’t be the same without my Kayline there. And I’m not sure Horatio and I can run the place by ourselves. You’d be surprised at how busy we get in such a small town. Most folks get tired of prepping and cooking at home. And secretly, it’s the best spot to gather a bit of gossip.” 

She took a bite and continued. “As it is, I’m going to have to be there all day now. Might have to close a few hours early just to give myself a break.”

Ella’s hand paused in front of her mouth, a fork ladened with fish hovering in the air. “Maybe I can help out until you find someone. I worked as a waitress, and by ‘worked’ I mean I broke dishes and scraped gum off tables for a year between high school and college.” After that ringing endorsement, she felt the need to add, “I’d be an extra set of hands.”

“You make it sound so enticing,” Wink said. Ella knew she was being sarcastic, but what she couldn’t tell was whether or not Wink was considering the offer. 

“Hard to resist, I know.” She waited with baited breath.

“Well, why on earth didn’t I think of that?” Wink dropped her biscuit as she stared at Ella. “I’m looking for help, and you’re looking for work. It’s perfect.” She beamed across the Caprese salad. “You’re hot.”

“Nope. Only works to describe appearances.”

Wink’s face fell. “Oh dear. I told my butcher the way he cut my steaks was hot. No wonder he was confused.”

Ella choked on a bite of biscuit. “Actually, that works. But…” She shook her head. “Know what? Doesn’t matter.” 

If Wink kept insisting on using the word, Ella would explain the more nuanced meaning to it later. 

“Maybe I should work at the diner on a trial basis, first. I don’t want you to feel obligated to keep me if I’m not working out. It’s been years since my short stint serving tables. On an unrelated note, is there an acceptable number of dishes I can break before you fire me?”

“I’m sure you’ll be perfect.”

The screen door squealed open then slapped shut. “Perfect for what?” someone asked.  

Ella recognized Will’s smooth, deep voice without turning around. She shot daggers at Wink, who opened her eyes innocently before she beckoned the inventor to the table.

Slipping into the chair across from Ella, he glanced back and forth between their expressions, and his ears turned pink. “Wink didn’t tell you I was joining you, did she?”

“Nope.” Ella kept her eyes fixated on Wink, who became far too intrigued with searching for a bone in her rainbow trout. 

“Will comes over for dinner a couple times a week. It’s not unusual. It ain’t right for a person to not get three square meals a day.” She grabbed his plate without asking and shoveled a mountain of mashed potatoes onto it.

“I eat fine,” he protested, but when she set the plate in front of him, he dug in with gusto. Soon, gravy ran down his chin and flakes of biscuit sprinkled over his shirt like dandruff.

Ella gaped at him. “You sure you get enough to eat at home?”

He blinked then looked down at the mess he’d created. After swallowing a rather large bite, he dabbed at his mouth with a cloth napkin and cleared his throat. 

“I just get so focused on my work sometimes I forget to take a break.” He shot Wink a look before returning his blue eyes back to Ella. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to you at the memorial.”

Because you were distracted by a pretty blonde. The moment she thought that, her cheeks flushed. What did she care?

“I appreciate you coming to the service.”

Ella nodded, her mouth too full of string beans to respond properly.

“Ella’s going to be working in the diner,” Wink said. 

“That so?”

When Ella finally managed to swallow the vegetable, she said, “I think she’ll regret having me the moment the fire engine shows up.” She paused. “Wait, do we have a fire department?”

“Sure, if you count Old Smokey.” Wink slapped another piece of trout onto Ella’s plate.

“Is that a person, place, or thing?”

“A truck,” Will said. “And it’s gone.”

“What? It is?” Wink asked. “What happened?”

“Caught on fire a few months back, ironically.”

“And I missed it? Where was I?” Wink snapped her fingers. “Must’ve been when Flo and I were in the slammer.” She looked back at Ella. “I guess we don’t have a fire department then. Just some volunteers and their garden hoses.”

“Good to know. I’ll carry an extinguisher around with me.” Ella eyed her plate, feeling her pants grow tighter each minute. Just when she was starting to glimpse the bottom, Wink would pile more on. “Where’s Chester, by the way?”

The older woman motioned towards the back porch. “Out making eyes with another squirrel. He’s got a girlfriend.”

Ella was tempted to ask more questions but let the matter drop, fearing Wink would give details about Chester’s love life that would make Ella want to set her ears on fire. And since there wasn’t a fire department to put out the blaze, Chester’s date was best left to the imagination.

After they’d finished eating, they began clearing the table. Wink set their dirty plates in the sink and attacked them with suds from handmade soap, talking over her shoulder as she did. 

“I forgot to ask you, Ella, but what did you find out about the jewelweed?”

Ella’s mouth went dry. Should she tell them about the leaves missing from the conservatory? They were both close with the Murrays and would probably be offended that she suspected anything untoward about them or that she’d told the sheriff about the plant.

“What about jewelweed?” Will asked.

“Oh, Ella had this theory that maybe that’s what killed Kay.”

“Really?” He rummaged through a cupboard in search of a lid, his back to Ella, but there was no mistaking the frown in his voice. “But it’s only poisonous if you ingest it. And Pauline would’ve found bits of the leaf in her stomach.”

“How do you know Pauline didn’t find that in Kay’s stomach?” Grandma Wink asked, sloshing soapy water all over the counter.

Ella and Will exchanged a glance, and she answered for him. 

“Because we asked.”

“And she was just nice enough to tell you out of the goodness of her heart?”

“Yep.”

Wink lowered her eyebrows. “Hm, doesn’t sound like Pauline.”

“What can I say? I think she’s got a thing for Will.”

“Hey—”

“She is sweet on him,” Wink conceded.

Will set the dish containing the one leftover fish fillet in the fridge and grumbled about not liking where the conversation was going. “If you want me, I’ll be in the other room, reading.”

“Oh no you don’t.” Wink grabbed him by the ear and redirected him back to the counter, leaving a trail of suds in her wake. “You enjoyed that food, didn’t you? Want more of it in the future? You ate, same as we did. You’ll clean the same as we do. Just cause your plumbing’s a bit different—” she glanced at his nether regions “—don’t excuse you.”

Ella applauded then handed him the plate of biscuits.




After the kitchen looked less like a tornado had come through, they settled into the family room. Ella had been right about the couch. It swallowed her like a cloud, and her eyes began to droop. 

They popped back open when the couch dipped as Will settled in beside her, pulling an old album from under the coffee table.

“Have you seen this?”

“No, what is it?”

The spine made a cracking noise as he opened it up. “Clippings of the town newspaper over the years.”

Ella stared at the yellowed paper behind the clear sheet protector. “Keystone has a newspaper?”

“Well, newspaper is being generous, but yeah. It’s only a couple pages and comes out on Sundays.”

Leaning over, she brushed her finger over the words Keystone Corner. The article was dated from 1920 and was about the local store burning down. She wanted to point out that the blaze probably could’ve been avoided if there had been a fire department but didn’t think it helpful to point out after the fact.

“Wow.” Her eyes scanned the article then drifted up to Wink. “Why do you collect these?”

“I only collect the ones of big events. I’m the town historian. I catalog all of the major goings-on over the years.”

“There are big events in Keystone?” Ella held up her hands. “Only kidding. But seriously, this is pretty cool.”

Wink’s eyes lit up. “Kids today are still saying, ‘cool’?”

“First of all, thank you for thinking I’m remotely in the vicinity of being young enough to be called ‘kid,’ and secondly, always.”

Ella turned back to the clippings, to the snippets of history, and marveled at the woman across from her, with her blue hair, eclectic fashion, and questionable taste in pets.

Will flipped through the thick pages, searching for a section. “Here. This is after the first flash.” 

He shifted the album in his lap so Ella could see better, but she still had to lean in to read the tiny print. The clipping was dated August 23, 1951, and the headline read, “Where are We?”

“That was two days after the jump. I’ll never forget it,” Wink said. “I was getting ready to hang glide, staring over the valley, when a blinding light shot out of the earth and engulfed the town like a bubble. I couldn’t see for several minutes after that. And when the afterimage was gone, it was night, and there was a bright city on the horizon.”

“Chicago,” Will mumbled.

Ella remembered what he’d said, about his home and time being the first jump. “And that’s when you found Keystone?”

He nodded, his fingers pressing against the article as if trying to erase a memory. Ella could feel the town’s horror dripping from the page. She was about to immerse herself in the clipping when he abruptly flipped the page. 

He leafed through the rest, giving her just enough time to glimpse headlines. At one point, he paused again, his fingers caressing the photo of a profile piece on the latest people to be stranded in Keystone—or “arrivals” as the writer more appropriately termed them. Ella guessed “poor saps” wouldn’t do much to boost morale. 

At the time of the clipping, the town had jumped to 1990’s Michigan. Ella had been starting grade school during that time, but she hadn’t escaped the crimped hair bundled in a scrunchy phase unscathed. Her class photos were a series of awkward perms, bangs reaching towards the heavens, and stirrup pants. 

But the twenty-something woman in the clipping had escaped the fad. She also looked familiar. She wore a sly smile, but there was some haunting secret in her eyes.

“Kayline,” Will said. 

Ella’s mouth fell open, and she turned the album for a better look. In the picture, Kay stood with three other people. The caption underneath read, “Two families out camping get stranded in Keystone.” Behind Kay stood a squat man with more hair and a slimmer waist than his present-day self, but there was no mistaking Mayor Bradford. 

He scowled at the camera. One hand rested on Kay’s shoulder, the fingers forming divots in her ivory skin. 

Ella finally understood the wild look in Kay’s eyes as fear. Kay had been afraid of her father.







CHAPTER 19







WILL GAVE ELLA a ride back to the inn. The front desk was usually empty, so she was surprised to see someone standing behind it. She was even more surprised that it wasn’t Jimmy or Rose.

“Edwin?”

The other boarder who’d been stooped over the counter stood abruptly. “Hello. Welcome to the Keystone Inn. Would you like a room?”

“I live here now, Edwin. We met over breakfast a couple of days ago.”

“Oh, right. Gemma.”

“Ella.”

Edward rubbed a hand over his textured skin, his expression flickering with memory. “Right, right.”

“How come you’re up front here? Where’s Jimmy or Rose?”

“Jail.”

“What?!”

“Well, not jail, per se. But the sheriff came by and hauled them in for questioning. Jimmy asked me to man the desk for him.” Edwin pushed thick glasses up his nose, the kind her grandfather used to wear, before puffing out his chest. “And that’s what I intend to do. Man my post until he returns.”

Ella’s stomach felt like she’d swallowed a circus and any moment she’d see the dinner she’d just eaten. “Both of them? He took both of them in?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ella gripped the cherrywood desk. He was just questioning them, she told herself. Nothing to worry about. The sheriff was just doing his job, and she’d anticipated this outcome might be a possibility. It didn’t mean they were arrested or even guilty.

 She kept reassuring herself silently all the way upstairs.  Still, it didn’t help her sleep any better.




The next morning, Ella rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she stumbled into the kitchen. The blue light of dusk stretched through the windows and across the floor. She fumbled for the light switch then choked back a gasp. A disheveled figure sat at the table, their head in their hands.

“Hello?” She snatched the nearest object—a banana—and crept forward.

Four feet from the intruder, she recognized Jimmy’s thinning brown hair. His eyes were open, staring at the surface of the table in abject dejection.

“Jimmy, you scared the poop out of me. I was about to seriously hurt you.” She tossed the banana on the table then laid her hand on his shoulder. “Jimmy?”

Startling, he blinked blood-shot eyes at her from above thick stubble. 

“You okay?”

He started to nod then shook his head. “He kept her.”

An icy feeling crept up Ella’s spine. “Rose? Sheriff Chapman kept her?”

“He thinks she killed Kay. Says she has motive because Kay and I were having an affair.” The mask fell away, and his expression stormed with rage. “An affair, can you believe it? The utter thought is ridiculous. Why would I? Rose is my life.”

Guilt stabbed Ella’s heart, a knife twisting deep.

“Where on earth would the sheriff get an idea like that?” Jimmy whispered. His eyes glistened when he looked at her.

Ella sank onto the chair beside him. “Yeah, why would he think that? That’s insane.” She stared at the banana. “But, uh, you two were seen secretly meeting in the woods together.”

The innkeeper turned his palms up towards the ceiling. “That doesn’t mean we were having an affair. For crying out loud, you can’t do anything in this town without the gossip mill spreading lies.” He scraped his slender fingers down the stubble on his cheek. “I was helping her out, that’s all.”

“Kay? Helping her out with what?”

His chest deflated in a deep sigh, taking some of his anger with it, and he stared out the window. The first kiss of morning stretched golden light across the lake. 

“Her father? Were you helping her deal with her father?” Ella guessed.

He dipped his chin in a small nod. His eyes became vacant windows, and she knew she wouldn’t get anything more out of him.

“I’m really sorry, Jimmy. Sheriff Chapman will get to the truth, you’ll see. Rose will be free.”

He remained as still as a statue. She sat with him for a while longer before attempting to make them a breakfast of scrambled eggs sans shells and burnt toast. Unsure of how else to help, she plied him with the charcoaled toast and managed to coax a bite from him before she slipped out of the kitchen, coffee cup in hand, to get ready for her first day of work at the diner.

She felt fortunate to live next door to her new job. Getting to sleep in was a luxury she was growing fond of.

At the top of the stairs, the wood plank flooring creaked underfoot, filling the quiet inn with groans as her thoughts turned to Jimmy again. A new wave of guilt mixed with nausea from her barely edible breakfast churned her stomach. 

This was all her fault. 

However, a small part of her wondered if the sheriff knew more than she did. Maybe he’d uncovered more information. He wouldn’t keep Rose unless he’d had good reason to, would he?

She had to make this right. Rose was locked up because of her. Maybe she didn’t know who killed Kay, but between Jesse and Rose, her money was on Six being the murderer. 

She paused outside her door. A horrible idea was forming in her mind. The sheriff had warned her to stop investigating, but that was before Rose was locked up because of her. And she wouldn’t be investigating, per se.

Ella changed direction to another door, a replica of her own just across the way. Her knuckles tapped a light rhythm on the wood. The boards creaked especially loud in this spot.

Ella prepared to rap her knuckles again when the door tore open. A death ray apparatus burst through the opening followed by wild waves of hair.

She jumped back, holding her hands up, and wishing she had a banana on hand to defend herself with.

Crazy Flo let out a string of curses that would make a pirate blush. “It’s just you.”

“Who the hell did you think I was?” Ella clutched her chest. Between Flo and Jimmy, it’d be a miracle if she lived to see her first shift at the diner.

“A ghost.”

“A ghost? Do you normally get ghosts knocking on your door?” Flo didn’t respond. Ella motioned to the weapon still pointed at her. “You mind?”

Flo lowered it, and Ella eyed the triangular-shaped barrel and duct tape. “Does that thing shoot a projectile of any kind?”

“No, ‘course not. That’d go right through an apparition.”

“Of course.” Ella put her fingers to her neck, taking her pulse while surveying Flo’s appearance. “Sorry, did I wake you?”

“No.” 

“So, that’s the normal state of your hair?”

“Looks better than that nest you got there.” Flo started to close the door, but Ella barricaded her foot in the closing gap. 

“Wait, I’ve got a quick question.” 

“Well, out with it. Don’t dawdle.”

“Do you know where Six lives?”

“‘Course I do.”

Ella took a slow, patient breath. “Okay… can you tell me where?”

“Why you wanna know? That man’s trouble. Best to steer clear.” She started to close the gap in the door again, and with it, Ella’s chance to prove Rose innocent.

“Wait! I appreciate the concern. Really, it’s touching coming from—” She stopped when Flo’s nostrils flared. “Anyway, Six’s in jail. How much trouble could he pose? I just want to know where he lives, that’s all.”

Flo’s beady eyes took Ella in from head to toe, then she shrugged. “Whatever. He lives on the rock flats. There’s a small cabin there.”

“Thank you. And the rock flats would be…?”

Flo let out an exasperated sigh, and part of her hurricane of hair flopped forward. “Head like you’re goin’ to the greenhouses, but instead of turnin’ right to Twin Hills, turn left. There’s a large orchard on one side of the road and Twin Springs on the other. That’s where our drinkin’ water comes from, by the way. They didn’t want to drill a deeper pipe, but I told the council we needed to if we wanted enough to supply the town’s needs. It was just a trickle before I—”

“Thanks, Flo. And the cabin’s past the spring?”

“What? Oh, yeah. Just up the road. Can’t miss it. If you’re planning on going there though, I’d wait ’til dark.”

“Why?”

“Because this town has eyes everywhere. If any nosey body sees you goin’ to his place, they’ll think you’re in cahoots with that scoundrel. Or worse, it might get back to Six that you were on his property. My advice? Stay away.” 

She slammed the door before Ella could say anything more. It cracked open a second later. “But if you’re hellbent on trespassing, do it right and take Wink and I with you.” She slammed the door again.

Ella shook her head as she quickly got ready for work. Everyone in Keystone was full of advice, only half of it with a kernel of wisdom she intended to heed. And the other half, well, if she lived her life in constant fear, she’d never get out and do anything. 

She decided that after work, she’d check out Six’s place. She didn’t know what she thought she would find, but she hoped there’d be something there to take the heat off Rose and put it back on the outlaw.

After changing into jeans and a black t-shirt, she strolled through the entrance hall with five minutes to spare. Rushing to the front door, Ella’s foot caught on something soft. A howl broke the morning peace as she fell. 

Fortunately, her left elbow broke the brunt of her fall. White, hot pain shot up her arm. Massaging it, Ella rolled over to glare at whatever she’d tripped on. Fluffy stood several feet away with his back arched and his eyes the size of Twin Hills.

All of the anger in her dissipated as she cooed apologies and crawled forward. He stared at her, betrayed, before finally acquiescing and slinking towards her. After another couple of minutes of coaxing, she was able to pet out her apology. Sighing, she climbed to her feet, now certain she’d be late. 

As she bolted out the front door, Fluffy slipped past her then followed her the half-block to the diner. 

The bell above the front door tinkled merrily as Ella walked in. Before she could stop him, Fluffy hurdled over her feet in a blur of brown fluff. 

Ella gave chase as best she could without drawing attention. He skittered around the checkered linoleum floor and ducked under the cover of an empty booth.

As she inched towards the booth, Fluffy hissed. A lone customer sat at the lunch counter, sipping coffee. He turned at the noise.

Ella flitted her hand in what she hoped was a casual greeting. “Good morning, Mayor.” 

“Miss Barton.”

He turned back around to Wink who stood on the other side of the counter, cleaning the soda fountain. To make matters worse, Fluffy’s nemesis Chester gnawed on a piece of donut a few feet away, unaware of the cat. 

Ella glanced at the clock. A minute late. She mouthed an apology to Wink then looked pointedly from the hissing table beside her to the mayor and Chester.

Wink picked up on the hint. Leaning her elbows onto the counter, she said to the mayor, “I ever tell you the time I glided into a tree?”

Mayor Bradford sipped at his coffee while Wink enraptured him with her harrowing escape from a tall cedar tree. While Wink’s mouth did the heavy lifting, her fingers broke off a chunk of donut and dropped it onto the floor, behind the counter, forcing Chester to have to flit over to it. 

With both politician and pet distracted, Ella dropped onto the floor beside the booth. Kneeling, she reached into the shadows and felt a fluffy paw swipe at her.

“Please don’t do this. Not on my first day.” 

Fluffy responded by rolling over.

Wink laughed a little louder than was necessary at something Mayor Bradford said. Ella glanced over her shoulder, making eye contact with the older woman. Wink’s eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. Ella shook her head and shifted to reveal the feline under the table. 

Just as the mayor began to spin on his stool, Wink grabbed the pot of coffee again. “More sludge, Earl?”

While Wink poured, Ella dived under the table. Hands met fur, and she gripped the cat and pulled. Twisting, Fluffy sank his claws into her forearm. Ella ground her teeth and managed not to scream or let go. She pulled both herself and the fur ball out from under the table, but not before hitting her head. 

Once extricated, she tried to console the Maine coon. “Sorry, buddy. I’ll make it up to you.”  

Turning her back slightly to the counter, Ella managed to get Fluffy out the front door without the mayor or Chester seeing. The moment his paws hit pavement, the cat cried at her and stuck his tail in the air. 

Sighing, she pulled the door shut again. It wouldn’t surprise her if she found something special on her bed later as a form of payback. She had a lot of making up to do.

The mayor turned as the door jingled, confusion on his face at her second entrance in less than five minutes. 

“There was a bug,” she explained. 

He shrugged and mumbled something about “newcomers” before rolling his generous body back to face Wink again. 

Ella slid behind the mayor and shot Wink a thumbs-up. The tension in the diner owner’s face eased. 

Ella joined her behind the counter, accidentally mashing donut crumbs as she went. Chester paused mid-chew and chittered at her for ruining the morsels as more crumbs fell into the bib of his green overalls.

“I’m not stealing your donut, you nutter,” she muttered. “And I just saved your life. You owe me.”

After a few minutes of listening to the mayor drone on about the responsibilities beset him, the trouble he’s having with council members, and what to do about another dead cow on his hands, Ella draped herself over the counter and fought the urge to snooze. Mercifully, Wink told her to get acquainted with the cook and the kitchen, giving her an excuse to leave.

As Ella picked a careful, donut-free path towards the kitchen, her gaze snagged on where Kay had collapsed and died. She shivered at the memory, glanced back at Mayor Bradford, and stepped over the spot.

She swung the kitchen door in. The room appeared to be an addition built onto the old railcar about a decade after the fact. It gleamed under candescent lightbulbs and smelled of cleaning supplies. 

Horatio stood behind a large island, slicing a knife through purple onions. She recognized the cook from the day Kay died, but they’d never officially met. 

When he looked up, she could see the same emotion in his eyes that she felt. They reminded each other of that gruesome day.

Ella cleared her throat awkwardly then introduced herself. She held out her hand then retracted it when she remembered that one of his held a knife and the other was covered in onion slices.

“Yeah, I was at the town meeting when the mayor introduced you.” Horatio spoke with an accent—Italian if she had to guess. He broke the tension with a laugh. “He sure knows how to welcome a person.”

“Is ‘welcome’ the right word?”

“Embarrass?”

“I was going to say ‘humiliate and make me wish I’d never come here’, but sure, we’ll go with ‘embarrass’.”

The air filled again with the chop-chop of his knife, and Ella’s eyes began to water. 

“We’re sure glad to have the help. I wasn’t sure how we’d get by without…” He let the sentence die. His lips pressed together, and the chops of his knife bit into the cutting board.

Ella picked at an apron hanging against the wall but didn’t take it off its hook. “It’s just a trial until we’re sure I can hack it.”

“You’ll be fine.”

People seemed to have far more confidence in her than she did or severely underestimated her ability to screw up an order. 

“Sure, so long as no one asks me to cook anything.”

He laughed. “That bad, huh?”

“Let’s just say I once microwaved a burrito that caught on fire.”

His eyebrows knitted with confusion. “What’s a microwave?”

“God’s gift to humanity. And a college student’s means of survival.” She then proceeded to describe the appliance but stopped when he started asking how the food heated up so quickly.

Grandma Wink swept through the door and caught the last bit of their conversation. “Oh, I read about those. Saw an ad for one, but that was shortly before our first jump. Those things are expensive. Wish we had one here.” She looked over the kitchen wistfully.

After telling them how affordable the invention was in her time, Ella apologized for being late and for Fluffy.

Wink dismissed the apology. “Happens all the time. That cat is constantly hunting my poor Chester—” She stopped and took in Ella’s outfit. “You’re not changed yet.”

Ella looked down at her pants then at the apron still hanging on the wall. “What’s wrong with my jeans?”

A drawer squealed as Wink opened it and produced a pink gingham print waitress uniform. “With a town all over time, people need a place that feels like home. For most of us non-transplants, it’s the era of burned coffee and poodle skirts.”

Ella accepted the uniform, grateful she didn’t have to wear a poodle skirt.

After changing in the small restroom, she became Wink’s shadow, greeting customers as they walked in and watching how the owner took food orders. 

Ever the linguist, Ella used the back of an order pad to keep a running vocabulary list of all the diner lingo. It wasn’t just “eggs on toast,” but “chickens on a raft” and so on. 

Five hours later, after the lunch rush, Ella had a moment to catch her breath and rest her tired “dogs” as Wink would call them. 

Leaning against the kitchen counter, she guzzled a glass of water and mopped at her forehead. The smell of freshly baked bread permeated the room while Horatio stood over the island, sharpening his knives. 

They made idle chitchat about his wife and kid until the kitchen door whooshed open, and Wink swept in. Wisps of flour floated from her apron like clouds. 

She squeezed Ella into her bony side for a hug. “It’s so nice having you here, dear.”  

“It’s nice being here.”

“And not a single fire yet.”

“Give it time. Oh, and sorry about the dish. And the pickles.” Ella winced, remembering the tangy smell as she’d mopped up the mess.

The front door jingled. Wink peered through the passthrough where Horatio usually placed plates of food.

“Ella, would you mind? I need to run some errands, and I have an appointment with Jenny.” Her veiny hand brushed her blue bob, leaving a flour residue behind.

“Of course.” Ella pulled out her order pad.

“Oh, and can you pull the bread out in about ten minutes?”

“Yeah, or Horatio could—”

“Nonsense, dear. You’ll be fine. I gotta run.”

Ella made note of the time on the kitchen clock before going to greet the newcomer. After putting the ticket on the passthrough, she glanced at the clock over the milkshake machine, filled the customer’s glass of water, and rushed to the restroom. When she returned, Horatio placed a large basket of fries and trout salad with dill lemon dressing in the passthrough.

“Order up!”

She carried the pile of steaming food over to the lunch counter.

Horatio poked his head through the passthrough. “Hey, I’m stepping out back for a smoke. Need anything else?”

“No, we’re good.” She shot him a smile before glancing at the clock again.

After she heard the back door close, Ella lounged behind the lunch counter next to the soda fountain, sipping coffee and eyeing the display of donuts. 

The smell of baking bread wafted in from the kitchen and filled the diner. She pulled the mouth-watering aroma into her lungs, paused, and sniffed. She straightened and sniffed again, her mouth turning down at the corners. Another scent rode along with the bread. 

Ella burst into the kitchen and tore open the oven door so hard it nearly broke off its hinges. A dark brown lump sat in the loaf pan.

“No, no, no!” She started to reach for it then realized the error in doing so. 

Frantically searching for potholders, she settled on Horatio’s stained towel. After sliding out the pan, she dropped it on top of the stove with a clatter.

Ella grabbed at the roots of her hair. How could this happen? She looked over at the clock on the kitchen wall. It had been twenty-four minutes since Wink left! The bread had been in the oven fourteen minutes too long. But how?

Ducking back into the diner, she peered up at the clock. The hands were frozen in the same position since the last time she’d checked. On closer inspection, she realized that the smaller hand was three hours off. 

Ella squeezed her eyes shut and silently chided herself for such a careless mistake. She’d been so focused on the minute hand. Hopefully, Wink didn’t have her heart set on freshly baked bread. Maybe she could turn the rocky loaf into croutons or stuffing. 

Or a boat anchor.

Back in the kitchen, she turned the oven off and slumped against the counter just as Horatio stepped in through the back door.

He whistled. “It’s gonna be another hot one.”

“That clock in the diner doesn’t work.”

“Sì, It’s been out for months. The town’s battery supply is low. Need more rechargeable ones, I guess. Most people have switched back to the, what do you call it? Windups? The council’s been talking about sending a couple of volunteers to make a supply run next time we’re near a town.” His eyes snagged on the bread, his mouth forming a tight “O.”

When Grandma Wink returned a couple hours later, Ella broke the news gently, explaining how the mistake happened. The older woman laughed, her freshly styled hair brushing over her collarbone like a blue waterfall.

“Oh, honey. I’ve burned tons of loaves before. Don’t worry about it. It’s not your fault. I should probably just take that clock down. Only reason I haven’t so far is ‘cause it bugs Flo so much.” She poked the rock-hard bread, her chuckles turning into peals of laughter.

“Couldn’t you smell it?”

“Well, yeah. After it started burning.”

Wink wiped her eyes. “I could use a new doorstop. Or paperweight.”

“Glad I could help, then.”

The afternoon wore on, with another rush of customers trying to beat the heat with soda floats and shakes. Ella darted about, doing her best not to spill anything, while Wink ran the register. 

By the time the steady stream became a trickle, Ella’s shift had finished. She dragged her feet over to the coffee maker and poured a stale cup of mud. Then, she settled into the same booth Will had sat in the day they’d met. 

Overall, her first day had been a success—burnt bread notwithstanding. Most of the people she’d met had been friendly, welcoming her to Keystone, with only a few giving her the stink eye. 

One grunted and growled, but she was pretty sure he was a Neanderthal. Either that or a really hairy person with abnormal facial features and an aversion to clothing. 

She stretched her tired feet across the booth to the other seat and released an audible sigh. A warm slice of fresh banana bread sat in front of her, the butter making a small lake in the center. 

She’d just popped in the first bite of gooeyness when the front door burst in with such force it knocked a picture off the wall.

“William Whitehall, what on earth?!” Wink scrambled around the counter, throwing the cleaning towel she’d been working back and forth over the surface across her shoulder.

Ella craned her head around. Will’s pale face scanned the diner, ignoring Wink. The moment he spotted Ella, he made a beeline for her. “Did you hear?”

“What?” she said around a mouthful of banana bread. She swallowed the barely chewed morsel, the glob catching in her throat. 

“Chapman released Six.”







CHAPTER 20







“WHAT?” ELLA STARED at the handsome inventor, trying to process what he’d just said.

Wink shoved a basket of fries in front of a customer and joined them. “Chapman let Six go? After what he did to Ella?”

“Yes. That badge said all he could charge him with was the illegal still.”

Ella gaped at him. “But he was going to kill me.”

“We know that. And I’m sure Chapman believes us, but he didn’t have any evidence to prove it.”

“Alright, but what about Kay? He had the motive to kill her.”

Will deflated, and he seemed to shrink in stature. He pulled off the fedora he was wearing and ran his hands through his hair. “Six has an alibi for the hours leading up to Kay’s death. The sheriff had locked him up for something else.”

“But I saw him in front of the diner that day.”

“Yeah, but Chapman had just released him. He came straight here from the sheriff’s office. Pauline found nothing in the diner to account for poisoning.”

Wink motioned them to keep their voices down in case the two patrons at the counter grew curious ears. “Meaning…”

Ella picked at her banana bread, no longer hungry. “Meaning Kay was poisoned before coming to work. Meaning Six is covered for the murder.”

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Wink said, placing her hands on her hips, her pink uniform swaying. “You’re not going anywhere alone. You’ve got a target on your back, and Six has a bullet with your name on it.”

“Agreed,” Will said.

Ella opened her mouth to argue, thinking about her plans to poke around the outlaw’s homestead. But now that he was out of the holding cell, she’d have to come up with a new plan.

“Sorry, El. I just thought you should know.”

A new feeling besides panic fluttered in the pit of her stomach at the nickname he’d just given her. “Thank’s for the heads up.”

He touched the brim of his hat. “I have to go. Chapman gave me permission to go to Kay’s place and pack up some of her belongings.”

“How come her father isn’t doing it?”

Will exchanged a glance with Wink before he explained, “Doesn’t want any of her things.”

Ella’s mouth puckered as if she’d just sucked a lemon. She couldn’t imagine the pain a parent experienced going through the belongings of their only, recently deceased child. 

On the other hand, it seemed strange that the mayor didn’t want any of it. Will’s expression said he didn’t look forward to the task either. 

“I’ll come with you,” she offered.

Wink stood aside and slightly behind Will, so he couldn’t see her. She nodded enthusiastically behind his back. Ella ignored her.

“I’d love the company, thanks.”

He held the front door open and waited while Ella slid out of the booth, her uniform tugging at an awkward angle. “Mind if I change first?”

“Of course.”

While Ella walked into the kitchen, her blue-haired friend stepped on her heels. “Great thinking, dear. Let him get to know you better.”

“Wink, I’m going for moral support.” 

“Sure, sure. And I’m a vampire who’s able to come out during the day.”

Ella feigned surprise. “You are? But you hide it so well.”

“You know, if you wanted to run home and change first…”

“And your skin. That explains why it’s so pale.”

“Okay, okay.” Wink held her hands up in surrender. “Nothing more about Will. You done?”

Ella grabbed one of the cloves of garlic beside the soup pot. With her other hand, she covered her neck and backed into the bathroom to change.




Ella hopped up a meandering path of stepping stones that led to a small cottage overlooking the lake. The heart of Keystone Village sat along the shoreline across the way, sprawled out and sleeping in the heat of the day. 

A wall of pine and spruce trees towered behind the house. The trail entrance into the woods she’d followed Six down sat a half-mile away on her right. No wonder Kay and Jimmy met there. It was both near her house and private. 

Ella’s shoes slapped over the stones as she made for the cute red door, but Will veered off around the side of the structure. 

“She was renting the studio upstairs.”

Ella followed him around the corner to a set of stairs. What she had neglected to tell Wink earlier was a secondary reason for accompanying the inventor. It gave her a good excuse to poke around Kay’s apartment. 

It had been broken into just before her death, and Ella found it hard to believe the two tragedies were unrelated. If there was anything inside that could throw suspicion off Rose, Ella would find it.

At the top of the stairs, Will slid a key from his pocket and turned it in the doorknob. The door creaked open into a quaint studio, complete with a kitchen nook just big enough to turn around in. Windows on either side overlooked the forest and the lake. 

Ordinarily, the space was probably cozy. However, as it stood, the twin bed sat shoved against a corner at an odd angle, the rug flipped over, and papers littered the floor. In that sense, it reminded Ella of her own apartment in Oregon, only she didn’t have the excuse of a recent break-in.  

She stood in the doorway, surveying the damage while Will picked a careful path around the room. His face was clouded with emotion.

“The break-in happened a day before her murder, right?” Ella’s fingers brushed over a deep scratch in the doorjamb. The corresponding location on the door wasn’t any better. 

“Yeah,” Will said softly, his voice heavy.

“She didn’t clean any of it up?”

His hands curled into fists, and she feared she’d pushed too hard. Finally, he shook his head. 

“She probably left it for Chapman to investigate. She came home after her shift at the diner, saw the place, then ran downstairs to call the sheriff.”

“Did Chapman come by?”

“Said he did.” Will sighed, picking up a picture frame of a black and white photo. In it, he and Kay sat on a grassy knoll, the lake in the background. Their heads touched in intimacy as they smiled up at the camera. 

“Fingerprints?”

“The sheriff got prints, but nothing but friends and family.”

No fingerprints? Someone knew what they were doing. 

“I don’t see anything here that could’ve gotten her killed,” Will said and let out a frustrated sigh. “Maybe the two incidences aren’t as connected as we’d thought.”

Ella’s foot crunched on glass next to the bed. Kay’s nightstand lay sprawled on the ground, a shattered picture frame beside it. Another photo of Kay and Will stared up at Ella, and her heart broke anew for the man.

“Hey, Will?” He looked up from a pile of books. “I’m sorry again for your loss.” 

He pressed his mouth into a grim line and nodded. Unsure of what else to say, she gave him space to brood in silence. He’d found an empty milk crate in the lone closet and used it to begin collecting Kay’s belongings.

Standing by a window, Ella watched a fisherman cast out onto the lake. A gentle breeze danced through the open windows, fluttering the curtains, bringing the scent of the forest and song of birds. 

Kay’s studio, though small, was the kind of refuge people dreamed of, filled with long, lazy days of reading, listening to classical music, watching the forest grow, and drinking in life. It was filled with silence that was more than just the absence of sound, but the lull of a Sunday afternoon when the sun poked out from a cloud. It was the birth of spring. The patter of rain on a roof. The roll of a distant thunderstorm. It was solitude and reflection. 

It was peace.

And it was a special kind of horror that would make Ella want to leave such a place. But Kay had met that darkness. She had wanted to flee Keystone.

Ella let the gauzy curtain fall back into place. Turning, she spotted an old television set in the corner. It was the size of a mini fridge, with curved glass and knobs across the front. 

Ella gaped at it like she’d just won the lottery. “You have televisions here?”

Will followed her gaze. “Remnants of Keystone before the flash. They’re useless unless we’re in a time that transmits analog signals the receiver is able to pick up.”

“Not useless if you have a DVD player,” she said under her breath. Judging by the looks of the monstrosity, the picture probably wasn’t in color, let alone capable of hooking up to anything digital.

“That set was left by the previous renter.” Will returned to packing the crate.

Ella wandered into the kitchenette. Compared to the rest of the place, it seemed unscathed. Only a few cupboard doors stood ajar. 

She took her time shutting them before moving to the refrigerator. A grocery list in flowery cursive was still fastened to the front, and the door stood open, cold air spilling over her skin. 

Ella widened the gap to check for any contents that could spoil. She didn’t want the landlord to have to deal with a foul-smelling fridge—something she’d learned after an unfortunate power outage while vacationing in California for a week. Her apartment had never smelled the same after that.

The refrigerator was mostly bare except for some eggs, bread, and milk. Ella grabbed the glass bottle and poured the contents into the sink. On the whole, it didn’t smell too bad; she’d certainly smelled far worse—a thought that made her sad.

While Ella rinsed out the bottle, the light from the kitchen window hit the painted logo of Bradford Farms on the front. Ella froze.

Kayline Bradford.

Dripping water across the counter, she turned off the faucet and tilted the glass towards the rectangle of sun pouring in.

“Will? Did Kayline own a dairy?”

His eyes darkened from above Kay’s extensive vinyl record collection. “It’s the mayor’s dairy. It’s up Main Street, just out of town. We passed it on the way to the greenhouses.”

Ella nodded, remembering the fields of cows, the pungent smell of excrement, and the adjacent manicured yard and house. “They didn’t have a great relationship, did they?”

“No, they did not.”

“Did he know she was unhappy here?”

His green-blue eyes had shifted to the color of a stormy sea. “She was only unhappy here because of him. And yes, he knew. They fought a lot about it. He did everything he could to keep her here. The compromise was letting her move out and get this place.”

Ella’s grip on the bottle tightened. Let her get her own place? The woman was an adult, for crying out loud.

Her fingers brushed the fading lines of the logo, turning over the information. The more Ella learned about the mayor, the more she didn’t like him.

Had the mayor really done everything to keep Kay in Keystone?

As she wiped her hands over her jeans, something flickered in the sunlight on the floor. Ella knelt and picked up the object, turning it over in her palm. It was a button with a mother of pearl finish. 

Her mouth went dry. She’d seen this button before. On a tan shirt in the woods when a gun was pointed at her.

Ella stared at the milky-colored clue, considering the implication: Jesse had been in Kay’s apartment. 

But the sheriff should’ve found his prints. Unless… unless the outlaw was smart enough to wear gloves. 

Regardless, the small object wasn’t much, but maybe it was enough to divert suspicion away from Rose and back to Six. 

Ella rose to her feet, her shoulders slouching. Or maybe it was a coincidence, and the button came from one of Kay’s blouses. 

There was only one way to find out. Ella already felt strange rummaging through Kay’s stuff, but the feeling she was intruding amped up when she pulled open the closet door. She tried to think of an excuse to tell Will.

“What’s going to happen to all her clothes?”

“They’ll go back to the clothing pool. Why? You want ‘em?”

Ella swept her hands over the spartan collection of attire, considering her own sparse wardrobe of jeans and t-shirts, but it didn’t sit right with her, wearing a dead woman’s clothes.

“No. I’m not sure they’d fit.”

 They lapsed into silence again while Ella gently lay Kay’s wardrobe on her bed, searching for buttons that matched the one tucked into her pocket. 

The process didn’t take more than a minute, nearly everything she pulled out had a Nike logo on it, sans buttons, yielding nothing. She pulled out the last item, a button-less dress, and laid it down, frowning. 

Something about the closet seemed amiss. There were still nearly two dozen empty hangers in it—far more than one kept for spares. 

Her eyes raked over the small apartment, but she didn’t spot any clothes she’d overlooked. There was nothing in the hamper, and even the dresser drawers were lacking. 

It was possible that Kay never acquired much by way of clothing after arriving in Keystone, but something in Ella’s gut told her the woman had to own more than two dresses, two pairs of jeans, and a few t-shirts. 

“Will, after the break-in, did Kay stay somewhere else?”

He shook his head and gathered up a stack of important looking manilla folders, unique by a massive pink stain that marred the bottom left side of every one. It looked like half a bottle of nail polish had spilled its guts over them.

“So, is this the normal size of her wardrobe?” She swept a hand over the clothes covering the bed.

He looked up from stacking the folders into the crate, and a crease formed between his brows. “No, actually. Is that all you found?”

She nodded. Was the intruder a clothes thief?

She puzzled again over the lack of fingerprints. It didn’t seem like Six’s style to be careful.

She stood in the center of the room, weighing her options. If she brought the button to the sheriff’s attention, he’d question the outlaw again but wouldn’t have anything more to hold him on. And if word got around to Six that she’d been the one to tip off Chapman, it’d give him even more reason to come after her. 

No. She would need to find the evidence herself. The outlaw was in this apartment, searching for something. If he’d found whatever it was he’d been looking for, then it was most likely at his cabin. If she found it, she could connect him with Kayline. 

She revisited the idea of poking around his place that night but with the now added danger of the cowboy being on the loose. What she needed was a distraction, something to keep him occupied long enough for her to investigate. 

A heavy, broken sigh escaped Will as he stacked the last photo frame into the crate. The pile teetered, threatening to spill. 

She considered telling him about the button but wasn’t certain how he’d react. Patting the evidence in her pocket, she felt it best to keep it to herself—for now.







CHAPTER 21







ELLA WAITED IMPATIENTLY back at the inn for the sun to dip behind the sand dunes. As she changed clothes in the sauna that was her room, she wondered if the town ever jumped somewhere with a beach nearby. 

She surveyed her outfit in the mirror. The only dark clothing she’d brought to Keystone were her calf-length yoga pants and black running shirt. 

She sighed at the exposed patches of skin. At least she had her dark hair going for her. Briefly, she’d entertained the thought of borrowing one of the winter jackets hanging on the coat tree downstairs, but she decided she’d rather chance the patches of skin being spotted than die from heat exhaustion. 

Before leaving, she grabbed her snow gloves from her open suitcase and slipped them on. No sense in leaving fingerprints.

When the shadows stretched and covered the town, Ella crept out of the inn, passing her jeep along the way. She’d have to foot it; the vehicle was unique in a town of mostly antique cars, some buggies, a few horses, and even a chariot. If she drove the jeep up the road, she may as well post a bright, neon sign that flashed, Ella’s car. 

Her foot had just stepped off the curb at the end of the block when a rustle sounded from the bushes outside of the conservatory. Ella dived for cover behind a parked car. She held her breath and listened for several painful seconds. When she didn’t hear anything, she poked her head up, expecting to see Six lurking nearby.

Two shadows emerged, both in dark clothing, shoving each other and tripping out of the rhododendrons. By the way they moved, Ella thought they were two drunks until they stepped closer to the lamplight.

Ella let out a heavy breath and stood. “You two nearly made me wet my pants.”

“Told you we looked scary,” Flo said to Wink.

“What are you doing here? Isn’t it past your bedtime?” Ella redirected the last question to Flo who stuck out her tongue.

“We’re going with you,” Wink said. “You’re going to Six’s, right?”

Ella swallowed. “Maybe.” She knew she shouldn’t have gotten directions from Flo. “But you can’t come. It’s too dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Wink scoffed. “Honey, we’ve been painting this town red since before you were in diapers… actually since before your parents were in diapers.”

Flo huffed and patted a dubiously shaped bulge under her jacket. “Oh, I got us covered.”

Ella narrowed her eyes. “What’s under there?”

“Nothing,” Flo said at the same time Wink said, “A gun.”

Ella’s mouth dropped open. “You’re armed?”

Flo’s eyes widened, and for a moment, she seemed like a sweet, innocent grandma. Until she opened her mouth. “You don’t want to go anywhere near Six’s without firepower.”

Wink clicked her tongue and looked up and down the street. “We’re a bit conspicuous standing here, chatting. Maybe we should get a move on?”

“That’s why we’re wearing black,” Flo said.

“It only helps camouflage if you’re not standing under a street lamp.”

Ella closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose before taking in their outfits. At least they’d given thought to their nighttime, skulking attire— “Wink, what is that? Is that a cape?”

Lifting her chin, the diner owner grabbed a swath of knitted yarn and threw it over her shoulder like a movie star. “It’s a shawl, and it’s the only top I own that’s black.” She clapped her hand like she was herding school children. “Now let’s get going. I need to get back to Chester. He doesn’t like being left alone.”

Flo leaned close to Ella, put her hand to her mouth, and whispered loud enough for the whole block to hear. “She’s got an unhealthy attachment to that fleabag. Know what I mean?”

Ella crossed her arms, rocking back and forth. “Fine, fine. You two can come along… if you can keep up.”

With that, she dashed across the pavement, zigged down a side street, then zagged onto J Street, running parallel with Main. 

Glancing back over her shoulder, she couldn’t see the old broads anywhere. She felt a tinge of guilt but told herself it was for their own good. 

Ella decided to keep to J Street. It didn’t run the length of town like Main did, but there was less of a chance of being spotted on the sleepy road. 

She continued her stalk up the sidewalk, keeping to the shadows like the invisible badass she was.

She began an internal monologue.

I am darkness. I am the night. A superhero—

“Evening, ma’am.”

Ella straightened as she passed an older gentleman. “Good evening, sir. Nice night for a walk, no?” She slipped her gloved hands under her armpits until he was several paces past her. 

She melted into the shadows again. Just as she reached the end, where the only option was to turn back onto Main Street, she heard a steady hissing sound and realized it was someone wheezing. 

A few yards away, hovering over the sidewalk on the corner, Flo bent over her knees, her large sides moving in and out. Wink stood over her, patting her back and muttering half-hearted encouragements like, “I told you, you need to exercise more.”

Flo called her dirty things between bites of air. Ella avoided the nearest street lamp and stole across the grass on tiptoes. She’d nearly made it past them when Wink said, “See? I told you we’d beat her. It’s simple geometry.”

Ella stopped, stood straight, and her hands fell to her sides. “Son of a—can everyone see me?”

“Pretty much,” Wink said.

“Helen Keller can see you,” Flo said. Some of the color had returned to her cheeks, but a white, frothy substance had formed at the corner of her mouth.

“Whatever. Let’s get going.” Ella glanced over at Flo. “You going to be okay?”

“You don’t need to worry about me.” She patted her side to emphasize her point.

“All the armament in the world isn’t going to help you from having a stroke,” Ella said. 

She eyed the suspicious lump with a growing wariness. She wasn’t a handgun expert, but even she could tell it was large and abnormally shaped.

They walked in silence down Main Street and quickly left the town proper behind. The sidewalk ended as did the street lamps, and the darkness seemed absolute. With little illumination by way of moonlight, Ella used the flashlight app on her smartphone to keep them from tripping.

While they trekked, Wink began asking questions about why Ella was so sure Six was guilty. After several minutes of her prodding, Ella broke down and told them about what Six had said, about Kay finding his still, about the break-in at Kay’s apartment, and about the button she’d found there. 

While Wink had heard some of what transpired in the woods, she hadn’t heard the details. All the while, Flo remained silent, but Ella suspected this had more to do with the strange whistling sound that accompanied every heavy breath than an actual disinterest.

Soon, Wink indicated that they were nearing the cutoff. Using her phone-turned-flashlight, Ella located the dirt road to Six’s cabin. 

The narrow lane shot out perpendicular from the main road and contained the orchard on one side. As their feet left the busted pavement, dust and the scent of apples filled Ella’s nostrils. 

With the sun gone, the temperature dropped rapidly. A chill crept over her skin, and she now wished she’d grabbed that winter coat after all.

After ten minutes, they passed an outcropping of trees and a wooden sign marking Twin Springs. The cluster of evergreens, oaks, and willows surrounding the spring stopped abruptly, and a vast, empty field stretched before them until it met the dunes on the horizon, blotting out the stars. 

Ahead, a black rectangle marred the barren landscape. Dull light poured from the windows of Six’s cabin.

Ella’s stomach tightened into a ball of nerves. She shut off her light in case he looked out and spotted its movement, and she plunged them into near darkness. 

“He’s home,” Wink said.

“Very observant,” Flo said. “We suspected as much.” As she spoke, the older woman’s hand caressed the lump in her side.

Shaking her head, Ella redirected their course to the rundown barn next to the cabin. “My plan was to draw him out and away from the house.”

She crept forward on the balls of her feet, tripping on clumps of sod, and being generally stealthy as she led them over to the sagging outbuilding. But she was a ninja compared to the Golden Girls behind her, hissing at each other like cats.

“Ow, Wink, that’s my foot.”

“Well, don’t step in front of me.”

“Then don’t move so slow.”

Ella motioned for them to keep quiet. “You want to be a little louder? I don’t think they can hear you up in the ISS.”

“What’s the ISS?” Flo asked. 

“International Space Station.”

Flo stopped in her tracks, causing Wink to plow into her. “There’s a space station?” Her voice carried across the still night like a foghorn.

Ella whipped her head towards the cabin and froze. Her breath stopped, and she was pretty sure her heart did too.

After several tense seconds, when it seemed Six hadn’t heard them, Ella released the air from her lungs and glared at Flo.

One of the doors on the dilapidated barn hung at an angle she was sure wasn’t intentional—unless the builder had suddenly gone crosseyed. In which case, it looked just fine.

She slipped into the inky blackness inside and nearly choked on the pungent odor of manure and hay. Flo and Wink joined her, and both began to gag.

Air slipped through wide cracks between the slats that made up the wall but did little to alleviate the God-awful smell. 

Ella had been in barns before, been around livestock before, but this took that marked scent to a whole new level.

Six had clearly thought maintaining stalls was a mere suggestion. Either that or an elephant lived there. She felt sorry for any animal living in this excuse for a barn. 

But that was about to change.

A soft neigh came from a stall five yards away. Her plan had worked so well with the sheriff’s horse, she figured, why reinvent the wheel? 

She motioned for the others to keep quiet before fumbling with the latch. Once freed, she tugged open the stall door.

The horse—a beautiful buckskin—reared its head and backed into the depths of the stall. His hooves made sucking noises as they sank in several inches of mud and manure. 

Ella held out her hand, trying to coax the majestic beast forward. Her initial plan rested on the assuredness that the animal would make a break for freedom—it hinged on this fact.

“Come on,” she whispered. 

The horse whinnied loudly.

“He’s not moving,” Flo said helpfully.

“Hadn’t noticed.” Ella squinted towards the back of the stall. “Why don’t you go in and give him a little encouragement.

“Oh no. You’re not getting me anywhere near its rear. My grandfather got kicked in the face. Never saw straight after that.”

“Wink?”

The diner owner made a grand gesture to her outfit, emphasizing her footwear.

Ella did a double take. “Why on earth are you wearing heels? You walked all the way here in those?”

“They were the only black shoes I had.” 

Ella silently counted to five then inched forward herself. Her running shoes squashed two inches into the muck. 

Pulling her shirt up over her nose, she extended a hand and crept towards the horse’s backside. She was no horse expert, but she knew enough to not stand directly behind it. 

She approached what she was calling the backside-side and tapped the soft surface as she had with Chapman’s Appaloosa. The animal didn’t so much as flick its tail. 

She poked it, this time receiving a snort.

“Growing old here,” Flo said from the other, more appealing end of the horse.

“You’re already there,” Wink retorted.

Ella grew bolder and nudged it. When that failed, she pushed, but the beast may as well have been a wall. “Anyone know how to move a horse?” 

“Sure,” Wink said. “Flo, get some hay.”

“Why do I have to get it?”

“Fine,” Wink said with an exasperated sigh. “I’ll get it.”

Ella heard Wink trip around in the dark, moving deeper into the barn. When she didn’t immediately return, Flo took to humming show tunes as off-key as possible. After Ella asked her to keep her voice down so Six didn’t overhear, she took to pestering Ella about the ISS.

“They probably built it so they could have a meeting place for the aliens, you know, out of the prying eyes of the public.”

“Yes. That must be why.” Ella shifted her weight from foot to foot. She could no longer smell the manure underfoot which she found disconcerting.

Wink’s voice cut through the darkness. “Couldn’t find any hay.”

“What? Seriously?” Ella stared at the animal in front of her—mostly its backside because she hadn’t moved. 

“Just give it a good tap on its hindquarters,” Flo suggested. “It’s what they do in the movies.”

“You mean its backside-side? I already tried that.”

“Hindquarters,” Flo repeated, drawing out the word like she was talking to a six-year-old.

Ella eyed the hindquarters skeptically and muttered, “I like my word better.” 

After much deliberating, she stepped sideways, closer to its tail and gave the horse’s flank a generous pat. 

She’d expected it to react, make some sort of vocalization, and trot out of the stall like a perfectly good horse. What she hadn’t expected was for it to whinny like it’d been shot, kick it’s back legs out through the side of the barn, and retreat further back, all while knocking Ella over.

She landed with a nice splat in a soft pile of excrement and let out a scream that came out a gurgle due to her mouth being inches from the manure.

“Ella!” Wink’s silhouette appeared at the stall door. “Are you alright?”

It took Ella a few shuddering breaths to be able to find her voice. “No. But I’m not hurt.” 

She bit her lip to keep her mouth closed. She could taste the manure. Taste it. Her gag reflex kicked in, and she was grateful no one could see her.

“Are you throwing up?” Flo asked.

“What? No.” Ella wiped her mouth.

Wink’s voice was urgent. “Come on! There’s no way Six didn’t hear that.”

Ella started. In her manure-filled horror, she’d forgotten about the outlaw. 

Her heartbeat drummed in her ears as she did her best Michael Phelps impression and swam for safety. What started out as progress deteriorated when she slipped, limbs flailing, and made a perfectly formed poop angel. 

Somewhere outside, a screen door slapped open then closed. Through the slats, Ella saw a shadow pass over the windows of the cabin.

“I think he’s coming,” she rasped as she rolled onto the dry ground at Flo’s feet, fighting the urge to kiss the excrement-free ground. 

Wink had stationed herself near a hole in the boards. “I don’t think so. He’s walking around his house.”

“We should go.” Ella made a move for the door, but Wink stopped her. If they went out the front, Six would see them. They had to find another exit.

“Let him find us.” Flo ripped open her jacket and pulled out something long and dark.

Ella stopped mid-search for an exit. “Oh my God. Is that—is that a Tommy Gun? You brought a Tommy Gun?!” She tried to keep her voice down but with each passing moment, it became more shrill.

“Wink said, ‘bring a gun,’ so I bought a gun.” Flo struggled to keep the gun aloft with her soft arms. “What’s got your panties in a twist?”

“Wh-what? You do. You’ve got my panties in a twist with your freaking bazooka!”

“It’s not a bazooka.” She seemed far too disappointed by this fact. “It’s just like the one Bonnie and Clyde had.”

“It didn’t work out so well for them,” Wink pointed out from her post.

Yes,” Ella said, “yes, thank you, Wink. It didn’t work out well for them at all.” Her voice had risen a whole octave now. 

She glanced over at Wink while her hands went back to groping along the wall, finding nothing but ropes and sharp pointy things. “Why aren’t you more upset by this? I feel like you should be more upset.”

“Used to it, I guess. Just be grateful she didn’t bring her howitzer.”

Ella’s mouth worked back and forth like a fish sucking air, and she rounded on the large outline wielding a deadly weapon. “You—you have a howitzer? Like the heavy artillery militaries use? The ones that look like cannons?” 

Flo’s chest inflated, but before she could answer, Wink said, “We’ve got bigger fish to fry. He’s coming this way. Hurry!”

Since there was nowhere to run, they scrambled for a place to hide. Just as they leaped into an adjacent stall, the barn door squealed open.

Ella tensed and held her breath. The jangle of spurs broke the silence followed by Six’s throaty drawl.

“Who’s there?”







CHAPTER 22







SIX STOOD IN the doorway, a black shape against freckles of stars. “Anybody there? Come on out. Ain’t gonna hurt you much. Just put a couple of holes in you.”

The click of his revolver bit the air. 

Ella’s whole body went rigid. On one side of her, Wink tensed, while on the other, Flo’s hand was searching for the trigger on her own weapon. 

Ella reached over and covered the woman’s veiny hand. It wasn’t that she didn’t want her shooting at Six, it was that the gun was currently backward, the barrel pointing behind them. 

Six’s spurs jangled like loose change with each step, marching a rhythm that matched Ella’s heart, beat for beat. 

Should they make a run for it? There was only one of him and three of them—two of which were handicapped by either footwear or an alarming lack of fitness. So, his chances of shooting them were still high.

She looked over at Wink, trying to pierce the darkness with her silent question. Wink’s head dipped in a nod.

With slow, silent movements, Ella situated into a crouch, her legs coiled with tension, ready to sprint. 

She pulled in a breath. The outlaw was only five yards away.

Meanwhile, her hands moved over their surroundings, searching for anything that could be used as a weapon—besides the Tommy Gun on her left.

Three yards. 

Her hands found neither a sharp nor a blunt object, but what they did find was hay. Lots and lots of hay.

One yard. 

The clink of his boots stopped. 

Ella froze. She could hear Six breathing. 

Any moment, he would peek over the stall door and spot them. If they moved now, they had the element of surprise. Also, she was concerned that if she waited, Flo would take matters into her own hands.

Ella gritted her teeth and flung herself at the stall door. 

Two things happened simultaneously. 

As the door hit Six with the force of a hurricane, the buckskin startled and finally bolted out of its stall, colliding with the cowboy a second after the door did.

Six became a heap on the ground, the horse towering over him. 

“Whoa, Duke. Easy. How’d you get out?”

But Duke, the horse, would hear none of it. He reared again then vaulted over the outlaw and made a mad dash for freedom. Duke’s hooves thundered over the ground as he fled, carrying on like a bat out of hell. 

Six scrambled to his feet and chased after the horse, yelling obscenities. The barn grew oddly still.

Wink picked dirt off her shawl. “Well, that worked out well.”

Ella looked over and blinked. Flo’s gun hung limply at her side, her shoulders drooping. “I didn’t get to use my gun.”

“Gee, that’s too bad.” Ella patted her on her back. “Maybe we can do some target practice with it later.” A lot of target practice.

Flo’s back straightened, and her beehive swung back and forth like a dog wagging its tail.

“Well?” Wink said, moving towards the stall door. “What are we waiting for? Let’s get to snooping.”

“What?” Ella said. “Are you serious? That was too close of a call.”

“That? That was nothing. And circumstances haven’t changed. Rose is still a suspect, isn’t she?”

“I guess so.” Ella kicked the ground and moved towards the door, her shoes shuffling over the soft surface of straw. 

“Hay,” Flo said loudly.

Ella gave her a once-over, growing more uncertain of the woman’s frame of mind. “Hey, yourself.”

“No, idiot. Hay.” Her hand swept over the ground then to the corner of the stall, a few feet from where they’d been hiding. Ella turned on her phone’s light and directed the beam over stacks and stacks of hay.

“Well, that’s useful.” She turned off the light, sighed, and headed for the barn door.

The two women trailed behind her. 

“Didn’t you check that stall?” Flo asked Wink. “It was literally across from us.”

“I did. But if you hadn’t noticed, it’s dark.”

“Not too dark to see a mountain of hay. I saw it.”

Ella shushed them as they stepped outside, unsure of Six’s current location. Hopefully, Duke had lured him far, far away. Across the border would be helpful. The night air sent goosebumps up her arms as she strained to hear either man or horse.

It took a great deal of effort to get her two accomplices to be quiet long enough, but finally, Ella heard a faint whinny followed by shouts from somewhere deep in the apple trees.

With the coast clear, they stole towards the cabin at last. Ella pressed her back against the smooth logs. Her ears pricked at the smallest of sounds.

Something crashed into a bush. Ella whipped her head around. Bending low, Flo fished out her gun.

“Oops.” As the older woman grasped the weapon, she lingered, her nostrils working as she sniffed the air. “Poop.”

Wink let out a disgusted noise. “What?”

“I smell poop.”

“We just came from a barn,” Wink replied. 

Ella moved away from Flo. “I don’t smell anything.”

“It literally smells like we’re standing in horse sh—”

“Well, we’re not,” Wink snapped. “Honestly, I think you’ve lost it sometimes.”

“How can you not smell that? I can practically see it, it’s so strong.”

While the two bickered over the source of the smell and whether or not they should burn their clothes after this, Ella stood on tiptoes at Six’s window.

She had expected to see a dilapidated, trashed-out interior, full of dust and clutter, but was surprised to find the living quarters clean and sparse. The lodging consisted of a single room with a mattress for a bed, a table and chair, and a blackened fireplace. A couple of candles burned on the table, giving the weak illumination they’d seen from the lane.

A small lean-to was attached at the north side of the cabin. Judging by the many holes in the structure and the smell wafting out, her guess was it had to be an outhouse. She made a point of blaming it on the source of the smell. 

Looking over the interior, Ella wondered what their next move could be. If there was any evidence connecting Six to the break-in, it wasn’t observable from her perch outside.

“We could go in,” Wink suggested.

“Then we’d be breaking and entering.”

Flo’s face lit up. “So?”

Ella opened her mouth then stopped, considering it. They were already trespassing.

She glanced back inside the cabin, her eyes catching on the table shoved against the opposite wall. “Maybe we won’t have to. Follow me.”

Without waiting for a response, Ella traipsed around to the backside of the cabin, her two friends tripping their way after her.

Unlike the windows on the front of the cabin, this one was higher, but it was also perfectly positioned over the table. 

“I need a boost,” she said.

Both women stared at her.

“Why you?” Flo’s lower lip jutted out. “I want to see. It’s my turn.”

“If we hoist you up,” Wink said, “we’d be in back braces for weeks.”

Flo gave Wink the bird. 

Ella feared Six would be back soon and pleaded with them. After a little more deliberation and name-calling, they relented.

Weaving their fingers together, their hands became a base that Ella could step on.

“Higher,” she whispered.

Wink groaned, and Flo made a squealing noise that wasn’t unlike a balloon slowly deflating as they lifted Ella higher. As she rose unsteadily, Ella was forced to use both sets of hair as holds to steady herself. 

On closer inspection, “furniture” would be too generous of a word to describe the pile of sticks joined by straps of leather that made up the table and chair directly beneath her now. 

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Flo hissed, “why do you smell like a sewer?”

Ella ignored her and dug her manure-covered sneaker in to get higher. This resulted in Flo’s hands sagging and her complaining about the stench kicking up a notch.

Papers and manilla folders littered the scratched surface of the table. Ella pressed her nose to the glass, her breath fogging up the surface. 

Familiar, elegant cursive writing filled the smattering of papers. It tickled her brain, but she couldn’t place where she’d seen the penmanship before. 

On closer inspection, the leafs of loose paper weren’t letters like she’d thought. They were formatted more like journal entries, or a log of some kind, with dates posted in the margins. 

Ella turned her attention to the folders to see if she could read the tabs. That’s when she caught the pink nail polish stain pooled in the bottom, left corner of nearly every one. 

She let out a small gasp. She’d done it, she’d found the missing link between Six and the break-in.

“What?” Flo’s hands gave out, and Ella toppled over, landing on Wink.

The diner owner flailed about like she was covered in bees. “Get off! You’re getting poop all over me!”

Ella rolled off, pouring apologies out of her mouth in an endless stream, ending with, “It’s Flo’s fault.”

“Is not! I can’t help it if you weigh too much.”

Wink struggled to her feet. “She’s half your size! And maybe if you used those arms to lift more than ice cream, you could’ve held her up!”

“Sh!” Ella broke in. “Do you hear something?”

They stood still, straining their ears. It wasn’t what they heard, but what they didn’t hear. Six’s shouts—which had up until now been a constant accompaniment to the crickets—had gone silent.

“We need to get out of here.” She turned to find Flo had already deserted them. “I see how it is.”

Wink pushed Ella into a jog. Within a minute, they’d caught up with the old coot.

Ella took the lead, glancing over her shoulder. It was too dark to see much, but Flo’s Darth Vader breaths assured her she was still there, although the distance between them was growing greater by the second.

“Wink?” Ella called, trying to keep her voice down.

“I’m here. I can’t run in these shoes.”

“So take them off.” Ella paused so Wink could kick off her heels, telling Flo to keep going. 

Her hands on her hips, Ella stared out into the orchard, trying to pierce the veil of darkness and branches. A moment later, she heard the sound of hooves pounding over the ground off to their right followed by Six’s verbal commands for Duke to run faster.

Ella wrenched Wink’s elbow forward, and they broke into a run.

“Flo!” Ella said when they came astride of her. “He’s coming!”

“Hide in the trees!” Wink ordered. 

With surprisingly strong hands, Wink shoved them towards the orchard. They each took a tree and ducked behind them.

Ella pressed her body against the bark and listened for Duke over the sound of Flo’s wheezing. She couldn’t tell which direction Six was headed.

“I think he’s moving away,” Wink whispered.

Ella nodded then remembered they couldn’t make out the movement in the dark. “Let’s wait it out another minute, then get going.”

They stood quietly, listening and waiting. Ella scratched at her poison oak rash, wishing she’d applied more of the homemade remedy.

A tree over, Flo sighed for the fifth time. “Can we go yet?”

“Hey, Flo, remember that time you were too winded to talk? Happened, like, a couple minutes ago?” Ella said. “Remember that? I miss that. That was a good time.”

Before Ella could hear whatever great comeback the crazy woman had, Wink said, “I think it’s safe. Let’s get out of here.”

There was a rustle of twigs and leaves as they emerged from their cover. 

Ella set the pace to a brisk walk. “So, what are the chances Six knows it was us?”

“I’d say pretty high,” Wink responded.

“Yeah, but he didn’t see us.”

“Still high.”

Flo elbowed Ella out of the lead, forcing her to walk “downwind” from them. 

When they passed Twin Springs, Ella felt safe enough to turn her flashlight app on. The small light illuminated her ruined clothes and a rather disheveled looking Wink. 

What surprised Ella the most was that Flo’s hair appeared to still be intact. She couldn’t be certain, but if she had to guess, the woman used one part glue, one part cement for her beehive.

She watched her struggle with the Tommy Gun. “Flo, I’m no firearms expert, but I’m pretty sure, you’re not supposed to have your finger on the trig—”

The rest of Ella’s words were cut off by the rapid succession of gunfire. The end of the barrel lit up like a Christmas tree.

Even if Flo had been ready for the gun to fire, Ella wasn’t sure she had enough muscle to control it.

Flo’s one-handed trigger pull sent the submachine gun firing in an arc. She toppled backward in slow motion, the weapon firing all the way down like it was glued to her hand.

When Flo’s curvy backside hit the dirt, it wrenched the gun loose. A sudden silence took over, but Ella barely noticed over the ringing in her ears.

Nobody moved. Flo’s chest pumped up and down, her arms and legs spread akimbo. Even the crickets were silent.

Ella cleared her throat. “You think Six heard that?”

Wink didn’t bother responding. She grabbed a handful of Flo’s clothes and dragged her a foot before Flo found her footing and stood. They took off sprinting.

Ella scooped the antique gun up and ran. As if they had one mind, all three jumped into the orchard and kept running. 

She ducked through row after row, hoping the shortcut would get them to Main Street faster, as well as provide the necessary cover needed to outrun Six.

More than once, she stumbled over clumps of dirt or tree roots. She had thought it dark at the rock flats, but even the faint starlight was swallowed by the orchard.

It wasn’t until she spotted the warm glow of the street lamps that she realized she’d lost sight of her friends. 

Her shoes squished and pounded onto the sidewalk. Ella collapsed under the nearest light, gulping for air, and waited for the other two to emerge.

Shortly after, Wink rolled out of the branches, breathing heavily. Ella patted the grass beside her. 

Sweat beaded down her forehead. She swiped it with her glove, then realized she’d just spread manure and mud over her skin.

They waited ten minutes before they climbed to their feet and began pacing the tree line. Another five minutes elapsed before Flo crawled out of a row, hunched over, her lungs making a concerning whistling sound.

Without a word, Wink pulled one of Flo’s arms over her shoulder while Ella grabbed the other. Together, they dragged their feet down the sidewalk, the Tommy Gun swinging beside Ella.







CHAPTER 23







ELLA SLEPT IN the next morning. When she awoke, she rolled onto her back, took stock of her sore muscles, and stared at the ceiling. 

Despite it being well after midnight when she and Flo had stumbled up the stairs, Ella had gone straight to the bathroom and taken the longest bath in the history of baths. Up until now, she hadn’t minded that the old bathroom didn’t have a shower, but last night had proved to be a chore, digging out manure from every nook and cranny.

She let out a long-suffering sigh. It was Saturday, and, mercifully, Wink had told her she could take a later shift. 

This was her seventh day in Keystone Village. So many events had been packed into the week that it felt like she’d lived in the town for months. The inn was already beginning to feel like home. Heck, she’d even experienced two different seasons in the span of a few days.

Her thoughts drifted to what she’d seen at Jesse’s the night before. What was in those folders that was so important? Those scraps of journal papers were Kay’s. Had she mentioned Six’s still? But why not just burn them if there was something incriminating? Also, there was still the issue of Kay’s missing clothes. 

Ella felt like she was putting a mental puzzle together but the pieces didn’t all fit. She was missing something.

She’d hoped to find something that took the spotlight off Rose and put it back onto Jesse. The folders and papers did that, but now there was the problem of how to tell the sheriff without explaining how she knew.

Ella slipped into her running clothes for the comfort and the fabric’s amazing ability to wick away sweat rather than for any ambitious plans to go for a run. She’d had her fill the previous night. Besides, her running shoes were currently outside on the stoop in their poop-covered glory, baking in the sun.

In the kitchen, after she’d rubbed the late night from her eyes and poured a cup of coffee, she picked apart one of Wink’s gooey apple cinnamon rolls. 

She had just poured cream into her second cup when she noticed Jimmy outside the picture window. He sat under the towering oak tree, staring at the glassy lake, his shoulders slumped. 

Pain pierced her heart, and she felt the sudden urge to unburden her conscience. She took a couple of steps towards the back door then stopped. He had a right to know she was the reason his wife was in jail, yet, she couldn’t gather the courage to face him.

“I’ll fix this,” she whispered. 

Slowly, she turned on her heel, laced up her less-than-white canvas shoes, and walked out the front door. She mentally added cleaning shoes to her list of things to do as she stepped onto the sidewalk. She didn’t feel like running, but a long walk would loosen her muscles and clear her head.

The desert sun had long since crested Twin Hills, and she could tell it was going to be an especially hot one. As her feet found a rhythm, she strolled through the heart of the town, passing the library and the sheriff’s office. She tried not to think about Rose huddled in her cell inside. 

She needed to figure out a way to tell the sheriff about Kay’s files in Six’s cabin. If she could think of a reason to get him to search the place, he’d come across them himself.

Already, Ella’s lungs burned. She chose to believe the desert was at a higher elevation than she was used to and the lack of oxygen was why she gasped for air and not because she had put on weight.

Veering off the sidewalk, Ella followed the trail circling the lake. A couple of fisherman on the docks waved at her as she passed. Beneath them, water lapped at the pylons, and she listened to the steady sound fade as she passed. 

A quarter of the way around the lake, the serenity was interrupted by loud, angry voices. Ella slowed her steps, homing in on the cacophony. Two male voices came from one of the small cottages, booming and overlapping each other, one of them sounding familiar.

“They’re dead because of you!”

“I didn’t do nothing!”

Ella’s shoes stuttered to a stop. Who was dead?

“I pay you to fertilize my fields, not kill my livestock,” the familiar voice said.

“I used the same stuff I’ve always used! It’s safe, I tell you.”

The first voice swore then said, “I’m not paying you.”

“You have to! My family and I will starve if you don’t!”

“Not my problem.”

Footsteps sounded, and the screen door on the cottage burst out. Ella jolted and resumed her walk, hoping she succeeded in making it look like a late morning stroll and that she hadn’t just been eavesdropping. 

When she felt enough time had passed to be nonchalant, she looked back in time to see a flash of a gray suit before the bushes lining the bend in the trail hid the person from view.

Ella pumped her legs as she resumed her trek around the lake, all the while playing the conversation on a loop in her head. 

Back at the inn, she chugged down a glass of water then changed into her last pair of clean clothes. Her fingers brushed over a sweater, the one piece of clothing she’d packed that wasn’t a t-shirt, sweatshirt, or running gear. She’d have to ask where people shopped in the village.

She remembered seeing a sewing machine in one of the rooms downstairs, and her stomach tightened. If the residents made their own clothes, she was out of luck. If her attempt at sewing a dress was anything like her one and only attempt at making a pillowcase, then she suspected it would come out with an extra sleeve and an unintentional a-line… much like the pillowcase had.

Since Rose was in the slammer, Ella’s choices for wardrobe advice on where to shop were limited to Crazy Flo or Grandma Wink. She shivered. Maybe she’d wait for Rose.

When finished changing, she tossed dirty clothes atop the Mt. Everest-sized pile in the corner. If she put off doing laundry any longer, the patrons at the diner would complain about the stench. 

Speaking of stench, she thought, looking over at a bag in the corner that held her clothes from last night. She didn’t have much experience with manure—virtually none—so she wasn’t certain how well it washed out.

Since the town had a finite supply of clothing, Ella decided to try to salvage the outfit. She left her pants and shirt soaking in the bathtub, the task taking twice as long with one hand since the other was occupied plugging her nose.

When Ella stepped out into the hall, she noticed Flo’s door was cracked, a single eye peering out.

“Flo,” Ella said by way of greeting.

Flo spoke through the crack. “That was fun last night.”

“You have a very messed up idea of fun.”

“I want my gun back.”

Ella hesitated, wondering if the town was safer with the woman down one less weapon. “Under my bed.”

She left Flo to her lurking and headed downstairs. After grabbing a couple of soft chocolate-chip cookies from the cookie jar, she settled into a chaise in the library. 

Warm sunshine poured through the windows, melting the chocolate chips and blanketing her. After she’d licked her fingers clean, she began to nod off.




An hour later, Ella descended the grand staircase, gingham dress swooshing from side to side like a bell with each step. She’d managed to smear on some mascara and lip gloss, as well as gather her hair into a high knot. She felt pretty put together. Not Rose put together, but presentable.

In Grandma’s Kitchen, a couple of lone customers sat at the lunch counter and a family with two small children occupied the corner booth.

Ella found Wink in the kitchen, elbows-deep in suds, scrubbing dishes. 

“Don’t you have a dish washer? I mean, not a dishwasher, but like a person to do that?”

Wink’s lips puckered with effort. “I do. But I like to take a turn every now and then. Keeps me young.”

Ella eyed the woman with blue hair up and down. If she started behaving any younger, the years might peel right off. Actually, maybe that wasn’t a bad idea, and she should have a turn.

“Did I see you walking around the lake earlier?” Horatio asked from the fryer. A burger patty sizzled on the grill next to him.

“Yeah. Hey, do you know who lives in that green cottage over there.” She pointed in the general direction of the place. “It’s got a large lilac bush in the yard and a picket fence.”

“If it’s the one I’m thinking of, that’s Tom’s place.” Wink let the dish fall in the sink. “That’s as good as I’m going to get it.”

“I’ll take a turn.” Ella elbowed her out of the way then attacked the caked-on cheese with a scouring pad.

“I thought that was the Millers’ place.” Horatio waved a spatula at Wink, sending drops of grease spraying over them.

“No. The Millers’ house is that gaudy purple. Why anyone would paint their house that color—”

“But they got a picket fence.”

“So does half the town. Do the Millers have a lilac bush in their front yard?”

The cook’s face scrunched up. “I am not sure what a lilac bush looks like.”

Wink rolled her eyes as she scooted out of the kitchen to check on the customers. After she left, the door swung back and forth on its hinges several times.

Ella asked, “So, who’s Tom?”

The spatula scraped the grill, and the sizzle of the burger filled the air. 

“Farmer.”

“A farmer who’s got a cottage by the lake?”

“Well, he was a farmer from his time. He’s a—what’s it called? Transplant? He’s like us. Wasn’t any farmland available for him here, so he took what he could. I think he’s hoping one of the families will leave, and he can buy some property.”

Ella churned the words over in her mind as she laid a plate next to him then set to work prepping the fixings for a Belly Buster. “What’s he do?”

“Oh, he still helps out where he can. Either on the Bradford dairy or the ranch south of town.”

“Keystone has a South?”

The cook laughed. “Good point. For us, Main Street runs north and south.”

Ella nodded. It was similar to how she’d orientated the town. “So, Twin Hills is northeast then?”

“Yep.”

“Except when the sun sets behind it.”

“Yeah, it gets confusing. But you’ll get used to it.”

Ella appreciated the confidence, however misplaced it might be. “So, this Tom, does he fertilize the fields around Bradford Farms?”

Horatio shrugged, slapping a patty down on the bun. “Probably. I don’t really know.” 

His hands worked like a machine. She’d barely blinked and the burger sat before her, dripping with blue cheese and crisp strips of bacon. 

He handed it to her. “Why’re you so curious about him, anyhow?” His face lit up, and he wiggled his thick eyebrows. “He’s married. But I got another friend who’s single and would suit you. About twenty years older, but who can be picky in this town?”

Ella grimaced. “I’ll keep that in mind. Your buns are burning.”

Horatio looked over his shoulder, yelped, and frantically freed the buns from the toaster. She whisked out of the kitchen before he tried to fix her up on a date. 

Another customer had set up at the counter, and Ella was surprised to see it was the mayor. His suit jacket spilled over the sides of the swivel seat. He leaned forward on his elbows, tie bathing in his coffee, as he talked animatedly with Wink.

Ella kept one eye on them as she placed the Belly Buster in front of the man in the corner booth. Wink’s typical smile didn’t reach her eyes, and her body language conveyed that she had better things to do besides listening to him drone on.

After refilling the family’s cups of waters, Ella wandered over to the counter to see if Wink needed rescued.

“Ah, Ella. Nice to see you again.” 

Mayor Bradford’s hand shot out and pumped hers in a hearty, sweaty shake—most of the enthusiasm on his part. The moment he released his grip, she discreetly wiped her hand over her skirt. 

“You going to the potluck tomorrow?”

She shot Wink a confused look. “I thought the town hall meetings were every other week?”

“Oh, they are,” he answered for the older woman. “But we have a potluck the other Sundays.”

“So, a potluck every Sunday?”

The Mayor’s face scrunched up, and he looked to Wink for help.

“Ella,” Wink said, “that wasn’t a potluck after the meeting.”

“Then what do you call that spread? Looked like a freaking buffet to me.”

Wink shrugged. “That was just some post-meeting refreshments.”

Ella wasn’t certain she’d put glazed ham and homemade ice cream in the refreshments category, but who was she to judge?

“Well,” she said, “if there’s food, then I’m there.”

The mayor beamed. “You’re in for a real treat. When I got to this town, you should’ve seen it. Everything was so disorganized. New people were getting stranded here all the time, and no one knew about it.”

Ella nodded politely, wondering what this had to do with the potluck.

“So, I decided to do something about it. Every two weeks, the townspeople gather to socialize, get to know each other better, and learn the new faces. It’s worked out better than I could’ve hoped.” He leaned in, a greasy smile spreading over his face. “Our people have been united ever since. Now, I don’t think I deserve all of the credit, mind you, but if it weren’t for our meetings and the potluck—”

“The potlucks have been going on long before you arrived in town, Earl.” Wink’s usually sweet tone had a bite to it.

“True. But they weren’t consistent. And there was still chaos—”

“Because we were just trying to figure out how to survive. There was no electricity. No food. If it weren’t for Twin Springs, we would’ve had to boil lake water.”

Mayor Bradford leaned back so far on his stool, Ella feared he’d fall over. His eyes darted back and forth as he searched for a response.

A customer approached the cash register, putting an end to the discussion. Ella eavesdropped for a moment as he tried to settle his bill with a dozen eggs as payment.

“Can I get you anything, sir?” she offered the mayor.

“Sure. Be a dear and top off my coffee, will you?” 

Ella’s hackles raised at him calling her dear, but she gave him a pass since he was from a different era.

 After obliging, she refilled the cream and sugar tray in front of him. Despite the facade, she knew he had to be hurting. His only child had been killed the week before. 

Ella tried to make small talk as she wiped up the mess of spilled sugar she’d just made.

“I got to see Kay’s place yesterday. It’s really cute.”

“Why were you at her place?” 

The rag in Ella’s hand froze halfway across the counter. “Will wanted to pick up a few things there. He’d said you were fine with it.”

He blinked before taking a long slurp from his coffee. “Right, right. That place was a dirty hole in the wall. She didn’t belong there.”

Ella stared at him. “I didn’t see the studio before the break-in, but I thought it looked pretty clean. And cute. There’s a great view of the forest—”

“What break-in?”

Her insides turned cold. He didn’t know? Of course, Kay wouldn’t have told him. They hadn’t been close. But Ella figured in such a small town, everyone would’ve known about it.

“Break-in? Did I say ‘break-in’? I meant, ‘Taken’.” As if that was somehow better.

Quickly, she screwed the metal lid back on the sugar, misaligning the threading. She’d fix it later.

“That still doesn’t make sense.”

“Hm? Doesn’t it? I’m sure it does.”

She took a step back to make a hasty retreat, but Mayor Bradford’s clammy hand shot out and curled around her forearm. 

His genial demeanor slipped away. “What break-in?” His words turned stoney, grating her ears and filling her with fear. So, this was the man whom Kayline had known.

“I don’t know anything. Just that her house was broken into.” She wasn’t trying to protect Six so much as protect Kay’s privacy.

Something shifted behind his eyes, and the unctuous smile returned as he released her. “I see. I’ll have to pay Sheriff Chapman a visit then. See what he can tell me.” 

He got up from his stool, situated his tie, and turned to leave without paying. He paused. 

“Word of advice: you may want to keep out of other people’s affairs. Small town like this, no one likes a busybody, and there’s still a killer on the loose.”

The door jangled pleasantly as he stepped out onto the blistering sidewalk. Despite the wave of heat blasting through the open doorway, a chill crept up Ella’s spine.







CHAPTER 24







BY THE TIME Ella turned the sign for Grandma’s Kitchen to “closed,” she’d made a plan. She couldn’t tell the sheriff about Six’s possession of Kay’s journal and folders without revealing she’d trespassed on his property. 

She could, perhaps, show him the button she’d found in Kay’s apartment, the one tying the outlaw to the break-in, but it wasn’t a very convincing piece of evidence. What she needed was something more solid. She needed Six to admit to it. 

Deciding to take advantage of her era’s technology—and watching too many episodes of crime TV—she’d come up with an idea. It wasn’t her best, but definitely in the top five. Above straightening her hair but below dumping her last boyfriend.

Ella found Wink in the kitchen, her arms dusted in flour, lasagna noodles scattered about like a deck of cards. The diner owner’s brows were furrowed, and she muttered under her breath. 

“You okay, Wink?”

“Fine, fine.” The older woman’s blue hair slid forward, her eyes trained on the knife in her hands. Her lips moved fervently, muttering, “She isn’t beating me again. I don’t care what she says.”  

Ella backed through the swinging door on tiptoes, calling out, “Okay. I’ll just be heading out now. Night and good luck with… whatever this is.” If Wink had heard, she didn’t respond.

After changing back into her least fragrant clothes, Ella scooped up her phone from the dresser and left the inn. Outside, a lone cloud drifted across a pink sunset. 

She swallowed the doubts rising in her chest and marched down Main Street, going over her plan. Her phone had nearly a full charge, and her voice recording app was open. All she had to do was press the big red symbol, and it would begin recording. Of course, Six would probably put a bullet between her eyes on sight, so getting the details right really didn’t matter.

She’d gone two blocks when screams and a hail of gunfire pulled her from her thoughts. She spun around. Her first thought was to look for Flo and her Tommy Gun. 

A handful of people fled L Street, screaming and dispersing. In the chaos, a bicyclist slammed into a bush, popped up, and rabbited away.

A moment later, Six and Duke burst onto Main Street. The outlaw’s arm flailed back, pointing his six-shooter behind him. The air exploded with more gunfire. 

All around, passersby dived for cover. Ella scrambled for the first thing she could find: a rust-covered, neglected post office drop box. 

Nearby, Will’s friend Jenny ducked behind a blue Oldsmobile, her expression frozen in terror.

“Not again,” she cried.

Again? 

“What’s happening?” Ella called over, but her words were drowned out by several more shots. The brick in the library behind her exploded, spraying red shrapnel over the sidewalk. 

Jenny made eye contact with Ella before bolting from her cover, leaving Ella alone.

“Really?” Ella shrieked.

She shrunk further behind the drop box, wondering if she could make it to the line of parked cars. Back on the street, the thunder of hooves reached a crescendo, and Ella peeked around the side of her cover.

Sheriff Chapman rode his Appaloosa horse, gun drawn. “Stop right there, Six!” 

By way of response, Six loosed another volley of rounds. He dismounted from Duke and dodged for the line of parked cars—right in front of Ella.

He slid over the hood of a jalopy, Dukes of Hazzard style, and crouched behind the wheel well five feet from Ella. He spilled the spent shells from his revolver all over the sidewalk.

“Where’d you go, Six?” Chapman’s voice sang from someplace down the street. “You can’t hide from me. I got you this time.”

Six pulled more ammo from his cartridge belt and scrambled to load his gun. He hadn’t spotted Ella yet. His attention elsewhere, she could end this before someone got hurt.

After sucking in air, she sprang from her hiding spot and leaped the distance to him, arms out for a tackle. 

He moved, and she landed next to him in a heap.

“Howdy, Ella.” His tone was as casual as if talking about the weather. And then he did talk about the weather. “Nice day, huh?”

“Sure, if you like skin-melting temperatures,” she gasped, clutching a rib.

His cavalier attitude over the fact that she’d just tried to tackle him got under her skin. He clearly didn’t see her as a threat.

She rolled onto her knees, brushing gravel from her palms. “Jesse, what’re you doing?”

“Name’s Six, darlin’. And what’s it look like I’m doing?”

“Like you’re trying to get yourself killed.”

“That sorry excuse for a badge has messed with me for the last time. The jig is up. It ends today. They’ll be buryin’ one of us six feet under, and it ain’t gonna be me.” The gun now loaded, he slammed the cylinder home. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to have been on my property last night, were ya?” The muzzle pointed lazily in her direction.

“Nope. Definitely not. I don’t even know where you live.”

Chapman’s voice broke through the air, closer this time. “I know you’re here, Six. Save me some time, will you? Surrender now, and I might not kill you.”

Ella rolled onto the balls of her feet, thinking of how best to get the sheriff’s attention without Six putting a bullet in her. The outlaw seemed to read her thoughts, and the barrel of the gun drifted in her direction again. 

“Don’t even think about it.”

“You know, before I arrived in Keystone, I’d never had a gun pointed at me. Can you believe it? Not a single one.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “Now, hardly a day goes by I don’t.”

As she situated herself to a more comfortable position, it occurred to her that she had been on her way to Six’s to talk to him, and now, here he was. Maybe she could still get what she wanted while keeping him distracted at the same time so the sheriff could do his job. 

“You want me to stay quiet so the sheriff doesn’t find you? Then I need something from you in return.” It took nearly every bit of grit she had to meet his gaze. It was getting to be dusk, and his coal eyes were almost lost in the shadows of his cowboy hat. “Why did you break into Kay’s place?”

A crease formed across his forehead. “How’d you know?”

“Just tell me, and I won’t scream for Chapman.”

He continued to glare, but a different emotion flickered across his features. “Maybe you ain’t so yellow after all.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you to say. Now, why were you there?”

“I was looking for something.” He paused to listen, inclining his head in the direction of Chapman’s spurs singing through the air only ten yards away.

Ella was running out of time. “What were you looking for?”

“A folder.”

“What was in the folder?”

“Needed dirt on the mayor. See, he’s the one on the council that won’t approve my still. So, I figured, if I get dirt on him, then…”

“Then you could use it to blackmail him?”

“Somethin’ like that.”

Ella processed the information. “Did you find anything?”

He chuckled. “Sure did. But I ain’t tellin’ you. What good’s a secret if everyone knows?”

She couldn’t argue with him on that point. “How come Chapman didn’t find your prints anywhere in Kay’s?”

“Don’t they have gloves where you’re from? I mostly wear ‘em for riding, but they come in handy when I go places I don’t want others to know about.”

Before Ella could school him about DNA, Chapman stepped out from behind the jalopy and cocked the hammer back on his gun. 

“Come out with your hands up. Not you, Ella.” 

“Oh. No, right. Of course, you didn’t mean me.” She dropped her hands into her lap.

Six’s finger quivered near his trigger. 

Chapman raised his weapon higher. “I wouldn’t.”

Sneering, Six tossed his revolver aside. 

“Come on. Back to jail.” The sheriff shoved Six in front of him, one hand holding the gun to his back, the other clutching Six’s sweatshirt, and marched him down the sidewalk. 

Ella watched their retreating backs. Just when she thought she was getting used to this town, it revealed a new facet of crazy.

“Crazy Village, that’s what it should be called,” she muttered as she stretched her legs and tried to pump the adrenaline from her cramped muscles. It felt like she had ten cups of coffee coursing through her. It’d be a miracle if she could sleep tonight. But at least she’d gotten the information she wanted before Six was carted off. 

Ella slapped her forehead then fished her phone out of her pocket. She’d been so focused on not dying that she hadn’t pressed record. 

She ground her teeth. Maybe it wasn’t for nothing. She could tell the sheriff what Six had confessed, and he could finally have the right to search the cowboy’s cabin.

As she trudged back to the inn, her thoughts turned to the stolen papers and folders. What secrets lay within? 

She couldn’t imagine collecting dirt on her own father, which made her shudder to think what the mayor could have done to drive Kay to that point.

Back at the inn, Ella dragged her feet up the stairs, taking extra care to step over Fluffy, as exhaustion set in. It had been a long twenty-four hours. Between work, snooping around Six’s place, and the wild West shootout, she felt she could sleep for days.

As she stopped in front of her door, her right shoe stepped on a folded piece of paper. Her name was scrawled in lazy letters on the front. 

Who would write her a note? Her heart fluttered at the thought that maybe it was Will’s handwriting.

She flipped on the light in her room and clicked the door shut. Sinking to her soft mattress, she unfolded the scrap of paper.

There was only one sentence: 

Stop poking around, or you’ll be stranded in the desert forever. 







CHAPTER 25







ELLA SIPPED HER coffee in the cool morning breeze. The large oak leaves overhead whispered as she watched the ripples in the lake lap over the rocks. 

Try as she might, she couldn’t forget the note she’d found at her door the previous night. Someone knew she was snooping around. But who? Had Six suspected she’d sneaked onto his property and written it before the shootout?

Her mind drifted back to Kay’s notes on her father. With Six secured behind bars, maybe she could chance a second peek through his window to see if she could read them. Or maybe…

She swallowed the smooth roast, leaning forward. Will and Kay had been close, even after their breakup. Maybe she’d confided in him about the dirt she was collecting on her father. He had alluded to the fact they didn’t have a good relationship, but maybe he knew more than he let on. Chances were good he’d be at the potluck that evening, but Ella didn’t want to wait until then. 

She hurried through the rest of her coffee before going upstairs to get ready for the day. Her pile of dirty laundry taunted her from the corner of her room. It was next on the list of things to do after visiting Will. 

As she closed her door behind her, she realized she didn’t know where Will lived. She teetered at the top of the grand staircase, weighing her options. 

She could ask Crazy Flo, but she worried that conversation would devolve quickly. Rose was still locked up, and Wink lived too far away. She considered taking her car to Twin Hills but thought it ridiculous to drive out there unannounced, just to ask where someone else lived. 

She wished she knew the local phone numbers so she could make a call on the landline.

A loud crash echoed downstairs from the direction of one of the hallways. Flo’s raspy voice spilled profanities that made Ella want to wash out her ears. 

Scrambling down the steps, Ella hooked a hard right down the hall and glanced through each doorway she passed. Finally, she swung open the kitchen door and gasped.

“Flo! What happened?”

“That damn cat, that’s what happened!”

As she spoke, the cloud of fur that was Fluffy blurred past Ella’s feet before the door had a chance to swing shut.

Ella’s hand covered her mouth, her eyes taking in the carnage. Glass shards glistened from all over the waxed linoleum floor. However, what drew her attention and she found more disconcerting was the smears of red. 

“Is—is that blood?”

“Don’t be silly. Tomato paste.”

“Oh.” As if that explained everything. 

Her gaze finally tore away from the destruction on the floor to the counters. Measuring cups, mixing bowls, and spatulas littered the top. What little surface was visible was covered in what Ella approximated to be an entire bag of flour. 

“Did Fluffy do that, too?” She pointed at the blizzard.

“Huh?” Flo followed her gaze. “Oh. No, I did that. It’s part of my process.” 

“It looks like an entire season of Chopped in here.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

For the first time since Rose had been arrested, Ella hoped the innkeeper didn’t come home soon. 

She cleared her throat and tried to avert her gaze from the kitchen fray—which left her staring at the ceiling. 

“What are you making, anyway?”

“Making my famous lasagna for the potluck. It’s always the first thing gone, and everybody raves about it.” 

“Oh, Wink’s making lasagna too.”

Flo’s voice turned to a growl. “I know. Mine’s better.”

The old woman bent and began gathering the largest chunks of glass. After a few deep breaths, Ella looked down, groaned, then helped.

“I see. Well, one could never have too much lasagna, as my grandma would say. Actually, no that’s a lie. She never said that. But still… lasagna.” Ella patted her stomach.

Flo sniffed as she dumped the glass into the trash. “She thinks hers is so great. Then why does she always have leftovers, hm?”

Ella gave a small, noncommittal shrug, not wanting to get in the middle of a feud over a pasta dish. “I’m sure they’re both great.” 

She gathered what food she could with the dishrag while Flo rooted a mop out from the closet. While they cleaned, Ella asked if bullets flying down Main Street was a semi-regular occurrence.

Flo shook her head. “Naw, only happens once every couple of months, maybe.”

“Every couple of months?! What—why?”

“Dunno. Just how it’s always been since they showed up.” 

Ella sputtered then shook her head. She was going to have to come up with a bulletproof vest of some kind.

She rinsed the rag out in the sink, and the water turned cherry red. As nonchalant as she could, she said, “Oh, I was wondering if you could give me directions to Will’s place? I wanted to ask him something about Kay.”

Flo’s face lit up. “More investigating? That’s great ‘cause I’ve been wanting to try out my Colt—”

“No. No investigating. Where do you get these weapons, anyway?”

The older woman’s glasses slid down her nose as she turned away. “No place.”

“So, Will?”

“Couple blocks away. Over on J Street. Used to live by the lake, but he needed a bigger workshop. That’s where you’ll find him; not in his house. Just follow the noise.” 

After much chiding about Ella cleaning “wrong,” she told her the house number along with a description then kicked her out.

Ella was happy to oblige, told Flo not to burn the manor down, then let the kitchen door swing shut behind her.

J Street looked different in the daylight, without her slinking along the bushes, trying to shake Wink and Flo. Houses lined both sides of the street, the lots growing larger the further “south” she went. 

Where the road ended in the distance, the wind turbines she’d seen when she first stumbled into town rotated in a lazy breeze. Beyond the houses on her right, fields full of either wheat or grazing cattle and sheep stretched all the way to the distant demarcation of dunes.

Ella found the house number Flo had given her on a painted sign attached to a white picket fence. The two-story house was… unexpected.

Its soft yellow paint and white trim glowed in the morning light. Large hydrangeas grew next to a wraparound porch. Between the bursts of flowers, English ivy crept up the sides of the abode.

Ella stood under the shade of a tall maple tree, admiring the house. It was the kind of place she dreamed of owning one day. Cozy and safe. Full of dozens of summers with iced tea and gardening and cold winters of curling up by the fireplace. 

A prick of jealousy at Will’s good fortune distracted her momentarily from hearing the whir of machinery coming from around the side of the house. Ella remembered Flo saying that he’d probably be in his shop and headed towards the noise. 

The lawn swallowed her shoes as she wandered around the side, and she wondered how long it would take to turn brown if they remained in the desert.

A squat, metal structure that looked more overgrown shed than shop sat in the back. Ella rapped her knuckles on the heavy door and pressed her ear to its surface.

“Hello? Will?”

She wasn’t sure he could hear her over his metal grinder, so she slipped inside. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the yellow bulbs and dim light streaming from the one, grimy window. When they had, her jaw dropped.

The place was filled to the brim with tools, hardware, trinkets, gadgets, and many other things she couldn’t identify. But there was an organized chaos to it. It was like being in the laboratory or workshop of a mad scientist, parts Dr. Frankenstein, mechanic, and Martha Stewart rolled into one.

She wove around three busted TV sets and ducked under coils of power cords hanging from one of the rafters. 

Will leaned over a workbench, a soldering tool in hand. Light flashed in staccato bursts like she was at a dance club. Ella placed her hand on his shoulder, causing him to jump and whirl around. 

“Just me, Will.”

“Ella?” He turned off the soldering iron, and the faint buzz that had been coming from it cut off.

“Sorry, I knocked a few times, but…” Her voice trailed off as she turned a slow circle. “This place is amazing.”

“It’s a mess, but thank you.”

“What’re you working on?”

“Short distance, two-way radios.”

“Oh, like walkie-talkies?”

His face clicked with recognition. “Yes… yes. It was after my time, but I remember hearing that’s what they called them. Anyway, some of these farmers don’t have access to the landlines, and we don’t have the parts to hook up more lines.”

“That’s a great idea.”

“Thanks. They’re a long way off from finished. These smaller transceivers are proving to be problematic, especially since I’m salvaging the parts from other things.”

“Like MacGyver. All you need is duct tape.”

“I don’t see how tape would help.”

“No, it’s—doesn’t matter.”

He seemed relieved to drop the subject. “So, what brings you by?”

Ella sank onto the stool next to him. It rocked a little, so she was forced to lean into the workbench. “I—are those scones?” She indicated the plate full of fluffy white cranberry scones across from her.

“Yeah. Wink stopped by earlier to thank me for fixing her sink.” 

After dragging the plate closer, he offered her one. She grabbed two. The first bite broke off and melted in her mouth.

“I’m surprised she left the kitchen. She was working so hard on that lasagna of hers last night I thought I’d have to send for help.”

“Yeah, her and Flo have a bitter rivalry over who makes the better one. We’ve all agreed not to step in so we can keep reaping the benefits.” 

“But what if it gets more serious?”

“Oh, it’s been serious the last few months. Back in March, Flo poured laxative all over Wink’s dish. Nobody knew until the first bout of incontinence hit.”

Ella choked on a bite of scone. “What? And you guys still let them do this?”

“Sort of. That’s why the town bylaws were amended. They can only bring their lasagnas once every two months. Their names are in it and everything. Keeps the bathroom issues to a minimum.” His expression became haunted, and he shifted on his stool, leaving little doubt that he was one of the unfortunate ones who’d partaken in Wink’s dish.

“Those two fight like cats and dogs.”

“I think their friendship just goes back so far they forgot what made them friends in the first place.”

“Like a married couple.” Ella took another bite of scone, thinking about her parents. And her grandparents. And most of her married friends.

Will frowned. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“Doesn’t it? Do you know any happy couple?”

“Jimmy and Rose.”

“But they’re still in love. Everything’s still new and fresh, makes the love easier. No, I mean, do you know a married couple that’s been together longer than, say… thirty years who don’t peck at each other like hens?”

“Every couple argues. That doesn’t mean there’s no love in the marriage.”

“True. But there comes a point when that’s all they do, tear each other apart. They get so sick of each other, so familiar, that the love fizzles out. But they’re too codependent they can’t conceive of a life apart, so their relationship becomes this toxic, suffocating quagmire built on bitterness. It happens in every marriage.” She took a breath. 

“My God. You don’t really think that, do you?” Will searched her face.

Ella bit her lip as she felt tears prick the back of her eyes. Did she? “I don’t want to. But that’s all I’ve ever seen and experienced. I want to believe that it can be better, that a couple can argue and have their rough patches and still love each after fifty years. But time makes all things grow dull.”

He was quiet a long time before he finally said, “I feel sorry for you, El.”

His words stung and hit a part of her heart she hadn’t felt in a long time. She placed her half-eaten, forgotten scone back on the plate and stood, putting more space between them. 

“Sorry, I didn’t come for the heart-to-heart or the pity. I actually wanted to ask you something.”

He didn’t say anything but his face was open, waiting, so she plunged ahead.

“Did you know Kayline was gathering dirt on her father?”

Will’s eyebrows reached for his hairline. “What?”

Ella relayed everything Six had said.

“I had no idea. I wonder why she didn’t tell me.” He stared past her at some distant point. “It doesn’t surprise me, though.”

“What would she have found?”

He let out a deep breath. “Honestly? She wouldn’t ever tell me. She alluded to her father having done something unforgivable, something unspeakable, but she wouldn’t ever say what. I got the impression her tight lips were due more to trauma than anything else. 

“But I do know the reason the two of them were on the road that day they arrived in Keystone was because they were on the lam.”

“Really? From what?”

He shook his head. “She would never say. Why did Six tell you all this, anyhow?”

Ella picked at an invisible spot on her pants. “I may have threatened to reveal his hiding spot to the sheriff if he didn’t.” She told him about the shootout.

“Ella, that was foolish. He just tried to kill you.” 

“I know, I know.” 

“You sneaked into his cabin. What if he’d found you?”

“Technically, I didn’t go inside.”

He shot her a withering glare.

“Right. Not the point.” She held up her hands. “Look, there’s more I have to tell you. I’m sorry I waited. I just didn’t want you involved until I had evidence to back up my suspicions.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?” He crossed his arms. “Go on.”

“Six is the one who broke into Kay’s.”







CHAPTER 26







WILL STARED AT her. “He broke into Kay’s? Are you sure?”

“Yes. He all but admitted it.”

Will’s jaw twitched. Without warning, he slammed his hand down on the workbench. “That rummy! That sap! Good for nothing dewdropper!”

“Language, Will.” She feigned a gasp. “I’m just kidding. I have no idea what you just said.”

“And he did it just to get those documents?”

“Looks like it.”

He slouched on his stool, most of the fire dying in his eyes. “Well, you should’ve told me you were going to his place.” 

“So you could stop me?”

“Well, that. And if I failed—”

“You would have.”

“—I would’ve gone with you.”

“Really?” She tilted her head, seeing him in a different light.

“Really. I’m on your side, Ella. Why does that surprise you? What happened to you to make you distrust people so much?”

Something pinched in her chest. She pressed her lips together, collected herself, and stood. Their whole conversation that morning had gotten too personal, too fast.

“Look, I just thought you should know what’s going on.” She backed towards the door. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Next time I do something stupid, I’ll invite you along.”

“See that you do.” His mouth twitched, and for a moment, she thought he might smile. But the moment passed, and the levity in his eyes faded.

“Thanks for the scone,” she said then slipped out the door.

Her stomach twisted into knots the entire walk back home. Why had she said all of those things about marriage? Where had that even come from? 

Sure, the topic had come up in past relationships, but it’d never gotten to the point where she needed to pick out bouquets. It wasn’t that she didn’t want the whole marriage, kids, white picket fence, but she wanted so much more. They just kept getting shoved down her list of priorities. 

Or maybe today’s verbal diarrhea with Will had been her way of telling herself how she really felt about marriage. Her view of marriage was so jaded, maybe unconsciously she didn’t want it after all. She didn’t want it because she saw the monster it would become, full of bitterness and regret. How could she want that?

After she got back to the inn, Ella decided to go for a short run to clear her head. It was 11:15, and the temperature was already flirting with ninety-five degrees. But the trail around the lake would be cooler.

As she passed through the park, she spotted Wink walking Chester on a leash—or rather, Chester jumping around spastically while Wink tried to keep up. Ella wondered what was with the harness and sudden reining in of the animal. 

She waved at both as she passed. Chester scrambled up a tree, pulling his leash taught.

“Need help?” Ella called.

Wink shook her head, too distracted to give a proper response. With hands planted on her bony hips, she gave the squirrel a tongue lashing that could still be heard even after Ella rounded the park.

Back in her room, she peeled off the sweaty clothes and tossed them onto the mountain in the corner. The time had come. 

With a heavy heart, she stuffed the pile into her suitcase turned laundry basket and lugged it down to the basement. During one of her first days there, Rose had given her a quick tour, pointing out the different doorways. Ella couldn’t remember what all of them were for, but the one for the basement stuck out by way of creepiness and cobwebs hanging just inside the darkened staircase.

Old boards protested with each step on the stairs. The smell of mothballs and moisture clung heavy to the air. Before reaching the bottom, she had ducked half a dozen cobwebs, ninja swiping two that had been eye-level. 

As she stepped onto the cold concrete subfloor, her hopes that the rest of the room would be an improvement over the stairs came crashing down. 

A couple of bulbs hummed with electricity overhead—their wan light unable to pierce the shadowy corners. The expansive room looked like something out of a low budget horror movie. Any moment now, someone with a chainsaw was going to jump out from the shadows.

She set to work sorting and dumping her clothes into the washing machine, all the while, keeping one eye on her surroundings. The concrete walls muffled any noise, and the silence felt like a force pushing on her ears.

After starting her load, the ancient washing machine wobbled, mercifully breaking the silence. Finished, she half ran to the bottom step. The staircase was one of those open ones, and she could see piles of clutter behind it. 

In the shadows, under the third step, a white t-shirt with a black Nike logo poked out of a suitcase. 

Ella paused, quirking her head to the side. In a town quite literally from the past, the item seemed out of place, not impossible, but definitely unusual. 

Retracing her steps, she edged into the darkness behind the stairs and dragged the heavy luggage over the concrete floor.

After pulling out the shirt, she held it aloft under one of the incandescent bulbs. It was just a plain t-shirt, nothing special. 

Ella frowned. Why is it here, though? 

Before last week, she would’ve thought nothing about stored clothing in a basement, but in Keystone, a town where clothing was in high demand, it seemed odd not to at least give it away. Odder still was imagining either Jimmy or Rose wearing it. Her mind tried to conjure up the image but came up blank.

Ella bit her lip, her pulse soaring. There was, however, a closet rife with this brand. 

Her breath quickened as she unzipped the suitcase the rest of the way.

“No,” she whispered.

It was filled with Kay’s missing clothes. Jeans, sweaters, and even a swimsuit. Ella rooted around gently to see if there was anything non-wardrobe related deeper inside. 

Her hand hit something hard in the folds of a sweatshirt. Peeling back the layers, she pulled out a picture frame of Will smiling adoringly at Kay.

Ella didn’t know how long she stared absently at the photo, her mind racing with the implications of finding the suitcase in the basement. Eventually, she replaced the frame, zipped the luggage up, and shoved it back to its spot under the stairs. 

Her breath came in spurts as she took the stairs two at a time. She just wanted to get out of there. On the last step, she tripped and spilled into the hallway. Pain shot up her shin, but she ignored it as she sprinted down the hall.

Back in the safety of her room, she shut the door and slid to the floor. 

What was Kay’s suitcase doing in the basement? Had she put it there or did Jimmy or Rose? She reached for any other explanation, intentionally ignoring the obvious. 

It was there because she was going to run away with Jimmy. Had he gotten cold feet? Had Rose found out? With each passing second, Ella was growing less and less confident that Six was the murderer and more certain one of the innkeepers was responsible. The problem was, which one?







CHAPTER 27







ELLA PACED THE wooden floor of her bedroom. She needed to figure out her next move. 

With a deep breath, she made the decision to tell Sheriff Chapman everything she knew. But first, she needed a cool, quick bath to wash away the sweat from her run and the cobwebs from the basement of horrors.

The water was a salve for her frayed nerves. By the time she stepped onto the fluffy bathmat, Ella felt fresh and smelled miles better than before. 

She debated on going back to the basement to retrieve her wet clothes but in the end decided her visit to the sheriff’s office was more important. The decision wasn’t, in any way, influenced by her fear of the creepy basement.

Ella dragged her shoes down the sidewalk, dreading her conversation with Chapman. Ahead, the silhouette of a cat moved under the jalopy she’d used as cover during the Tombstone Shootout, as she was now calling it. She was pretty sure this car had sprouted from the ground, and the town grew around it. If anyone ever moved it, it was sure to have roots going deeper than any tree in Keystone. 

Crouching next to the vehicle, Ella reached a hand under and scratched Fluffy under his chin. Between his paws was a dead mouse. She retracted her hand as if bitten by a snake, and her face scrunched up.

“Hm, I see now why you didn’t eat your breakfast. You were saving room for this. Very smart, very smart.” 

Ella had seen his empty bowl in the kitchen and filled it with the homemade, raw mixture from the fridge when she’d made her coffee. She wasn’t sure who typically fed him—Jimmy or Rose—so it was possible that he was already getting second helpings. 

Her eyes flitted to the massive belly currently splayed on the pavement. Actually, it was very possible.

He rolled over, his generous body rolling with him.

“Maybe you should go on a diet.”

His ears twitched, apparently not fond of the idea.

“Ella, dear.” Grandma Wink’s shadow fell over them. 

Ella stood and greeted her friend. 

Chester sat on Wink’s shoulder, his nose sniffing the air. Fluffy suddenly appeared at Ella’s feet, curling around her legs, his eyes fixed on the squirrel. 

Wink shielded her eyes from the sun. “I saw you running earlier, crazy lady. It’s too hot for that. It’s too hot for anything. I can’t wait until we flash somewhere cooler.”

“The arctic sounds nice.”

“Hm, not as fun as you’d think.”

Ella opened her mouth to ask more then changed her mind. “How’s the lasagna coming?”

Wink’s eyes hooded over. “My best one yet. Flo’s going to eat crow tonight.”

“You’re such a good friend.”

“Good friends push each other to produce their best.”

“And compete… and call each other names… pour laxative on each other’s food…”

“That too.”

Wink then enlisted Ella’s help to serve hors d’oeuvres she’d prepared, instructing her to arrive at the potluck fifteen minutes early.

“I’m assuming the dress code to this soiree is casual, right?” Ella looked down at her worn but now clean tennis shoes and faded shirt.

“‘Course. We’re all family here—” Wink’s lips puckered slightly as she took in Ella’s outfit. “Unless we’re talking about your current attire. Then, I’d suggest changing.”

“Everyone’s a critique.” Ella tugged at the hem of her shorts. “I’d love to, but all my clothes are dirty. Also, I didn’t bring anything nice to begin with because, you know, I planned on returning home.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? I’ve got lots of things you can have that I’ve outgrown.” Her veiny hand smoothed over her hip.

“Outgrown? What, were they your baby clothes?” Images of herself in a fuchsia tracksuit flooded Ella’s mind. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t think any of your stuff would fit me.”

“Nonsense. Come along.”

“It’s just, I’ve got so much to do. Bills to pay…”

“No you don’t.”

“…and Fluffy needs fed.”

“He’s eating right now.”

Sure enough, the feline had gone back to gnawing on his treat, causing Ella’s stomach to churn. 

Wink dragged her by the elbow to a blue Cadillac. 

“Help! I’m being kidnapped!” 

“Hush. People’ll report you for disturbing the peace.”

“Good to know if I ever get abducted.” Ella looked around the interior of the car. At least they wouldn’t be trudging up the steep hill to Wink’s place on foot. “Nice car, by the way. Hey, I have a question for you, how does everyone drive around? Do you have an endless supply of gasoline?”

“Don’t be silly. We don’t drive around that much. We mostly walk, bicycle, or ride horses.”

“Okay. But still, there’s got to be a finite supply of fuel. When did you last fill this baby up?”

“Few days ago.” Wink glanced down at her dash. “Will retrofitted a lot of the tanks to take some bio-something sludge.”

Chester chittered angrily from the backseat. 

“You’re in his spot.” 

“That’s too bad,” Ella said without the slightest hint of remorse. “Hey, what’s with the harness?”

“Oh, he’s just gotten into wandering off while we’re in town. He knocked over Sal’s bird feeder. He threatened to shoot my Chester if I didn’t restrain him somehow. We’re just doing this until things cool down a bit. Or until Chester learns how to behave.” She shot a dark look at the rodent in the rearview mirror.

“He said he’d shoot him just for knocking over a bird feeder?”

Wink was slow to respond. “Well, maybe it had more to do with Chester wandering into his shop and attacking a customer.”

“He attacked a customer?”

“It was Lenny Holstein. You ever see Lenny? Hair like a squirrel nest.”

Ella choked on a laugh. “Chester attacked his head because he thought it was a nest?”

“That’s my working theory.”

“That’s hilarious.” She looked back at the squirrel with new appreciation.

“Sal didn’t think so.”

They lapsed into a comfortable silence. The rest of the way to Wink’s, Ella considered telling her friend about the suitcase of clothes she’d found in the basement, but every time she opened her mouth, she couldn’t think of the words to start. 

All too soon, the gravel crunched under the car as they pulled into Wink’s driveway. Ella took a deep breath and steeled herself for what was to come.




“Wow.” Ella couldn’t think of anything else to say so she said it again. “Wow.”

They stood in Wink’s bedroom. An antique bed with an ornate headboard sat shoved in the corner, like an afterthought, crowded by a nightstand and armoire.

Fabric of every shade of the rainbow vomited out of Wink’s closet, spilling into the room. It looked as if adding a single sweater would cause the wardrobe to burst.

“Nearly all of this was before the first flash. So, some of it’s getting a bit frayed around the edges. There’s more in the spare bedroom.” 

“Wow,” Ella repeated a third time. She whistled. “I’m sorry, did you say there’s more?”

Wink nodded.

“Wow.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because this… this is just… you could clothe a small country.”

Ella ran her fingers along the hangers, surprised to see a few elegant dresses in the vein of Rose’s taste.

“I’ve put the newer stuff here.” Wink pointed at the far end. 

Ella spied too many velour tracksuits in bold colors. One even had the word “Juicy” on the buttocks. It was obvious that this was the side Wink tended to pick from. 

“About seven years back, we flashed into the… 1990’s wasn’t it? When we picked up the Bradfords and Pauline. Anyway, it was some place south, like Texas, and a large truck passed through with a shipment of goods. The driver was heading to a department store. Pulled over to get gas. While he was paying, Six broke in and took a few boxes. Before anyone knew it, the guy left.”

Ella wasn’t surprised. “How did anyone find out?”

“Oh, the next time Chapman arrested him, he found the stash. Got the story from him eventually. Wouldn’t you know it? The thief actually stole something useful to the town for a change.”

Ella looked over the newer outfits with a different perspective.

An hour later, she was up to her chin in cocktail dresses, blouses, sweaters, and pants. Wink kept insisting she take more, piling tracksuits into Ella’s arms which Ella promptly returned to their slot in the closet. Where they really belonged was in a bonfire with a gallon of gasoline dumped on top, but she refrained from sharing this opinion aloud.

She was lucky the clothes she’d picked out fit. They were a bit snug in places, but overall, they looked halfway decent on her. 

“If it keeps you from wearing those tight pants—”

“They’re my running leggings.” Ella held up the pile in her arms. “We’ll call it an extended loan.” 

After thanking her friend profusely, she asked if she could get a ride back into town. The thought of hiking in the heat with her burden didn’t appeal to her at all.

“I’m sure Will would give you a ride.”

Balancing the bundle of clothes with a knee, Ella freed up a hand to swipe hair away from her face. “No, that’s okay.”

“Why not? He’s just at the professor’s.”

“He is? How do you know?”

“Didn’t you notice his pickup in the driveway as we passed?”

So much for being observant.

“I’ll call over there, now.”

“No, Wink, really—”

But Wink had already retreated down the hallway. With a sigh, Ella trudged into the living room and hefted her new wardrobe onto the couch. After her morning visit with the inventor, she was less than thrilled to see him again.

Five minutes later, a knock came at the door.

“Your ride’s here,” Wink called from the kitchen.

The smell of lasagna wafted into the living room. Ella shot a traitorous look in Wink’s direction before yelling goodbye.

After gathering her bundle of clothes, she stepped onto the porch, nearly bowling Will over.

“Sorry,” she muttered. 

They walked to his pickup in silence. Ella wasn’t mad at him, but she also didn’t know where they stood after their morning chat. 

The vehicle wound down the hill. She searched for a way to break the ice.

“Thanks for the ride,” she said, finally, as they reached the outskirts of Keystone.

“My pleasure.” Judging by his tone, he seemed relieved to be talking.

As they passed the sheriff’s station, she leaned forward. “Can you pull over here? I need to see Chapman about something. I’ll walk the rest of the way.”

“Sure.” His voiced edged with disappointment as he nosed the blue pickup next to the sidewalk.

Ella unbuckled and hugged the clothes against her. As she reached for the door handle, she paused. “Will? I’m sorry about this morning. It wasn’t until then that I realized I’m having a harder time adjusting than I thought.”

“I understand. If you ever want to talk, Ella, I’m here for you.”

She smiled and dipped her chin in acknowledgment. “Thank you. I just might take you up on that offer.”

“And I’m sorry too. I overreacted because—because I don’t want to lose any more friends.”

“You won’t. I’m being careful. See?” She nodded at the station. “I’m going to tell Chapman everything.”

She slipped out of the car and waited for him to drive off, the purr of the motor fading, before she struggled for the door.

Inside, Ella scanned the musty room for the sheriff.

A soft, feminine voice spoke. “He’s not here.”

Rose unfolded from her cot and approached the bars. Her lips were pale, naked of their trademark lipstick. She looked tired and broken.

Ella shuffled her feet, and she struggled to look the innkeeper in the eye. Part of her still carried guilt about Rose being there, but another part of her remembered the jewelweed and the suitcase of stolen clothes.

“Rose.” Ella approached, leaving a gap between them.

A mound of blankets in the cell next door stirred. Six’s dark hair stuck out from one of the folds.

“He’s asleep,” Rose said.

Ella let out a breath, feeling her shoulders relax.

“Do you know where the sheriff went?”

The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose. “Why? Going to accuse someone else of murder?” Her sweet voice took the bite out of the accusation, but it still stung.

“Rose, I didn’t—I didn’t know he’d arrest you. I thought he’d ask a couple of questions, get to the bottom of it, and let you go.”

“So you think I’m innocent?” When Ella didn’t respond, she said, “I see.”

Rose sauntered back to her cot and flopped on top. Her grimy dress no longer swayed with each step but hung limply around her legs. 

Ella began to second-guess her suspicions. This woman had been nothing but kind and warm, had taken her in and given her shelter.

“Can I ask you something?” Ella dropped the clothes from Wink onto the sheriff’s desk.

“Go on.”

Ella’s eyes flitted to Six before she leaned into the bars. “Why did you cut that jewelweed?”

Rose let out an exasperated sigh. “To give to Kay, of course. She had a poison oak rash. I cut the leaves and gave them to her. What she did with them after that, I have no idea. But I’ll tell you one thing: it’s a foolish person who would stick stuff in their bodies without knowing what it did. And Kay was no fool.”

Ella nodded and decided to reveal one of her cards. “Then why is there a suitcase with her clothes in your basement?”

“What?” Rose’s back stiffened. Her shocked expression appeared genuine. 

She slid off the cot and shuffled closer. This time, Ella didn’t back away. 

“What are you talking about?”

Ella hesitated a breath then spilled about the evidence in the inn’s basement. 

Deep creases formed in the innkeeper’s forehead, and her hand hovered near her mouth in silent horror. “You mean, they really were having an affair?” She shook her head. “No, my Jimmy would never do such a thing.”

“Why else would her getaway bag be in your inn?”

Rose chewed her lip and paced. When she spoke, her voice was small. “Because they were going to run away together. It’s the only explanation that fits.” 

She seemed to shrink before Ella’s eyes.  A fat tear rolled down Rose’s cheek, and her lips quivered. Despite everything, Ella’s heart hurt for her. She reached out and curled her hand around Rose’s. 

“I’m so sorry.”

Rose sobbed silently. 

Ella comforted her the best she could through the bars, all the while, the gears in her head turning. If Jimmy and Kay were going to run away together, what would his motive be for killing her? 

She couldn’t think of one which put him back in the “maybe” category of suspects. Which left Rose and Six. 

The innkeeper seemed genuinely shocked by the affair, taking away her motive. Unless she was the world’s greatest actress, she was also innocent. 

If neither innkeeper was the killer, that left Six. Her gaze wandered to the sleeping lump one cell over.

“Rose, it’s really important I find the sheriff.”

Rose’s sobs softened to sniffles, and she dabbed her eyes. “All he said was he had to go out and that he’d be gone for several hours.”

Several hours? 

“Ella, I need to be alone, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” Ella backed away. “I’m sorry again, Rose. For everything.”

Rose wiped her sleeve across her face. “I know.”

Ella trudged back to the inn, her heart as heavy as the clothes in her arms. She’d ruined a couple. Her doubts about marriage was an infection she’d allowed to color her suspicions. Was she so set on the idea of a happy marriage that she’d sabotaged a healthy one? 

It didn’t matter that her suspicions had proven right, or that Jimmy was responsible by his actions. She had definitely had a hand in making the situation worse.

Maybe when this was all over, and the killer was behind bars, she could mend her frayed friendships, try to repair the damage she’d caused.







CHAPTER 28







ELLA TWIRLED ONCE, watching the sundress flare out in the mirror. She felt overdressed for the occasion, but her typical jeans and t-shirt were currently having a spa day in the washing machine. At least she’d fit in better with the local color now.

Despite the outfit coming from someone twenty-five years her senior, it had style. The zipper pulled at the seams near her mid-section—something she could blame on Wink’s banana bread—but overall, it fit nicely.

She managed to detangle her hair and pin it back with a barrette and add a touch of lip gloss. 

Her bare feet stepped across the hardwood floor, and she realized she’d forgotten to borrow shoes. The least sneaker-type shoe she had were a pair of flip-flops she’d packed to pad around her parents’ house.

They would have to do. At least they were encrusted with cheap jewels. And if Flo gave her a hard time about them, she had several comebacks just sitting in the chamber about the woman’s beehive. 

On Main Street, Keystone residents were already marching towards the white steepled church. Despite the doors and windows being open, the sanctuary felt stuffy. A warm breezed pushed through but did little to abate the heat.

Across the room, Wink flitted behind one of the long, serving tables that had been set up. Two large glass dishes of homemade lasagna sat on trivets. 

Flo hovered over Wink’s, sniffing at the pasta, and making a face.

“You put too much oregano in.”

“Did not.”

“I can smell it from here.”

“You’re batty. Now, are you going to zip your trap and help or what?”

Ella cleared her throat. “Ta-da!”

Both women looked at her and said, “What?”

“I’m here.”

“We see that,” Flo said.

“Early. I’m here early.”

“You want a trophy or something?

“Actually—”

“Ella, you look wonderful.” Wink corralled her to a spot further down the table, pointing at small pieces of toast she’d baked about the size of a cracker. Immediately, Ella popped one in her mouth, then made it her last after seeing the look on Wink’s face. 

The older woman slowly and deliberately placed a thick slice of smoked gouda on top, followed by a chunk of pear, and finally topped the creation with a drizzle of pineapple salsa.

Ella found the combination of ingredients strange until she popped the one she’d just assembled in her mouth when Wink wasn’t looking.

“Oh my gosh,” she hummed around the food. She wiped her mouth as Wink turned back her way. 

“So, you think you can assemble the rest so I can go make the punch?”

Ella nodded. Even this, she’d have a hard time screwing up. “Did all of these ingredients come from Keystone?”

“Of course. The cheese is from Bradford Farms. The pears are from the greenhouses. And a local resident makes the pineapple salsa.”

“Gotcha. So, hypothetical question, how many of these hors d’oeuvres can I eat before you get mad? Ballpark a number. Ten? Twenty?”

“None. You eat none.”

“None. Got it.” Ella winked at her.

“No, really. You don’t eat any.”

“Sure, sure. Don’t eat any. Got it.” She shot Wink finger guns.

Wink narrowed her eyes. “So help me, Ella, if I find fewer than fifty on a platter, you will be cleaning Chester’s poop for a month.” 

She left Ella with that horrible prospect and marched off, yelling at Sal for putting his homemade macaroni and cheese too close to her lasagna.

“Bit harsh.” Ella looked sideways at Flo. “Now I get why you two are friends.”

Ella worked on assembling the pieces on what may have been a serving platter but looked an awful lot like a used hubcap. Once she got into a steady rhythm, she had the “platter” filled in ten minutes, just as the sanctuary-turned-hall overflowed with people.

Ella wiped her hands and surveyed the crowd, doing her best car salesman impression and pointing out her creations to anyone who passed. Further down the line of serving tables, she spied a suspicious looking red gelatin that shook as a result of all the foot traffic. 

She grimaced, remembering the trout lime mold Rose had made. It was a happy memory, tinged with the regret of current circumstances. So much had changed in a week.

Mayor Bradford waltzed up to the lectern, and the din fell to a whisper. He leaned forward, seeming to relish the control, and said two words: “Let’s eat.”

The room broke into chaos. It was as if he’d announced the last donut on earth was theirs for the taking. 

A tsunami of townspeople rolled towards the table. Someone jumped over a chair. A little boy kicked another boy, gladiator style.

“Incoming!” Flo yelled. She yanked Ella aside in time before she got body-checked by a man in a kilt.

Ella’s mouth fell open as the flow jostled her further and further from the table.

“What are you doing?” Wink hollered at her. “Grab a plate and get in here before all the good food’s gone!” 

This was insanity. She seriously considered skipping a meal. 

A woman in front of her was already sporting a goose egg on her cheek. All things considered, Ella was rather attached to her own face the way it was.

Then, a squat man with a box-shaped head started piling up the hors d’oeuvres she’d just made. 

“Oh no, you don’t.” Sticking out her sharp elbows, Ella shoved him aside using a wrestling move she’d seen on TV that everybody tried to convince her was fake.

He coughed, giving her enough time to snatch the platter. She ran down the line, made it to two other trays, and piled the contents on top. She didn’t even bother seeing what the last one was. Just grabbed.

“Ella! Catch!” Wink tossed her a roll.

A few feet away, Flo did a fake sneeze on the remnants of the potato salad. A few groans and “gross” comments later, she beamed at Ella as she slopped it all up for herself.

Once Ella’s platter was piled high and the perimeter of the tables became too thick with bodies, she stepped out of the fray. Within a few minutes, it was as if someone had rung a bell and all the fighters retreated to their corners. 

Smears and crumbs were all that remained of the potluck, except some of the less appetizing dishes which were mostly still intact. Ella noticed very little of the vegetable tray had been touched.

She wandered until she found Wink, Flo, and Will sitting at a table with an elderly couple. When Will spotted Ella, he smiled and pulled out a chair for her.

“Thanks.” Her cheeks flushed, and she avoided looking at Wink.

“Which lasagna did you get?” Flo asked before Ella’s bottom had even touched the seat. 

“I think I got yours. I couldn’t get to Wink’s. Some ten-year-old girl was guarding it, and she looked pretty mean.”

“That’s Sally. You made the right call.” 

“So, that blood bath’s normal?”

“What? Did someone get hurt? I missed it.” Flo’s face fell.

“Not that I saw.”

“Oh. Then, that was pretty tame.”

Ella looked to Wink and Will for confirmation then swore under her breath. Next time, she’d come armed with a helmet and elbow pads. Maybe boxing gloves, too.

Wink shoveled a portion of her lasagna onto Ella’s plate.

Flo’s eyes gleamed. “Well? Which do you prefer?”

“She literally just put it on my plate. You just watched her do it.” Ella’s fork poised over the untouched food to prove her point. 

The Bobbsey Twins continued their staring contest. Ella looked to Will for help. 

He held his hands up. “You’re on your own.”

“Traitor.” She cleared her throat. “I guess I’ll be eating lasagna now, but only because I want to. It has nothing to do with you two annoying me.”

Ella cut through one with the side of her fork. Cheese and marinara sauce gushed out. She slipped the bite into her mouth, the flavors melding together, and she let out a sigh.

“That’s amazing.”

“Which one?” Flo jumped from her seat and leaned so far over the table her blouse took a swim in her salad dressing.

“Um…” Ella had already lost track of whose slice she’d tasted.

Wink fished Flo’s top from her food. “Flo, you got ranch on your—”

“Ha! She tasted mine. Did you see that? She preferred mine.”

“Give it a rest. She hasn’t tried mine yet.”

“Oh. Right. Carry on then.”

Ella stared at Flo like she’d grown two heads. After forcing Flo back a few inches, Ella took a bite of Wink’s entrée. The flavor kicked up a notch more than Flo’s, but the cheese was creamier.

“Huh. I like both.”

Flo dropped into her seat, her mouth sputtering. “You can’t like both.”

“What can I say? I do.” Ella made a grandiose sweep of her hand over the lasagnas and raised her voice as if directing a play. “These two pasta dishes are the best—nay, the greatest—slices of Italian cuisine I’ve ever—”

“Take it down a notch,” Will muttered. “They bought it.”

“Oh.” The two women had already tuned her out and were bickering in low tones. Ella let out a heavy sigh. “Too bad. I was really winding up to something. Did you see my hand wave?”

“I saw your hand wave.”

“I could be a magician. Or Vanna White.”

“Whatever you do, don’t pick a favorite.”

“Magician?”

“No. Lasagna. If you do, then they’ll stop making them.”

“Good point.” After devouring one of the lasagnas—she didn’t know which one—she bit into a homemade brownie.

Blonde hair and the scent of strawberries swirled through the air as Jenny sat down on the other side of Will. Ella’s veins turned to ice, but she shot Jenny her best chocolate-ladened smile anyway. 

Jenny flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Ugh. I didn’t see anything low fat over there.”

“Pretty sure this brownie’s low fat.” Ella held it up. 

“Hey, I know you. You were there during Jesse’s shootout with the sheriff.”

“Yep.” Right before you ditched me. “I’m Ella.”

“Jenny.”

Ella extended her brownie-covered hand but was disappointed when Jenny noticed and refused to shake.

The conversation drifted while they ate, mostly to people Ella hadn’t met yet. Growing bored, she watched the elderly couple across the table. 

The woman dabbed at a bit of whip cream on the man’s cheek. A few minutes later, when she came back complaining that all of her favorite chocolate chip cookies were gone, he dug his out under a mound of mashed potatoes and gave it to her, resulting in an affectionate peck on the cheek.

Ella smiled to herself then looked away, feeling like she was intruding.

Will dipped his head close to hers. “Frank and Grace.”

She hadn’t realized he’d been watching her watch them. 

“Hey, creeper,” she said. He ignored her comment.

“Been married forty years. Happily married, I might add.”

Ella’s gaze turned back to the couple eating in comfortable silence. When they looked at each other, their eyes still sparked with a deep love and passion she rarely saw. She looked back at Will.

“Did you plan that?”

“Them kissing? No.” He winked at her. “But I may have invited them to sit here knowing how they behave around each other.”

Watching them, Ella’s chest tightened, and a small lump formed in her throat. So, it was possible. 

“Thanks,” she whispered to Will.

Jenny clued in to their conversation and called over to Frank and Grace, “You two are so adorable.” She had to repeat the comment three times before they heard her.

Ella left them to get a second helping of homemade ice cream. As she drizzled a generous amount of caramel and fruit on top, the side door burst open and a glowing sunset washed over her, blinding her.

One of the last voices Ella wanted to hear yelled her name. 

“Ella Barton!” 

Her heart stuttered, and she dropped the serving spoon back into the ice cream.

Jimmy marched towards her. “We need to talk.”







CHAPTER 29







“OH HEY, JIMMY,” Ella said, laying the enthusiasm on thick. “Come here often?” She cracked a smile. “No? What about the ice cream? Have you tried it yet? I was just about to, but then I thought, ‘Ella, you should probably watch what you eat.’ So, that’s what I’m doing…” 

While she rambled on, she took a step back, and her eyes raked the crowded sanctuary in search of an exit. The nearest one currently had a frothing, red-faced innkeeper filling it. 

She raised her chin. He wouldn’t dare hurt her with all these people around. 

His eyes bore through hers as he stalked around the serving table.

She let out a hollow laugh. “You know, I’m just going to—” She turned and leaped into the crowd. 

If she could just get back to her table, then she’d be safe. Chances were good, Flo was packing. 

But doubt niggled the back of her brain. They were all Jimmy’s friends. They didn’t know he possibly murdered Kay, and Ella didn’t have time to explain why he was guilty. 

In front of her, two men—one with a farmer’s tan and the other in tailcoats who looked like he’d stepped out of a Dickens novel—parted. Jimmy stood there, waiting for her.

She skidded to a stop. She didn’t know how he’d managed it, but he’d cut her off from her only refuge.

His eyes were wild above heavy bags and shadows. He took a lumbering step towards her. 

Instinct kicked in, and she ran. Her brain told her to stay, search for Will and Wink, but her legs had their own idea: to get as far away from Jimmy as possible.

She bolted through the open front doors. The sound of her flip-flops slapping against her heels echoed over the empty street. They made running a challenge, and she almost bit concrete twice. 

In hindsight, she wished she’d just committed the fashion faux pas and worn sneakers with her dress. She kicked the footwear off, deciding it was safer running barefoot. 

Ella pumped her legs as hard as she could down Main Street. Ahead, she spotted the shadowy gap of an alley.

“Ella! Stop!” Jimmy’s heavy footfalls pounded behind her.

“Sure thing, Jimmy!” 

She ducked down the alley—the same one where she’d met Six—and sprinted the length of it until it spilled out in front of the lake.

“Why are you running? I just want to talk!”

Sure you do. 

His long legs swallowed the distance, and he was nearly upon her. Ella lunged around a maple tree, nearly clotheslining on a low hanging branch.

“Ella!”

He let out a frustrated growl as his lithe body hit her back like a freight train. They tumbled into the grass, limbs tangling as he tried to pin her down.

She attempted another move she’d seen on TV and collided her forehead with his. She let out a hiss between her teeth. “Ow! Oh, that hurts. Oh that really, really hurts.”

She clutched at her skull, and Jimmy stared at her in bewilderment, his forehead barely red.

“That’s nothing like on TV. Is my head cracked open? It feels cracked open.” She checked for blood. Her heartbeat pulsed at the injury site which she was sure wasn’t a good sign. 

“Enough!” He fastened her arms down and sat on her legs.

“Let me go!”

“We have to talk!”

“Let me go or I’ll scream.” She twisted against his grip. 

He moved so less of his body was on her, and she was able to pull in a full breath. “Better?”

“Fan-freaking-tastic. Now, will you let me go?”

“No.” Anger flashed over his ruddy face, making him appear his age for the first time. “I just had an interesting conversation with Six. He said he saw you talking with the sheriff not too long before Rose got arrested. Said you pulled him outside to discuss something important. That true?”

Ella squirmed and pulled at his steel grip. “You really trust anything that outlaw says?”

Jimmy narrowed his eyes. “Just answer the question.”

Before this morning, she would’ve spilled her guts to him, the guilt weighing so heavy on her. But now, now she knew the truth. 

“Why? So you can kill me like you did Kay?” She tensed, waiting for him to hit her. Her heart thumped so loudly she was sure he could hear it. 

“What did you say?” Jimmy tilted his head back, his eyes cold. 

No. Not cold.

She searched his face. He was desperate. Hurt. Angry.

“Why would you think I killed her?”

“Because she changed her mind. She wouldn’t run away with you.”

His eyes widened. “Seriously? That’s what you think?”

“I found her suitcase in the basement.”

The innkeeper stared open-mouthed at her for what felt like an uncomfortable amount of time. Then, he shook his head, and his grip eased but didn’t release her. 

“We weren’t having an affair. How many times do I have to tell people that? We weren’t going to run away together. She planned on leaving. Alone. I was helping her. As a friend.”

Ella studied him. He was telling the truth.

She released the tension in her body and stopped struggling. Rose was innocent. Jimmy was innocent. That left Six.

“Ella, what did you say to Chapman?”

She looked away, the guilt feeling like a weight on her chest. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. All I did was repeat what Six had said: that he saw you and Kay meeting up in the woods.”

“That can’t be all. What aren’t you telling me?”

Ella closed her eyes, took a breath, and opened them. No more lies. 

“I may have mentioned that Rose had recently clipped the jewelweed in the conservatory. If ingested, its symptoms are similar to what Kay experienced.”

His jaw clenched and unclenched. He raised a fist. Ella squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head. But the strike never came.

She peeled one lid open at a time. The storm in his face subsided. He released her and rocked back onto his heels. 

She scrambled out from under him, keeping him in her sights. 

His hand ran through his disheveled hair. “You have your sights set on the wrong people, Ella. None of us killed her. I’d hoped you would be a better judge of character. I was wrong.”

“Can you blame me? How well can any of us really know someone?”

His eyes snapped to hers. “I’m not a killer. And I know Rose. She’s no killer either. I feel sorry for you that you’ve never trusted anyone that deeply.”

His words were venom and pierced her heart, echoing Will’s from earlier. 

“I don’t want your pity.” Ella jumped to her feet. “You all view each other with rose-colored glasses. Someone in this town killed that poor woman, but you all refuse to believe it.” 

Pain flashed across his face, and she wished she could bite back the bitter words. She was a better person than this. Her conversation with Will had revealed something toxic inside of her that she clearly needed to work on.

She stared at the ground. “Jimmy, I’m sorry—” 

“Ella, we’ve all been there. Transitioning here isn’t easy. Let us help you. You don’t have to go it alone. We choose to be around each other despite our flaws because the alternative’s worse.”

“Being alone doesn’t mean you’re lonely,” she countered. “I’m not lonely.”

“No. But not having faith in others is.”

Ella backed away, too emotionally exhausted to continue the conversation. 

Without another word, she turned her back on him and trudged up the bank. When she reached the top, she stopped and faced him again. “Why was she leaving?”

“Pardon?”

“Why was Kay leaving? Was it because of her father?”

Jimmy pressed his lips together and slowly nodded. “I guess there’s no use keeping it secret anymore. He was not kind to her. Not a good father. He beat her for years and controlled every aspect of her life. He’s not a good person.”

Ella stood in stunned silence. Emotions competed for priority, mostly sadness and anger.

“The saddest part of it? She was planning on leaving that night.”

“What?” Ella turned his words over. “Did Mayor Bradford find out?”

He shrugged.

“Did you tell Chapman any of this?”

He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair again. “I’d promised Kay—swore to her—I’d never tell a soul.”

What if Kay’s father had found out she was leaving that night? 

Something clicked deep inside her mind, a memory of a familiar voice she couldn’t place. The voice. He was the voice she’d overheard by the lake.

Ella smacked her forehead. “How could I have been so stupid? He did it.” 

“Who? The mayor?”

But she wasn’t listening. The conversation she’d heard, the shouting about his cows dying. But that would mean…

She rubbed her fingers over her temples. She’d hiked by the dairy and farmhouse but hadn’t noticed any jewelweed. Of course, she hadn’t been looking for it.

“I gotta go.” Ella dashed up the bank the rest of the way.

“Where’re you going?” Jimmy yelled after her as she crested it. 

Ella waved her hand dismissively, not wanting to stop and explain her theory. She’d already wasted too much time looking at the wrong suspects. As it was, the plant was probably already destroyed.

She raced down Main Street, her bare feet hitting the pavement and sharp rocks. Periodically, her hands drifted down to the hem of her dress to keep from flashing anyone.

Conversation and laughter floated through the open doorways of the church as she passed. Shadows grew over the sidewalk in the fading light like hands telling her to slow down and think through what she was doing. But Ella ignored them. 

He did it. Mayor Bradford had killed his own daughter, and this time, she was certain.







CHAPTER 30







MANURE AND HAY wafted on the breeze as gold and red bands of light stretched across the sky.

By the time she reached the dairy and adjacent farmhouse, Ella was walking half bent over her knees, gasping for air. Her feet felt like they’d walked over glass. 

Clutching a stitch in her side, she pulled herself together. The fence around the yard stretched the perimeter like a white skeleton—except in the spot where the repair had been made. 

Ella studied it with piqued interest this time. The new boards stood in sharp, dark brown contrast to the rest of the enclosure. 

That’s how they got in.

After wiping her damp forehead, Ella hobbled over to the flower bed bordering the old farmhouse. She didn’t see any jewelweed, so she slowly walked the entire bed, scanning the foliage, until she’d arrived back in her original spot. No jewelweed.

Ella shook her head, hands on her hips. She had been so certain. It all made sense. It was possible he’d ripped the plant out afterward, but she hadn’t found any disturbed soil.

She was missing something. Squeezing her eyes closed, she went over her theory again. 

A thought hit her. Plunging her hand into the pocket of her sundress, she retrieved her cell phone. Despite not being able to make calls or access the internet with it, she found herself carrying it out of habit, as well as comfort.

Ella swiped through the notes she’d taken several days prior. For each hand-colored drawing or photo of a poisonous plant, she scanned the flower bed.

On the third swipe, she landed on one that looked familiar. In front of her, directly under a window, were clusters of small white flowers amidst leaves, unique in that if she squinted the flowers were reminiscent of puffy clouds.

She pulled in a sharp breath and held the colorful drawing up to the live plant. It was a perfect match. 

Excitement rolled through her, immediately followed by a wave of fear. 

She zoomed in on the paragraph of information regarding the poisonous plant. 




Ageratina altissima, also known as White Snakeroot:

…poisonous to humans. Symptoms include: weakness, nausea, severe vomiting, tremors, delirium, and death.




Ella swore under her breath. She’d done it. She’d found the plant responsible for killing Kay.

Behind her, footsteps whispered over the grass. She shot up as a two-by-four swung at her. Her hands were halfway to her head when the board connected with the right side of her skull. 

She stumbled back and tried to face her attacker, but the ground tilted underfoot. The corners of her vision dimmed, then all faded to black as she felt herself falling into an abyss.




Ella’s bed shook. Her first frantic thought was that it was an earthquake. She shot out of bed, only to hit her head on something metal.

A splitting headache radiated from a different spot. When she attempted to reach up and touch it, she discovered her hands wouldn’t work properly, like they were glued together.

She blinked away the fuzziness and confusion. Images flooded back. The white snakeroot. The two-by-four coming at her. 

She sucked in a lungful of stuffy air that smelled faintly of grease and something she didn’t want to know the source of.

Her “bed” was still shaking. On her left, light seeped in through a seam. She waited for her eyes to adjust.

“Oh, crap.” 

She was in the trunk of a moving car. Panic spread through every nerve ending. 

Ella screamed and pounded her fists against the trunk, discovering her wrists were bound together with rope. 

Despite her hysterical cries, she knew it was of no use. She could scream as loud as a fog horn, but no one would hear her. The entire town was at the potluck, enjoying lasagna and homemade ice cream like she should be doing.

Ella gasped and swallowed. Her head pounded like a steel drum. Gingerly, she reached for the knot on her scalp and winced.

Think, Ella.

This was almost worse than Six pointing a gun at her or that time she’d leaned over a candle and accidentally set her hair on fire. 

Her situation was bad, granted, but she’d been through worse—which really said something about her life decisions if being knocked out, kidnapped, and locked in the trunk of a car wasn’t her worst day.

Where was he taking her?

She sucked in a ragged breath and wondered how much oxygen she had left. Squinting in the dark, she searched her surroundings. 

She remembered some cars had safety release cables in case people got stuck in the trunks, but that was in newer vehicles. In a town from the past, who knew how ancient this car was?

Her fingers probed all around but found nothing except rusted metal and moldy carpet liner. At least she’d found the source of the smell. She was beginning to fear it was her.

In the absence of a release cable, the taillights were her next best option or at least that’s what she remembered from a news segment on television.

“And who said TV was useless?” she muttered to herself as she maneuvered her body.

Her building headache had now bloomed into a jackhammer in the side of her skull. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she groped around for the taillights, found one, then kicked it hard using her bare heel. Not only did it not crack, but her heel had a buzzing feel to it.

Again and again, she kicked until she heard a crack splint the glass. Bearing down, she gave it one last donkey kick. Her bare foot broke through the glass, and the shards ripped through her skin.

She hissed but shoved aside the pain as she twisted to peer out the small opening. Fresh air whipped at her face. 

Outside, the sun had dipped below the horizon, but there was still enough light by which to see.

Now what?

Her stomach lurched into her spine, and the dust cloud trailing behind the car began to dissipate as the vehicle rolled to a stop. 

A cold sweat broke out across her forehead. The driver-side door opened, and one side of the car rose as someone heavy got out. This was her chance.

Ella scrambled onto her back, her feet towards the latch. Just as the trunk popped open, she kicked with her bloodied foot. 

But her abductor had been expecting it. He dodged his head to the side.

“Oh, Ella.” Mayor Bradford sounded as disappointed as if she’d just spilled his favorite drink. “Why couldn’t you just mind your own business?”

“I’ve been asking myself that same question.” 

“I noticed Jimmy chase you out of the potluck. He certainly knows how to make a scene. When he came running back, whispering something to Will, I knew you’d figured it out. You’re just too clever for your own good.” He sighed then motioned her out with his thick fingers. “Well, come on. Haven’t got all day.”

“No, you know, I’m good. This is actually quite cozy in here. I was—”

“Out.” He snaked his fingers around her arms and yanked with surprising strength.

“Where are we?”

“Come see.”

Ella reluctantly followed him around the side of his car and faced the direction of Keystone. Twin Hills stood sentry behind the greenhouses’ plexiglass roofs. He’d driven her past all of it, further north than she’d ever been in the traveling town. 

His hand clamped around her elbow, and he whirled her around. The road stretched before them a few yards before ending abruptly in sand. Endless dunes stretched to the horizon.

He had taken her to the boundary line. 

“See that? It’s the end of the road for you.” He barked out a laugh, doubling over. When he’d collected himself, he gasped, “Pretty clever, eh? I didn’t plan that.”

“You’re a regular Bob Hope.”

He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “We’re at the border.”

“I noticed. Thanks for playing tour guide. I appreciate it, but I really should get back to the potluck. Those cookies aren’t going to feed themselves.” She tilted her head. “Wait, no. That’s not right. That sounds like I want to feed the cookies—”

“Enough!”

Ella winced slightly then did her best to mask the quiver in her voice. “Okay, I’ll play. Why have you brought me here?”

“Why do you think?” His gaze lifted from her to the dunes. “We’re due for another flash.”

“I thought you couldn’t predict them?”

His face turned purple with a building annoyance. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to put you back in that trunk, put the car in drive, and place a brick on the gas pedal. It’s going to roll forward, taking you over the line. I imagine you’ll crash, oh… there.” He jutted a finger at the trough of the nearest dune. “Then you’ll probably bake in the car and die within a day or so—”

Ella slammed her foot onto his shoe. The move did little damage but succeeded in distracting him. He growled in pain and released his grip on her. 

She ran towards town, her hands still awkwardly bound in front of her. Two yards later, his feet crunched over gravel right behind her. 

He caught a handful of her hair and ripped it back. Pain tingled over her scalp, adding to her splitting headache, and stars traced her vision.

He wrapped a thick arm around her waist and dragged her back to the car. 

“Valiant effort, my dear.”

“Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she wheezed. 

“I’m afraid you’re not going to escape death today. Now, where was I? Oh yeah. How long you last will be up to you. I’m going to ask you some questions, and if you tell me everything, I’ll throw you in the back seat. However, if you lie to me or hold anything back, I’ll throw you in the trunk. Deal?”

Maybe he wore a suit and tie, but he was no different than Six, a wolf hiding in plain sight.

A hot tear threatened to escape. “You’re a monster.”

“Mm.” He glanced at his watch.

Suddenly, everything about the man in front of her disgusted her. The crescents of sweat under his arms. The way his pale, clammy skin pulled taught over rolls of fat. Even the smell of mothballs and cedar turned her stomach. 

She swallowed the bile at the back of her throat and spat, “How could you kill her? Your own daughter?”

His eyes widened a fraction as if he’d never considered the question. “Because she was going to leave.”

“Other people have left.”

“Yes. But who would want to live in a town where the mayor couldn’t get his own daughter to stay? We were supposed to be a family.”

“Then, why not leave with her?”

“Why would I want to? I run everything here. This is my town.” 

She didn’t buy it. “She was going to expose you before she left, wasn’t she? My God, the dirt she must’ve had on you…”

He bent so close she could see the spittle on his lips. “You have no idea.”

She recoiled until she ran into the car. “I heard you at Tom’s. You poisoned the cows to test—”

“I didn’t kill them. They’re the ones that gave me the inspiration, actually. They broke into the yard. Ate the snakeroot and died.”

His words churned in her head. “The milk?”

He clapped as if she’d just performed a trick.

“But why accuse Tom of killing them in the first place?”

“To throw you off. I was already there, squaring my bill when I saw you running. I knew you were poking your nose where it didn’t belong.” 

Ella’s cheeks burned at being duped so easily.

It dawned on her that he might actually succeed in killing her. A hot lump formed in her throat at the prospect of not seeing her friends again, at not ever getting the chance to return home.

“You know why the town jumps, don’t you?”

He laughed. “I’m glad you think so much of me. I know nothing about it, except that it’s great. I wouldn’t change it even if I could.”

“But all of these people separated from their families…”

“I’m done answering your questions.” He pulled a handkerchief out of his suit jacket and dabbed at the sweat glistening over his pate. “Now, you answer mine. Who broke into Kay’s, and what did they take?”

“I don’t know.” The response came too fast, and she knew he didn’t believe her. 

Without warning, he slapped her across the face. She saw stars again and bit her tongue to keep from crying out.

“Who?”

“His name’s Casper. Real friendly ghost—”

He slapped her again. Her face began to grow numb, and she ground her teeth, glaring at him. If her hands weren’t bound, she would’ve pummeled his face into ground beef by now.

He repeated the question.

Ella pressed her lips together. If she told him the truth, he’d just kill Six. She had no love for the outlaw, but nobody deserved to die at the hands of this monster.

She couldn’t do that to another human being. If she was going to die today, then let it be saving someone else.

Raising her chin, Ella glared at him, making it clear, she’d say nothing more.

“How very disappointing.” 

He picked her up. She screamed and kicked the air as he tossed her into the trunk. Her coffin. 

“If you’ll excuse me, I have a long walk back. Enjoy the ride.”







CHAPTER 31







THE TRUNK LID slammed shut, and darkness engulfed her. A moment later, the engine roared to life.

She was rolled into the back as the car lurched and crawled forward, then she heard the driver-side door slam shut followed by the crunch of gravel as Mayor Bradford walked away. 

Ella thrashed at her metal cage, screaming until her voice turned raw. 

Gradually, the car slowed, crested a dune, then picked up speed. It was not unlike being on a roller coaster—only without the fun.  

With no means of escape, Ella orientated her body to brace for impact. It came a second later, rattling her teeth and jarring her bones. 

She blinked away more tears that threatened to flow. Crying would not save her.

“Well, it can’t get any worse,” she said aloud.

The car jolted and settled, sinking several inches in the soft sand.

“I stand corrected.” 

Time behaved strangely, slowing then speeding up again. She had no idea how long she was in there, but sweat poured down her face and each breath was a struggle, despite the broken taillight. 

The pain in her head had dulled and now felt like a stake driving slowly into it, which wasn’t really an improvement so much as a lateral move. All the while, the temperature inside continued to climb. 

Putting her mouth to the broken glass, she screamed for help. Her hope that someone would hear her sank after each unanswered shout. A sob escaped her, and she rolled onto her back.

This was it. She’d never stop the time flashes, never see her parents again, never find out who won the latest season of The Voice or whatever iteration of singing competition Hollywood producers would come up with.

“They’re all just a bunch of American Idol wannabe shows, anyway,” she rasped aloud to console herself then realized those would be her dying words. 

She shrugged inwardly. She was okay with that.

“Ella!”

Shifting her ear near the busted glass, she stilled and listened to the delusion playing out in her head that sounded so much like Will.

“Ella!”

She rolled her head in time to see the inventor slide down the dune. After blinking a few times and ensuring herself that she was, in fact, seeing him, she shouted for him to hurry.

It wasn’t just the heat and lack of oxygen that concerned her, but the haunting words that they were due for another flash. She didn’t want both of them stranded in the desert.

Will scrambled out of sight around the side of the vehicle. It shifted, and she feared it would keel over onto its side. A second later, she heard the jangle of keys as he unlocked the trunk.

A wave of cool, oxygenated air swept over her. He helped her crawl out, and together, they collapsed back onto the dune.

“When you slid down the sand, you looked just like Indiana Jones.”

“Who?”

“I may have a concussion.” She rolled over and flung her wrists over his head for a hug. “Thank you.” 

Embarrassed, she untangled herself and tugged at the ropes digging into her skin. There wasn’t time to undo them.

“We have to hurry,” he said, getting up. “It’s not safe to be outside the boundary.” 

He helped her stand, and they clawed up the dune. Overhead, stars began to pierce the veil of the oncoming night as the last of dusk touched the landscape.

They jogged towards the demarcation in the sand and gravel. Sand stuck to Ella’s blood-covered foot.

“It was Mayor Bradford,” she panted.

“Yeah, I figured that’s where you went based on what Jimmy said.”

“Did you pass him on the road? The mayor? He was walking back towards town.”

“No. He must’ve ducked into the forest when he heard my car.”  

The moment they crossed the boundary, she let out a breath. They were safe.

“That’s right, Will. I did run into the forest.” Mayor Bradford stepped out from behind a tall pine. 

Ella choked back a scream. For a large man, he was stealthy. 

“I’d hoped that luck would be on my side, and you’d both be stranded. But it appears—once again—that I’m going to have to intervene.” 

He lunged at Will, and they toppled onto the boarder, onto the sand and gravel line, in a tangle of fisticuffs. The mayor’s weight proved to be an advantage, and he kept Will pinned to the ground. 

The inventor’s fist connected with Mayor Bradford’s face in a right hook that’d make Muhammed Ali proud.

Ella jumped onto the mayor’s back and tried getting him to move by choking him, but it was like trying to move a house. He threw her off, and she rolled onto the ground.

She frantically combed the area for anything she could use as a weapon. Nearby, Will let out gurgling noises as the mayor wrapped his hands around the inventor’s throat.

Ella shot her leg out in one of her donkey kicks. Her foot landed in the mayor’s side, sinking a couple of inches before springing back. 

Not only did the move not help Will, it actually made the mayor’s grip tighten even more. Like a predator, he’d latched onto his prey. 

Will’s skin was turning an unsettling shade of purple. Ella’s hands groped the ground, scraping over rocks and needles. Then, they found a sturdy branch a few feet long. A perfect nature-made bat if there ever was one.

As she was picking up the weapon, a glow burst all around them, permeating the air as if a light switch had been flipped. Ella looked up. 

Keystone Village was under a giant dome of crackling electricity. The starry, dusky sky warped like a magnifying glass, turning shades of turquoise and purple. She stood memorized by the scene.

“Ella—” Will’s gasp from the ground brought her back.

The tussling had taken the two men over the boundary line. The crackling dome of light bisected the mayor and Will, their legs in Keystone, their torsos and heads in the desert.

“No!” she screamed. 

She leaped towards them as she swung the branch, her muscles remembering her high school softball days.

With a loud crack, the wood connected with Mayor Bradford’s head. She followed the move with a hard kick between his legs. He slumped against Will, whimpering.

Then, she brought her bloodied foot up and shoved his haunches with all the energy she had left. He tumbled over Will, head-first into the sand, stirring once then growing still.

Will’s eyes were closed. Ella dropped the branch and called his name, but he was unresponsive. 

The crackling light of the dome was nearly blinding now, brighter than the brightest, sun-filled day, forcing her eyes into slits. 

Frantic, she gripped his feet and pulled. Her bare heels scraped over the gravel for purchase. Inch by inch, she scooted him closer until only his head was over the line. 

Then the world turned white.







CHAPTER 32







ELLA GAPED AT the tall trees and vines of a jungle. In the spot where the mayor had been a second before, a massive fern danced under the steady patter of raindrops. Going from the arid desert, the high humidity took her breath away.

“Is it over?” Will rubbed the water from his face and sat up. 

“Oh good. You’re awake. Could’ve used that a few seconds sooner, but whatever. How do you feel?”

He touched his throat. “Like I almost died.”

“I know the feeling. Thanks for coming to get me, by the way.” She didn’t want to think about what would’ve happened if he’d arrived a few minutes later.

She propped him up and helped him stagger to his feet. The air was alive with the songs of hundreds of birds, the buzz of insects, and what she would swear were monkeys swinging and jumping between branches.

“Looks like we’re in a tropical rainforest,” she said. “But what year?”

“That’s always the question.” His eyes strayed to the fern. “He’s gone?”

She nodded.

“Good.”

She stared at the spot too. She’d given him the death sentence he’d chosen for her. It was poetic, yet it dragged on her soul.

“You did what you had to, Ella.” 

She didn’t say anything but let the steady raindrops wash away her guilt. They lingered near the new terrain for some time, getting soaked and listening to the patter of rain on the canopy above.

Ella broke the spell and held her wrists up. “You wouldn’t happen to have a pocketknife on you, would you?” Her skin around the rope had been rubbed raw.

The inventor tugged at the bindings with the patient hands of someone used to intricate, methodical work. Once she was freed, they trekked up the road towards town, their clothes now soaked to the skin.

As they crested the slope, Keystone came into view in the bright light of a new day. The Keystone’s tall evergreen forest was swallowed by the backdrop of dense jungle. 

At the south end of town, a rainbow appeared over the fields, reminding Ella that filth could be washed away.

She sucked in a slow, cleansing breath. It was still Sunday. The start of a new week. A new beginning. 




It took several days to unravel the mystery of Kay’s death. After getting a thorough checkup by Pauline, Ella stayed at the sheriff’s office through what was Sunday night for Keystone. 

Sheriff Chapman grilled her for hours, extracting every detail, including how she knew Six had broken into Kay’s apartment. 

He promised not to reveal to the outlaw how he’d come upon the information or throw her in jail for trespassing and hindering a police investigation if she promised to stay out of trouble in the future. She readily agreed.

Pauline took samples of the white snakeroot and was able to match it as the poison that had killed Kay. Now that they knew what to look for, Chapman and Pauline were able to get enough of a sample from the Bradford Farms milk in Kay’s fridge that Ella had foolishly poured out and match it to the white snakeroot. 

After Ella’s recount of events, Chapman came to the conclusion that when Mayor Bradford’s cows had broken through the fence, they ate the poisonous plant, then died shortly thereafter. 

It was anyone’s guess as to what happened next, but Chapman’s theory was that it gave the mayor a solution to his problem and that he intentionally let one of his cows eat the snakeroot, milked it, then gave that bottle to his daughter.

Ella also handed over the note she’d found outside her door warning her to stop snooping. Chapman was able to identify and match it to the mayor’s handwriting. 

With most of the loose ends tied up, he retrieved Kay’s stolen documents from Six’s cabin and charged him with breaking and entering on top of a litany of other charges. Ella learned that Keystone’s justice system didn’t have the infrastructure to incarcerate criminals for long and that the cowboy would be let out after a short stint in the slammer. She let the sheriff know exactly what she thought about this and only stopped yelling when he threatened to put her in a cell with Six.

By Wednesday, the whirlwind of an investigation was finally drawing to a close, and Ella could get home for some much-needed rest. She had practically lived at Chapman’s office for the past three days. 

Maybe it was the time change, but she couldn’t remember the last meal she’d had or the last time she saw her bed. With the investigation finally closed, Ella crashed onto her mattress at 6:00 PM on Wednesday.

She rolled out of bed Thursday morning to the smell of freshly brewed coffee and pancakes—a scent that hadn’t filled the inn since Rose’s arrest. 

Fluffy stretched out on Ella’s bed like a throw pillow. After rubbing his belly until she couldn’t resist the call of caffeine any longer, she went downstairs.

She pushed the door to the kitchen in and froze. Rose sat at the table, impeccable as ever, a fork waiting in her hand. Carefully, Jimmy set a tower of pancakes in front of her. “Welcome home, love.” He pecked her cheek.

Ella teetered in the doorway, unsure if she should enter. Eventually, the prospect of coffee and the sizzle of bacon on the stove won out.

She doused the hot brew with cream and forked several strips of bacon onto a plate. She settled at the head of the table across from Jimmy, and the room fell silent.

She shifted in her chair, wishing either Flo or Edwin would join them. The awkward quiet stretched, broken only by the sound of her crunching bacon and the scrape of Rose’s knife over her plate. 

Eventually, Fluffy padded in and sat at her feet, staring at her with luminous eyes. After slipping him scraps of bacon, she scratched his chin.

Across from her, Jimmy unfolded the latest addition of Keystone Corner. He rattled it pointedly until Ella looked up. The entire front page was taken by a picture of Mayor Bradford’s smarmy face.

She swallowed a particularly crispy bite of bacon that scratched her throat on the way down and looked away. 

Despite coming out once a week, the paper had put out a special edition, detailing Kay’s murder and the mayor’s scandalous backstory—or so she’d heard from Wink. Ella had yet to read it.

 After kicking back the rest of her coffee like it was beer, she cleared her throat. “Alright, I can’t take this. I just want to say again, how truly sorry I am. I never should’ve thought either of you killed Kay. And honestly, I didn’t at first. But when the evidence—you know what? I don’t have to justify my actions. They were reasonable conclusions about people I’d just met. Nevertheless, I do feel terrible. 

“You two were nothing but kind and took in a stranger.” Her eyes dropped to the bottom of her empty cup. “I just want you to know, I’m looking for my own place. Once I get my first wages from the diner, I’ll move out. I was even thinking about Kay’s place, but… it feels weird.” She pressed her lips together, realizing she’d been talking nonstop.

Rose exchanged a look with her husband then reached across the table. Her eyes scrunched with a smile behind her cat eye glasses. “Ella, it’s okay. We forgive you. No hard feelings.”

“Really,” Jimmy said. He rested the paper on the table. “I probably would’ve done the same thing.”

“And if you want to move out,” Rose said, “that’s up to you. But I’d like to see you stay. It’s been nice having another guest here, even if she was the reason I was in jail.” She laughed. “I’m just playing. But really, please stay.”

Ella looked back and forth between them. They had truly forgiven her.

“Thank you.” 

She searched for more words to express the depths of gratitude she felt, but nothing was adequate. She couldn’t believe there were really people in the world who were so quick to forgive.

Unwittingly, she’d stumbled into a town full of loving, caring residents, even if some of them were nuttier than a bag of trail mix.

After pouring another cup of coffee, Ella said, “So, can I ask a serious question?”

Rose’s mouth turned down, and she glanced sideways at Jimmy. “Of course.”

“Are all those pancakes for you?”

Rose cracked a smile and forked over three fluffy pancakes which Ella promptly doused in syrup. She pointed a drenched fork at the paper in Jimmy’s hands. “I heard there are some salacious details about the mayor in there.”

“My heavens, yes.” Rose leaned in. “I read it earlier. Did you know he was on the lam?”

“I did hear that. How come he was running?”

It was Jimmy’s turn to answer. “Apparently, he knocked his wife around one too many times, and it left her brain dead—”

Ella swore then slapped her hand over her mouth, apologizing. 

“When the police came to investigate,” Jimmy continued, “he ran, taking Kayline with him. Keystone turned out to be the perfect getaway.”

Ella lapsed into silence. The taste of the pancakes dulled as she thought about Kay’s life. That poor young woman had had such a rough start and was searching for a break from her prison, fleeing the shadow that was her father. 

But the darkness had caught her and swallowed her whole. At least in death, she was finally free.

Ella stared out across the lake. Mist floated in from the rainforest, settling over the water like a fog. It gave the illusion of a crisp fall morning, except she knew better.

“Got any big plans today?” Rose asked.

Ella shook away the melancholy. “Actually, I convinced Will to go on a run with me.”

Jimmy looked up from the paper. “William Whitehall said he’d go on a run with you?”

“Yep. I’m thinking of making sweatbands out of some rags and convincing him that that’s what we wear in the future, make up something about the aerodynamics of it.”

“Well, I’ll be. What’s this town coming to.” Fluffy curled around Jimmy’s leg, startling the innkeeper. He bent to pet him, but the feline hissed and batted his hand away. “Glad to see some things never change.”

Out in the park, a speck of bright neon pink that could only be Wink was attempting to climb a tree. Even though she couldn’t see him, Ella knew the reason was Chester related. 

She smiled. For the unforeseeable future, this village was now her home. This was her new family. 

Maybe she struggled to open up, to trust people, but it was something she could work on. She could change because that’s what Keystone Village was: new beginnings.

























Book 2: The Body in the Boat







CHAPTER 1







ELLA BARTON WATCHED a fiery sun march over the horizon, bathing the village below in hues of fire and beauty. It was the start to what promised to be a perfect day. It was also the day she would die.

“This is a bad idea.”

Wink brushed aside her blue hair and sighed in a way that let Ella know the older woman had heard those words one too many times. “You said that already.”

“Did I? Well, it’s still true.” Ella’s gaze drifted to the road that wound down Twin Hills. “You know, I think I forgot something back in my room. I’m just going to go get it…”

Wink snatched Ella’s elbow and redirected her to the waiting glider of death perched in front of them. “No you don’t.” She released Ella and focused again on her pre-flight inspection.

“No really. It’ll only take a second.”

The diner owner’s lips moved in silent words, her hands running over wires and other parts which Ella couldn’t even begin to guess their purpose of, as she ignored Ella.

Before leaving the inn that morning, Ella had written a message to Pauline, the town coroner, and slipped it into her pocket in the unlikely—or now, very likely—event of her death. On the paper was Ella’s wishes for burial and included several unsavory, choice words about Wink.

Ella’s breath came out shaky, and she looked up at her last sunrise. “Why am I doing this?”

“Because you lost a bet.” Wink strapped a helmet on Ella and handed her goggles.

“Oh, right. But why am I doing this?”

Wink let out a frustrated sigh. “Honestly, you’d think you were going to die or something.”

“Don’t say that! Why would you say that right before we take off in this death trap?” Ella sucked in a few calming breaths that did more to help her hyperventilate than to actually soothe her. She was grateful she’d put on one of Wink’s adult diapers she claimed she didn’t have but Ella had found in the woman’s bathroom.

All too soon, Wink was strapping Ella into a second harness before getting in the first herself. Ella felt like a fly caught in a spider web, trapped in the very thing that would be the cause of her death. 

While Wink zipped up her harness, she spoke with the breathy excitement of an adrenaline junkie. “This is a tandem glider. I ever tell you how I got this contraption?”

Ella shook her head. For some strange reason, her teeth had taken to chattering on their own accord, despite the warm, humid morning.

“The pilot got stranded here… I think it was during the same jump when Pauline and Kay did too. It’s hard to keep all the flashes straight.”

Ella noticed she hadn’t included their recently departed mayor in the group. Probably because he was a murderous SOB and didn’t count.

“Anyway,” she continued, “he came soaring to his landing site just as the town was appearing. Landed right in the cornfield. When his ride didn’t show up, we got anxious, so the sheriff spilled our big secret. The guy freaked out—as you say—and went straight to Lou’s.”

“That so?” Ella’s fingers had begun tingling. “And the guy actually made it out of Keystone in a car that ran?”

“Far as we know, he made it over the boundary line, and that was good enough for us.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t take the glider?”

One of Wink’s hands caressed the bar in front of them. “Yep, and I’ve been gliding ever since. If they had had these in my time…”

“You realize you have an unhealthy obsession with an inanimate object, right?”

Wink pulled her hand away and cleared her throat. “Ready?”

“Not even a little.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“Eight hundred feet down.” Ella swallowed, hoping to work some saliva down her parched throat. “Hey, Wink?”

“If you say this is a bad idea one more time—”

“This is a bad idea.”

Wink lifted the bar in front of them and ordered Ella to run. Her reluctant feet where nearly dragged behind her as Wink sprinted beside her. The sail above them filled with air, and a new sensation pulled Ella’s stomach somewhere near her feet. A moment later, her shoes left the ground, and the hill fell away beneath them. 

Ella’s voice caught in her throat in a silent scream. Below, the town moved out of her field of vision as Wink angled their flight path around the west hill, following Main Street out of town. 

Several dozen roofs of the town’s massive greenhouse collection dotted both sides of the road. Wink had Ella lean right with her, and they turned before they reached the border. Pines and firs rushed beneath them in a kaleidoscope of green hues.

As Ella’s muscles began to unclench, she grew to appreciate their flight. Soaring over treetops like a giant bird, she got to see Keystone from a perspective few could, an observation she chose not to voice for fear Wink might think her game for future flights.

The older woman pulled the front bar towards them, and Ella’s stomach lurched into her spine as they sped up. She only had a moment to swallow bile before a sight below caught her eye.

“Whoah! Are they sword fighting down there?” 

In a small clearing amongst the evergreens, a fur-laden man Ella had seen about town a couple of times was wielding an ax against a man with a broadsword.

“Probably. That’s Erik and Leif. Lean left.”

Ella craned her head to keep them in her sight. “Norsemen? Are they Vikings? Not that all Norsemen are Vikings. I just mean—”

“Ella! You’re throwing us off course! Lean left!” 

Ahead, a towering ponderosa pine stood directly in their flight path. Ella threw her body left, nearly colliding with Wink. The glider was sluggish to respond but slowly drifted, narrowly avoiding a collision with the tree. One of the pine’s branches brushed what Ella was calling the “wing” on the glider. Wink worked the bar below them, pushing it away, slowing their descent.

“Hey, I thought you said we were supposed to be landing in the park?” They were currently on a flight path that would land them directly in the lake. “I didn’t wear my swimsuit.” The more concerning thought was what would happen to her diaper if she took a dip and if poor Pauline would wonder if Ella had been incontinent.

“Quick, lean!”

They both leaned in the opposite direction. The glassy water underneath was growing larger at an alarming rate. 

Wink shrieked, “Lean left!”

“Well, you didn’t specify!”

Off to their right, a familiar figure stood on the dock, hand shielding his eyes from the sun’s rays, watching their descent.

“Hey, it’s Will. You think he sees us?” 

Wink was too busy trying to control their landing—or rather, controlled crash—directing Ella one way or another, and pushing the bar this way and that.

Ella bit her lip, hoping the sun made them unrecognizable silhouettes. Never mind the fact that Wink was the only one in the entire town who owned a hang glider. 

He waved. 

“Yeah, I think he sees us.”

The dark surface rushed up. Ella had just enough time to think of her last words, something wise and inspiring for her departure from this world.

“I hate you. So much.”

At the last moment, Wink managed to steer them towards the bank. Relief flooded Ella momentarily. She wasn’t sure the packed earth was much of an improvement, but at least she wouldn’t take on so much water she’d sink like an anchor. 

The relief proved to be short-lived as their new landing zone appeared to be a thick wall of arborvitae at least two shrubs deep behind Sal’s Barbershop. 

Wink jutted the bar as far as it would go. The glider’s nose tipped up, causing it to stall.

“Oh crap!” Ella strangled out in a half-scream as they dropped like a rock.

Branches clawed through her clothes and scratched her skin. But with each new injury, their momentum slowed. Both glider and women came to a final resting point in the thickest part of the hedge.

Ella’s chest heaved for several seconds as it slowly dawned on her that she was still alive—or at least she thought she was, unless heaven was a tangle of branches and glider and screaming women.

“Ow! Why did you pinch me?” Wink yelled.

“Just making sure we weren’t dead.”

“So, you decided to pinch me?”

Ella’s shrug was entirely lost in the wan light of the shrub and her harness. “Figured it couldn’t hurt.” 

Her fingers fumbled with the zipper but eventually succeeded. She fell free of the restraint and dropped several inches, letting out another high-pitched scream.

She rolled and kicked towards daylight. It was like being in quicksand or one of those ball pits for kids.

When she reached the edge, she dropped to the damp grass, ending in an awkward somersault that had her teetering to her feet. Standing, she threw her hands up for a gymnast finish and said, “Ta-da!”

Will looked from her to the thick, evergreen wall of shrubbery, his mouth hanging open. When he didn’t clap for her, her hands dropped to her sides, and she tried to hide her disappointment. 

“Wh-how?” he stammered. His eyes closed, and he pinched the bridge of his nose. 

Ella looked past him to the expansive scenery of the jungle beyond the tree line, sucking in a breath of air that had moved across the lake. “Beautiful day, huh?”

The arborvitae behind her shook, followed by several mutterings of “drat” and “confound it.”

“Yep,” Ella said a little louder to drown out Wink, keeping her back to the shrub. “Beautiful day, indeed.” Sweeping her hands over her curly-now-frizzed hair, she plucked out a twig.

“Does she need help?”

“Who? Wink? Naw, she’s fine. One of those independent types—”

“I need help!” Wink’s mangled voice cried from somewhere in the shadows.

Will rushed forward. Sighing, Ella plunged her hands into the monstrous plant and searched for her boss.

“She deserves this, you know,” Ella muttered to Will. “Making me go up in that thing.”

“I heard that!” the shrub said. “Just get me outta here, will you?”

The branches had swallowed Will’s head all the way past his shoulders. His voice came out muffled from the bowels of the hedge. “I think I see her.” 

“Marco!” Ella called. 

Nobody responded, but that didn’t stop her from calling the explorer’s name a few more times.

A strange vibration preceded an even stranger rattling sound. Ella turned towards the source of the noise, and her eyes bugged out.

Flo rode atop a rickety wagon, holding the reins of a team of horses, and flying towards Ella and gang like one of the great horsemen of the apocalypse. As she crested the bank, her mountain of a beehive leaned with the wind then resettled in an upright position. She tugged on the reins, and the wagon jerked to a stop, rolling over several ferns as it did.

“You told me to meet you over there.” Flo pointed a gnarled finger in the direction of the park.

Wink, who’d just been successfully extricated from the arborvitae, huffed, “That was the plan but this scaredy-cat here messed up our landing.”

Soon, Ella felt all three pairs of eyes on her. “What? I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening. I’m still trying to figure this—” she motioned at the wagon “—out. Was this supposed to be our ride back to Wink’s?”

Flo’s chin jutted out. “What’s wrong with it? It’s the only thing I could find that the glider would fit in.”

“Well, for starters, it looks like it would give my backside a good bruising.”

“Your backside looks padded enough to me.”

Ella showed Flo a rude hand gesture. “And secondly,” she emphasized the word, “I thought you didn’t know anything about horses.”

“Who said that?” Flo looked at Wink. “I ever say that?”

Wink shook her head, her hands working through her blue bob, retrieving parts of shrubbery.

Ella opened her mouth, closed it, and shook her head. The more she hung around Flo, the more fitting her nickname, Crazy Flo, seemed to be. 

“As much as I’d love to experience this Little House on the Prairie moment with you, I promised Rose I’d help her with some things. Wink? You got this?”

Her boss waved her away. “Go. Flo and I will get the glider back.”

“I’ll help,” Will volunteered.

“Why thank you, Will.” Flo batted some heavy, spidery lashes at him from behind her thick glasses. “Such a nice, handsome young man—”

“He’s not your type, Flo.” Wink paused. “Actually, he’s breathing, so he’s exactly your type. Let me rephrase. You’re not his type.”

Ella came to Will’s rescue from becoming husband number… actually, she couldn’t get a straight answer from Flo as to how many times she’d been hitched. Ella suspected the batty woman had lost track but was too embarrassed to admit it. 

She looked over at the glider, only a portion of the sail visible. “Is it broken?” Her tone was a mixture of both concern and hope.

Wink’s gaze swept up the arborvitae to the bit of fabric poking out. “No. I think it’s fine.”

“Oh.” Ella tried to hide her disappointment.

Will murmured, “Subtle.”

Before joining the two women excavating the glider from the branches, he cautioned Ella about hanging out with the two of them. “You’ve no idea the kind of trouble they get into.”

“I think I’m beginning to get it. See you tonight?”

Keystone’s town hall meeting was set for that evening. Ordinarily, she wasn’t into local politics, but the first and only meeting she’d attended had been as entertaining as prime time television.

“I hope so. It depends on how much work I get done.”

She squinted at the dock behind him. “What are you working on?”

His eyes glinted. “A secret project. If it works, I’ll show you.”

“Deal. Be careful with those two.”

She gave one last lingering look at the women who were quickly becoming two of her closest friends. Between Wink’s addiction to adventure and Flo’s preponderance for weapons, Ella would have to keep on her toes if she wanted to stay alive in Keystone.







CHAPTER 2







MAIN STREET WAS buzzing with groups of people migrating towards the white-steepled church for December’s first town hall meeting. The small group of inhabitants from Keystone Inn scooted over the sidewalk together.

Ella hissed out a breath, watching a toddler and mother pass them, and glared over her shoulder. “Cheeseburgers, Flo. Could you walk any slower? I know you’re capable of it. I’ve seen you run.”

Jimmy, one-half of the innkeepers, whipped his head in Ella’s direction. “You’ve seen her run?”

Ella turned her hand side to side in a weighing motion. “‘Run’ maybe isn’t the best word for it. It was more like a drunk turtle crawling over quicksand.”

“Yeah, yeah,” a cranky voice floated up to them. 

Flo was as slow as summer and as feisty as a yellow jacket—which was probably why Ella got along with her so well. 

“What’s with your hair, anyhow?” the old woman continued. “Looks like a rat’s nesting in it.”

“Get your head stuck in a cotton candy machine?” Ella retorted.

“If you ask her to walk faster,” Jimmy muttered under his breath, “she’ll just go slower.”

Rose nodded, hooking her arm around her husband’s. “Once, she took a solid twenty minutes to get from the inn to the church.”

“What? Those five blocks? Twenty minutes? Did she stop in China first?”

Rose’s ruby lips turned down. “We weren’t in China at the time.”

“No, I mean—never mind. Hey, how come Edwin didn’t come with us?” Ella asked, referring to the other boarder. 

Rose shook her head then was forced to adjust a pin curl that had broken loose. “Doesn’t feel well.”

By the time they finally stepped into the church, it was a struggle to locate enough seats together to accommodate their group. Ella leaned to the side to see over a rather tall, gaudy hat that probably came from the Elizabethan era. While Rose negotiated with a man in coattails for his extra seat, Ella scanned the room in search of Will. 

Through the windows, the sky had shifted to a greenish gray. The scent of a coming storm rode on the breeze each time the doors opened. Ella didn’t mind accumulation in the form of snow, loved it, actually, but being from the Willamette Valley, she’d seen enough rain to last her a lifetime. She also worried any accumulation might deepen her ache of homesickness.

As they settled into their chairs, Rose nudged Ella’s ribs. “Will’s right there.” 

The inventor strolled through one of the side doors. His eyes locked on Ella’s, and his mouth quirked to the side. 

While he approached, Rose managed to finagle another seat. Rather than let Will slip into the now-vacated seat next to Jimmy, the innkeeper hissed for her husband to scoot down. She made everyone shift awkwardly in a fanfare of noise and grunting that attracted many stares until there was an empty space next to Ella. 

For her part, Ella did her best to stare at the ceiling and pretend she didn’t know any of them.

“Swell,” Will said, sinking to the chair, “a seat just so happened to open up next to you. I wonder how that happened.” His voice dripped with uncharacteristic sarcasm, and they both shot Rose daggers.

“Yeah, sorry. Cupid there isn’t exactly discreet. Glad you made it, though. How’s the project coming?”

“I’m almost finished.” He slipped off his fedora and slid the brim through his fingers, a nervous habit she’d noticed. “I got caught up fixing a heater for Horatio, though.” 

Being the town’s only inventor also made him the town’s go-to handyman. 

“I really didn’t want to miss tonight’s discussion. They’re supposed to be addressing the town’s energy crisis. Where’s Wink?” 

Ella caught a whiff of his aftershave as he craned his head around. It smelled of cedar and something earthy and heady, reminding her of the forest. 

“Probably still picking arborvitae from her clothes.” Ella let out a long-suffering sigh. “Hey, have you noticed anything strange with her?”

“Could you be more specific?”

“Good point. It’s just, she’s been acting funny all week. Very… preoccupied. She ruined two loaves of bread on Friday, and yesterday, she almost dusted lye over the powdered donuts. It made me wary to fly with her this morning. I mean, other than the whole, dangling several hundred feet in the air by a thin piece of fabric thing.”

Beside her, Flo grunted, apparently eavesdropping on the conversation. “Well, she’s over there. Ask her yourself.” She tipped her tower of hair towards the front.

Ella spotted Grandma Wink’s blue coif in the front row. Her head was bent in what appeared to be a heated conversation with the professor. Her pet squirrel, Chester, sat on her shoulder, wearing hand-knit lederhosen. His nose twitched in the air, most likely sniffing out the varieties of perfumes and dinner crumbs on the townspeople.

Ella’s eyebrows pinched together as she wondered what her boss was doing up front—and sitting beside the professor.

Sal—incidentally, the owner of Sal’s Barbershop, the unofficial Keystone weatherman, and now, acting mayor—stepped up to the microphone. 

The room filled with several heavy thuds followed by a screech of feedback as he tapped the mic. “Hello? We ready to start?” 

He tilted his gaze around to the council members sitting on the short stage behind him. The seven members faced the audience and wore tight expressions that could only look more sour if they sucked on actual lemons. 

Sal faced the audience again and cracked a smile that reminded Ella of a deranged clown. His voice was as greasy as his slicked-back hair. He called the meeting to order.

Her mind and eyes wandered as the council conducted old business. Someone had dumped their garbage in the alley on F street, and it had attracted the local wildlife. A local trapper-turned-butcher from the 1800s had been out with a 20-gauge shotgun, target practicing on the critters. As disturbing as the mental image was, Ella made a mental note to ask Wink where the diner’s meat came from.

Once the name-calling began, she tuned them out and scanned the crowd. Sheriff Chapman lingered in the back, leaning against the wall, his face void of any emotion. He caught her gaze and dipped his chin in a greeting. Ella pressed a small smile in return and turned her attention back to the stage.

A moment later, Sal settled the microphone into the stand and opened the floor to discuss new business. 

In the audience, a man with long hair and fur stood. Ella recognized him as one of the Norsemen-possible-Vikings she’d spotted in the forest earlier. 

She leaned forward, her eyes widening. The guy was massive, with very little fat to speak of, and reminded her of a professional wrestler from her time who’d transitioned into a rather successful acting career. 

The man’s muscles ripped. If there was a town gym nearby, she hadn’t seen it. She wondered what he did for a workout. 

“Here we go.” Flo bounced in her seat like a giddy three-year-old. 

The room stilled. Ella could scarcely breathe, not wanting to miss a single syllable. 

And syllables they were.

The man released a diatribe that went on for several minutes in a language that piqued her linguistic ear. It was reminiscent of Icelandic, but the first syllable of each word was stressed. Occasionally, he punctuated a word with a stab of his finger directed at a council member while the other hand caressed the sword at his hip.

At one point, Ella looked over at Will, her eyebrows rising towards her hair. 

He shook his head, whispering, “He does this sometimes, and no one ever knows what he’s saying.”

Flo teetered on the edge of her chair. “Would you look at that sword? Where do you think he got it?”

“Oh, no. You do not need one. Besides, do you know how much those things weigh?” Her experience around Flo with a weapon was limited to a single incident involving a Tommy Gun, but that had been enough for Ella to realize the older woman should never be around anything even remotely resembling a weapon.

The man in fur ended his rant with a grunt and sat back down. People shuffled in their chairs, glancing at their neighbors. 

Sal cleared his throat. “Okay…” He drew out the last syllable. “Thank you, Leif.” 

He only had a moment to fumble with the mic stand before a squat man with a shiny pate lumbered forward. It seemed what hair had receded from atop his head had traveled to his eyebrows. 

A woman sat beside the seat he’d just left. Her lips were pinched together, and her eyes squinted in a permanent scowl below hooded lids. Broad shoulders pulled at her floral dress, making Ella wonder again about a gym, as the woman slouched deeper into her chair. 

Up front, the man was forced to twist the mic down to catch his voice. He looked over the audience with beady eyes. “As most of you know, I’m Stan Tanner.”

In front of Ella, the obnoxiously tall hat and the woman it perched on shifted, and she had a direct-line-of-sight to Wink. The older woman’s body language became agitated, and she dipped her blue head in conversation with the professor again.

“As you all may know,” Stan continued, “Keystone is in the midst of an energy shortage—” 

Whispers rippled through the room like the rustle of falling leaves. Stan held a hand up until the church stilled again. 

“Right now, we’re having to cannibalize electricity that’s been allocated to our infrastructure to power homes. We cannot afford to lose any more. As it stands, Keystone’s wind farm is producing at only thirty percent capacity. When we built it, we calculated it at a conservative fifty percent.”

A wave of whispers flowed through before ebbing again.

“Therefore, I’d like to propose building and installing sixteen more wind turbines. According to my calculations, this will give us just enough to cover the town’s needs.” 

The whispers turned into a hum, and voices spilled out of the audience. 

“How much of a shortage we talkin’?”

“Where would you put ‘em?”

“I don’t think we’re there, yet,” Sal the barber-turned-acting-mayor said, stepping closer to the microphone. He ran a hand over his smooth hair. “As acting mayor, I think we should consider other options before we extend our limited resources to—”

“Like what?” Stan turned a hard expression on him.

“Pardon?”

“What other options should we consider?”

“Like…” Sal’s liquid eyes roamed the ceiling for help. “Like, reducing consumption. We could even have one day a week where we only power the essentials. Water, the greenhouses, you know.”

“Brownout? Won’t be enough.”

In the front row, Wink shook her head. Somewhere on the far side of the church, a man in mud-caked overalls stood. “Don’t believe anything this dirty, rotten scoundrel says.”

“You have something to say, Jonas?” Sal’s expression filled with relief.

“Speak up,” someone in the back yelled. “We can’t hear you.”

Jonas strode to the front. He was at least a head and a half taller than Stan, whose eyes had narrowed to slits. 

Jonas elbowed Stan aside and bent over the mic. “This man here is a snake and a liar. Don’t believe anything he says. When he negotiated to put his wind farm on my land, he promised to drill me a well that tapped into the aquifer under the town. 

“But what’s he done? Stalled my permits. Lost half my crop of corn. What this half-wit fails to understand is, it ain’t just me who suffers when my crops fail. It’s all of us. Now, all I can grow is potatoes. I hope you all like fries, ‘cause that’s all we’re getting for the next several months.”

The room buzzed with electric conversation. Stan squeezed back to the mic, anger flashing over his face. 

“That’s an exaggeration. He’s twisting my words. If you’re going to tarnish my name and throw accusations, you’d better get your facts straight.” He glared at Jonas. 

The farmer’s biceps flenched. But despite the visible size difference, Stan had more gumption than Ella would’ve expected, and he didn’t back down. 

“It’s true I denied his request for more water, but that’s because I did some calculations. At the time, we only had just enough power for the town. Devoting even a small portion of that for his pumps was simply not an option.”

“It wouldn’t take but another turbine!”

Stan’s head now looked like the top of a swim cap. He pulled out a handkerchief and swiped it over his forehead. “That’s simply not true, but your peanut brain can’t grasp the intricacies of how electricity—”

“Fine. I’ll just make an irrigation ditch from the lake to my farm.”

The room erupted with protests. Jonas held up his hands, yelling over the crowd. “Well, we gotta have crops. What do you want me to do?”

Ella glanced over at the woman she presumed to be Stan’s wife. Her eyes were down as she stared at her feet, her mouth still pressed into a thin line.

“How many can you even put on there, anyway?” Jonas yelled at Stan.

“What’s it to you? It’s not like the expansion will be on your property!”

The acting mayor’s voice was nearly lost as he asked, “Just where are you proposing to install these new turbines, Mr. Tanner?”

Stan dabbed at his caterpillar-brows with the handkerchief. “Well, like I said. Adding sixteen new turbines to our grid would get us just by if we continue operating under our current consumption. But you know how the output of the turbine can be more or less, depending on whatever crumby climate we’re in—”

“Man asked you a question,” the farmer grunted.

Stan glared at him. “I’m getting to that. My proposed location will produce at a higher capacity, giving us more than adequate amounts. We won’t have to worry about brownouts or the greenhouses, and Jonas can have his stupid well.”

“Mr. Tanner,” a councilwoman interrupted from the stage, “where are you proposing to build these new turbines?”

Stan shifted on his feet. “Twin Hills.” 

The room erupted. It took several minutes for the acting mayor to restore order, and when he managed, there were still ripples of whispers. 

Ella glanced on either side of her to see matching expressions on both Flo and Will, then she stared ahead at her boss’s blue hair. No wonder Wink had been acting funny at work, pushing Ella to hang glide.

“Is there even enough room on the hills?” someone from the audience asked.

Stan nodded. “I’ve already begun negotiations with several property owners. And as some of you may know, the town owns part of the hills. But as it stands, we can only build eight of the sixteen turbines. However, if the council were to approve this expansion, then we could build all of them.”

Jonas ripped the mic away. “Are you proposing the town approves you trespassin’ onto other people’s property to build your stupid farm?” 

Stan’s face reddened. “I’m suggesting that if we built on the private properties—”

“Without their consent, right?” Jonas said. His face had also reddened but to an angry violet. “That’s really what you’re asking the committee to decide on. ‘Cause I guarantee, you won’t get all the folks who live up there to allow you to pitch your gaudy turbines on their property.”

Stan looked back at the council members, all of whom suddenly became more interested in the table in front of them. 

“I think,” Stan said, snatching the microphone back, “that ours is a unique situation outside the confines of the law. We are our own, independent governing body now, separate from the country. If we don’t have enough electricity, then the crops in our greenhouses die, and we’ll starve. How concerned will you be of the seizing of property then?” 

A pregnant silence filled the sanctuary. 

Grandma Wink jumped to her feet, sending Chester tumbling to her chair. He chattered angrily at her. “You won’t be building on my property!”

“It would hardly take up any space, Pearl.” A hint of exasperation tinged Stan’s voice. They’d clearly had this conversation before. The way he looked down his nose at Wink gave Ella the urge to run up and deck his head into the next week.

“It won’t? Where would the substation go?” 

Stan’s mouth worked back and forth, but no words came out. 

“My husband built that house with his own two hands, God rest his soul. I will not see our home tainted by one of those things.”

Ella looked sideways at Flo who was too preoccupied nipping a sip from the flask in her purse to notice. Wink had never mentioned being married.

“Those things, as you call them, are the reason you have hot water and lights and heat enough for that varmint you call a pet.” 

The acting mayor held his hands up, stepping in. Behind him, the council members shifted in their seats. 

“We should vote on this,” someone called out. A few murmurs of approval popped up.

“I’d like to say one last thing,” Stan said. 

Sal acquiesced and stepped back. Stan’s expression was hard, and the light shifted in the church as the world outside dimmed even more from the incoming storm. 

“I have started a petition in support of the expansion. I suspect there are those out there who may be too afraid to voice their opinions but are smart enough to know I’m right. If we don’t do something soon, we’re talking brownouts, rolling blackouts…” He let the sentence die as he folded his handkerchief. “I’ll be standing by the backdoor collecting signatures. If you wish for anonymity, you may stop by my home at any time. I highly recommend you sign—unless you like the dark ages.”

“And what about my water?” Jonas spat. Stan startled as if forgetting the farmer was still up there. 

“Yes, well… I’ll see what I can do.”

Jonas’s jaw twitched as he crossed his arms over his overalls, his eyes full of hate for the stubby man in front of him.







CHAPTER 3







“THAT WAS AN interesting meeting last night,” Ella said, stirring the cream in her coffee until it was the color of caramel. “I mean, no one got hurt this time, so a little dull, but the topics discussed were a bit concerning.”

Rose nodded in agreement. She sat at the kitchen table with Ella, sipping the dark roast. A pin curl wound around her forehead.

“Did you get a chance to talk to Wink afterward?” Ella asked. 

“Unfortunately, no.”

The night before, Wink had slipped out, deep in conversation with the professor. 

“What was up with her and the professor? Are they an item now?” Ella tried to imagine the free-spirited lady with the stiff, no-nonsense man. It didn’t fit.

Rose coughed into her coffee. “Lord have mercy, no.”

Ella traded her coffee for a croissant and chewed the buttery, fluffy pastry, wondering why Wink hadn’t mentioned being married before. They had only known each other a little over three weeks, so it wasn’t like she was expecting to know her life story. Still, she thought something like that should’ve come up.

After changing into the mess of pink gingham that was her waitress uniform, Ella scratched Fluffy, the inn’s resident Maine coon, on the head then rushed out the front door. Her sneakers slapped over the worn garden path as she walked the few yards to the railcar diner next door.

Ella stopped short. Stan stood outside Grandma’s Kitchen, clipboard in hand. A woman stood beside him with a matching clipboard that dwarfed her petite frame.

Rolling her shoulders back, Ella approached the diner.

“Good morning.” She used her customer service voice while making sure her expression told them to “get lost.” 

Skirting them, she aimed for the door, but Stan stepped into her path.

“‘Morning. Can you sign our petition?” His face scrunched into something resembling a smile, and his thick eyebrows gave up the fight and became one. 

Ella looked from him to the waif-like woman next to him who’d bowl over in a good breeze. 

Stan’s bald head was slicked with sweat. “Our town is in desperate need of more power. And we’d like to expand the wind farm—”

“I heard. I was at the meeting last night.” Maybe it was the fact that she’d only had one cup of coffee, but Ella’s patience dwindled with each passing second. He was barring her entrance to work—and more coffee.

“Perfect. Then you know how important this is.” He shoved the clipboard under her nose. Beside him, the woman sniffed and picked at her nail. 

Ella skimmed the sheet in front of her. There were already a dozen names on it and at least a couple rumpled pages full of more names underneath. 

“While I’m not against the town getting more energy, I am against you putting more turbines on Twin Hills.”

One eyebrow rose a millimeter. “May I ask why?”

“For one, they’re an eyesore and would ruin the landscape. For another—and the most important reason—a dear friend of mine lives on that hill. In fact, you’re standing in front of her place of business, which I’m guessing isn’t a coincidence. Frankly, I think it’s in poor taste.” 

Stan’s genial facade vanished in a flash, and his lips twisted into a sneer. “It’s people like you that keep this town from progress. So afraid of change.”

“I’m from the twenty-first century, numbnuts. It doesn’t get more progressive than that here, and oh my gosh—” Ella snapped her fingers. “I just realized what you remind me of. A mole. You know, the animal with the beady eyes, lives in the ground… No? Well, anyway, you’re the spitting image. Here I was, racking my brain, trying to figure it out. Don’t you hate when that happens? It’s so embarrassing.” 

While she rambled, Stan’s nostrils began flaring out, only convincing her more that he was somehow distantly related to the creature.

A motor growled behind them, and Will’s 1948 Chevy pulled up to the curb. He rolled down the window and dipped his chin at Ella by way of greeting before fixing Stan with a look that could freeze the lake over.

“Will, I was just telling Stan here how much he looks like a mole.”

Will’s head tipped to the side in confusion. “Like, the hairy ones on a witch?”

“What? No. Although—” Ella did a double take at Stan’s face “—no. Not that kind. The animal variety.”

“Well, I’ll be. How’ve I never noticed that before?”

“I know, right?”

Stan’s chest rose and fell. “You people are horrible.”

“That we are, Stan. That we are.” Ella’s eyes wandered to the bed of Will’s pickup. A blanket draped over something bulky and shapeless with the escaped end of a hose being the only thing visible. “Whatcha got there?”

Will’s face lit up. “I finished it.” 

He hopped out and with a manly flourish that belonged more on the Las Vegas strip, he ripped off the blanket. Ella tipped her head one way then the other, studying it. 

“Awesome. Very cool.”

“I’m assuming that means you like it?”

“Yes. I love it. Also, what is it?”

He chuckled. “I’ll give you a hint.” He put the hose up to his mouth.

“Some kind of new beer hat?” 

Her eye traced the hose back to the contraption, and that part of her brain that tickled when she saw the half-mole, half-man Stan tickled again. The size was off, and the hose not quite right, but it was definitely familiar.

“Is that a scuba tank?”

He beamed. “So, you do know what this is.”

“Anyone who goes on vacation near a tropical beach knows what this is.” Her smile faltered. “You made this?”

“Yes.” His eyes danced, and Stan and the woman edged closer to see what the fuss was about. “Ever since I read 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea as a small boy, I dreamed of making one. Then, when the professor told me about that aqualung the French invented not too long before I was stranded, well I’ve been fiddling with a design since.”

“Is that an old propane tank?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And duct tape?”

“Yes.” His tone conveyed that he failed to understand the problem.

Ella took in the dubious pieces pieces of junk that had been Frankensteined together. “You really MacGyvered the hell out of it.”

“That is the second time you’ve used that word. You’ll have to tell me about this famous inventor of your time.”

She nodded absently, her attention still on the “scuba tank.”

“Okay, but there was propane in there at one point, right? Isn’t that dangerous to breathe in?”

“I made sure to displace all the gas.”

She was getting a bad feeling about this. “Where are you going with the tank?”

“To the lake to run some stress tests, check for any weak points.”

“In the water?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

She let out a sigh. “Why can’t anyone here have a normal hobby? Can you at least wait until I can go with you? It’s never a good idea to dive alone.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “What? I got my open water certification while on vacation in Mexico. I don’t remember much, because of the tequila afterward and whatnot, but I remember the basics. And I certainly remember you’re not supposed to dive without a buddy.”

While they had been talking, Stan had been peering into the pickup bed, inspecting the apparatus. He poked the tank. “So, you really think you’ll be able to dive underwater with this thing?”

“Yes, sir.” Will’s voice took on an edge as if daring the man to question his invention.

“How deep do you think it’ll go?”

Will studied the tank a moment. “Hard to say until after I run my tests, but in theory, at least thirty to fifty feet. It’s an older tank, and I wouldn’t want to push it past that.”

Stan’s eyes glazed over, and he repeated the depth under his breath. Will turned back to Ella, and he rolled back and forth on the balls of  his feet. “I’ll just test the gear today, look for anymore leaks in the connections—”

“More leaks?”

“—But I’ll wait to do the maiden voyage, so to speak, with you. What do you say?”

Dubious, homemade gear aside, his enthusiasm was infectious, and she really did miss scuba diving. She relented, and he told her to meet him at the docks at seven the next morning.

“Wait—” she protested, but he was already pulling the Chevy from the curb and couldn’t hear her whine about the early hour. The air rumbled as he made a u-turn and ambled towards the docks.

“Where are you going?” Stan’s counterpart suddenly said behind Ella. 

She whirled around, realizing that it was the first time she’d heard the woman speak.

Stan shoved his clipboard into her chest. “Get what you can. Don’t take no for an answer.” His shoes seemed to float as he hurried up the sidewalk.

The woman’s shrill voice broke the morning air. “Wait! Where are you going?”

“I have to take care of something! I’ll be right back.” Stan the Mole Man’s loafers pounded over the sidewalk in the direction of the park. 

Ella frowned then looked back at the woman. Her overly bleached blonde hair hung in a sheet down her back.

“Hey, Blondie. Get lost. I don’t want you here harassing the customers.”

The woman sneered at her. “I have every right to be here. And you don’t own this place.”

Ella straightened her spine, adding a pinch of height to her five foot five frame. She wished she’d worn heels. Then again, it was hard to kick someone’s butt in anything but sneakers.

“I suggest you get out of here before I call Sheriff Chapman.” 

“Fine. Whatever.” She threw her hair over her shoulder and marched down the sidewalk. Ella watched her go, wondering who she was, where and when she was from, and how she’d gotten involved with Stan. And also what hair products she used because her hair was shinier than a shampoo commercial.

By the time the bell jingled over the door to Grandma’s Kitchen, Ella was five minutes late. It had just opened for the day and being right outside, she knew there were no customers. But it was still unprofessional.

Slipping into the kitchen, she spotted the cook Horatio already at the grill. The smell of pancakes and french toast beckoned her forth. 

“Morning,” he said. He caught her expression and nodded at a plate with two slices of banana hazelnut French toast the size of her face, topped with fresh strawberries and whip cream. 

Ella smothered them with maple syrup. The first bite sent her reeling and singing his praises.

“Who’s your wife? Can you divorce her and marry me?” She shoveled another bite into her mouth. “You see our guests outside this morning?”

He frowned at her. “No, I came through the back. Who was out there?” 

She filled him in on Stan and his lady friend’s antics.

His thick brows knotted, and he waved the spatula around like a weapon. “I do not like that man. You did the right thing sending her away.” 

His Italian accent, put a soft lilt to his words and made her miss her work. Before being stranded in Keystone, she had worked as a TA at the local university in the linguistics department while simultaneously working on her master’s thesis. As far back as she could remember, she’d been drawn to different languages and the people who spoke them. While she wasn’t a polyglot, she was conversational in a smattering of languages.

“Is that his wife? Or was his wife the one beside him at the meeting? You know, looked like a body builder. Not the kind you’d want to meet in a dark alley. That sort of thing. Oh! Wife and mistress. How scandalous.”

The cook rolled a shoulder in a half-shrug. “What did she look like?” 

Ella described the woman collecting signatures alongside Stan. His expression never changed from one of confusion. He had no idea who she was, but the one beside Stan at the meeting had been his wife.

“Mistress then.”

“Hey, that’s gossip.” He pointed the spatula at her, causing her to wonder if it was fused to his palm. 

“Yeah, I know. That’s why I said it. Since when are you reluctant to gossip?”

“Just because I’m naturally curious, doesn’t mean I gossip.”

“Then, why aren’t you naturally curious about her? She’s not Stan’s wife. Why is she helping?”

He shrugged. “Maybe she wants more electricity for the town. I am more worried about Wink. That was quite the meeting last night, no?” 

The diner’s front door rang. Shoving the last bite of banana hazelnut French toast into her mouth, Ella scooped up her order pad and swept through the kitchen door. Her uniform swished around her legs.

Once the first customer in the slumbering village awoke and went to Grandma’s Kitchen, it usually seemed the rest of the town followed suit. Within the hour, the lunch counter was full of patrons, as well as half the booths. 

Ella flitted from table to table, refilling coffee and taking orders. Her eyes returned to the clock every time she flew past it, wondering where her boss was. A man and wife complained about their scrambled eggs, claiming they’d ordered them sunny side up, despite Ella writing, “wreck ‘em,” on her ticket.

Ella blew a strand of hair out of her face, wiped her forehead, and was on the verge of losing it when Wink finally rolled in two hours past opening. She apologized but didn’t offer an explanation for her tardiness. Instead, she pitched in, grabbing platefuls from the passthrough and delivering them to tables.

When the morning rush died to a pre-lunch lull, Ella swept into the back where she found Horatio dabbing at his sweaty forehead and Wink pulling out a fresh batch of scones.

“Whew. Quite the crowd this morning,” the cook said. “That’s the bad thing about these town hall meetings. They get people all riled up, then they have to come in to gossip the next day.” 

At the mention of the meeting, the lines in Wink’s face tightened. Ella nudged her. “I’m sure your property will be fine. There’s no way Stan will get enough support.” 

She bit her lip, considering telling Wink about the duo in front of the diner that morning but thought better of it. As much as she wanted to tell her boss how she’d chased off the snobby woman, Wink didn’t need the added stress.

“Thanks, dear. But I’m not so sure. Seems everyone’s divided evenly on the topic.” She let out a slow breath. “But no matter what happens, I won’t let him destroy my home.”

“Destroy your home? Can’t the turbine sit on your lot beside your house?”

“Not enough room. It’s the best location for two or three.” Wink’s eyes hardened, making it clear the topic was no longer open for discussion.

Before she could forget, Ella asked to come in a couple hours later the next day. She wasn’t sure how long she’d be at the docks with Will, but it seemed like a safe estimate. 

When Ella explained why she needed to come in late, Wink sighed wistfully. “Aw, young love.”

Ella rolled her eyes before tossing her cleaning rag at Wink. It landed with a splat in the middle of Wink’s chest, leaving a wet design on the front like an abstract painting. 

“Aren’t you interested in him?” Wink asked as she attacked the spot with a towel. 

Ella’s lip caught in her teeth as she pondered the question. Her stomach fluttered every time the inventor was nearby, and when he got too close, she struggled to breathe in a way that had nothing to do with his aftershave.

But it was also not a great time to start a new relationship. She was transitioning into her new life; mourning the loss of her family, friends, and all she left behind; and living in Keystone was proving to be a drastic change. Most importantly, she was still learning who she could trust. 

In the end, Ella settled for giving Wink a non-comital shrug.




Ella traipsed up the stairs in her grease-stained dress. She flopped onto her bed, not bothering to close the door. 

The click of heavy paws told her that Fluffy had heard her come home. A moment later, he leaped onto the bed and head-butted her. The mattress dipped under his massive weight, the feline roughly the size of a small dog. 

He burrowed his pink nose deep into her shirt.

“Smells like burgers, huh?”

In the hallway, a figure crept past Ella’s open door, hunched over, a tin foil cone atop her head.

“Flo,” Ella greeted her.

“Ella.”

Flo shuffled past, holding a device up with twinkling lights and something that went whir. Ella didn’t bother asking. 

When the reflection of the flashing lights faded, Ella rolled her head towards the window, trying to summon enough energy to change out of her uniform. Outside, the dull gray sky had turned ominous, with deep shadows of clouds on the horizon. 

Ella frowned and hoped they weren’t in for too bad of a storm. The last thing the town needed was to lose power. She had no doubt Stan would twist the outage around to his advantage, blame it on a lack of generators or taxing the grid or some such nonsense.

Instead of getting out of her gamy uniform, she pulled out her cell phone, noting the dwindling battery power. She opened the notepad app and scrolled with her thumb until she found a memo titled, Keystone Village. 

If she had any hope of ever returning home, she needed to solve the mystery of the traveling town. Since being stranded, or rather gracing the town with her presence as she liked to think of it, she had begun a casual, discreet investigation. 

So far, she’d discovered most of the inhabitants were reluctant to discuss the jumps, which made getting information about as easy as filling out a tax form. She didn’t get the impression they were hiding anything, but rather that the flashes were a sore subject. She was digging through an old wound that had festered. 

But from what she was able to pry out, life had been rough during the first few jumps. Confusion and chaos reigned. People frantically searched for answers, clinging to hope they could return home. 

But no answers came. And the dust settled, flitting through time became their new normal, and hope withered. 

Now, mention of the topic, those first few years, and life before the first flash was salt on an open wound. A bitter twist of the knife of what they’d lost or left behind. 

The bright screen came into focus. The only points she’d written so far were, First jump in 1951. Then, dome of purple lightening. She considered taking the latter descriptor out but figured every bit of information helped. Later, she could collate the data, weeding out irrelevant information.

After a hearty pep talk, Ella managed to change into her usual t-shirt and jeans, adding a spritz of perfume from the dusty bottle left on the dresser from some previous boarder. The goal was to cover the smell of burgers and fries since she didn’t want to draw water for a bath. The perk of living in an old manor-turned-inn was the lack of modern upgrades, like showers. 

The spritz turned into a cloud which turned into a hazard zone which should’ve involved the CDC and quarantine of her room. Ella hacked until she was sure a kidney would come up. Covering her nose, she threw open the windows and did her best to fan the noxious gas outside.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, causing Fluffy to scamper under the bed. She considered dragging him out, unsure how hazardous the air in her room was, but decided to leave the windows cracked instead.

Out in the hall, she tested the air, sure she’d burnt several nostril hairs. From deep in the shadows at the end, Flo swore.

“What died?” The flicker of lights on the crazy woman’s device drew near, and the older woman’s nose nearly lifted her glasses clean off. “My God. Is that coming from you?” She hunched near Ella’s sleeve then sprang back like she’d been shot. “Lord have mercy. What is that? Smells like decaying flesh. Are you dying? If you’re dying, can I have your phone?”

“It’s perfume.”

“No it’s not. It’s the burning souls of the dead.”

“Don’t you have something you should be doing?” Ella’s gaze flitted to the cone-shaped hat of tin atop Flo’s head.

Turning on her heel, she hiked down the grand staircase, second-guessing her decision to bathe. 

After several minutes of searching empty rooms, she located Jimmy and Rose in the parlor. Jimmy bent over the hearth and prodded tired embers with a poker.

“Did you add kindling?” Rose had her hands on her hips, hovering over him.

“Yes, dear.”

“Because it won’t burn if you don’t have kindling.”

“I know, dear.”

She started when she heard Ella. “Oh, Ella. I was just about to pull a casserole out. Are you hungry?”

“Does the Pope pee standing up?”

A pregnant pause followed.

“Uh, sorry. Crude joke where I’m from.”

“How else would he urinate?” Jimmy asked, more curious than sarcastic. “Do the men in the future not stand to use the bathroom?”

Rose tutted.

“Actually, there’s this thing you can wear for stadiums and games and such—” Ella caught Rose’s expression. “Know what? Doesn’t matter. Yes, I’m very hungry.”

Rose looked over the room. “I was thinking we could eat in here, tonight. It’ll be warmer. These old homes…” Her blonde pin curls quivered as she shook her head in disgust.

The windows along the exterior walls lit up as bright as day, followed a few seconds later by a clap of thunder that pressed against Ella’s chest. 

The lightbulbs flickered, and rain pattered against the windows. 

“Dinner by firelight it is,” Ella said. She offered to help carry dishes and utensils into the parlor. 

As they walked down one of the dimly lit, interior hallways, Rose’s nose perked up in the air. “I think Jimmy forgot to take out the garbage.”

Ella put space between them. “Huh, I don’t smell anything.”

“Strange.”

“Yes, very strange.”

Back in the parlor, Ella laid the informal dinnerware on a card table Jimmy had brought up from the basement of horrors.

As they settled into their seats, Ella jostled elbows with Edwin around the cramped space, but she didn’t mind. The old man was sweet and reminded her much of her grandfather.

Flo joined them, tin foil still wrapped around her beehive like a homing beacon. As the older woman’s bones creaked into a chair, Rose did a double take at the head covering. Ella leaned sideways and made sure to whisper loud enough for Flo to hear. 

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and it’ll attract a bolt of lightning. Could you imagine what that’d do to her hair?” Her hands made explosive motions by her head. “Marge Simpson, anyone? No?” To her credit, Edwin chuckled, but she was pretty sure it was to be polite.

“At least I don’t smell like the walking dead,” Flo huffed.

“Good show,” Ella murmured. 

A hallway and room over, the front door opened, and Wink’s voice called out.

“In here, Wink,” Rose hollered. 

The diner owner walked in bearing two loaves of freshly-baked banana bread under her drenched raincoat.

She had no sooner set the loaves on the card table than Ella and Edwin were tearing into them. 

“For goodness sakes, you two,” Rose chided, “at least use a knife.” When she turned her back to help Wink out of her jacket, Jimmy joined in the fray.

Wink sniffed the air. “I think you may have had another raccoon die in your crawlspace again.”

“Yes. I was just going to ask Jimmy to have a look tomorrow.”

Ella coughed. Flo stared at her, saying loudly, “Yes, it does smell like death, doesn’t it?”

Ella scratched her nose slowly and pointedly, making sure to only use her middle finger.

Wink settled at the table. Folding her hands in prayer, Rose looked around at the several mouths already chewing food. “Grace?”

“What about her?” Flo poked at a chunk of meat that had fallen out of the casserole. “Is this horse?”

The innkeeper’s pale cheeks flushed to the color of her lipstick. “Florence Henderson, when have you known us to ever eat horse meat?”

Ella nearly choked on her bread. “Oh my God! Your name is seriously Florence Henderson? Really? Oh, that is so great.” She wiped the tears already forming at the corners of her eyes.

Crazy Flo blinked at her. “I’m not sure why my name’s so funny.” She turned back to Rose. “Well? What is it, then? Squirrel? Oh!” Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling delight. “Is this Chester? Did someone finally put an end to that varmint?”

While she’d been talking, Ella was quietly humming the theme song to the Brady Bunch, earning several confused glances.

“What’s your problem with Chester?” Wink leaned in, chin set, ready for a fight.

“He bit me. And he smells. Not as bad as this one, mind you.” Flo replied jabbed a thumb at Ella.

Meanwhile, across the table, Jimmy globbed butter onto his bread. “Seems he has some sense in him, after all.” Rose shot him a dark look but followed it with a wink when Flo wasn’t looking. 

Another flash of lighting filled the room with bright light, and a boom of thunder followed on its heels, rattling the windows. The lights flickered then blinked out for good. 

Rose released a lady-like sigh while Flo swore loudly.

Now their sole source of light was the flickering flames in the fireplace, dancing shadows along the walls.

“Well, this is cozy,” Ella said. “It’s a good thing the lights went out. They were really throwing off the vibe in here.” She made a noise with her mouth. “Yep. I was just thinking how much I wanted to wander a big house in the dark.”

“We have candles, dummy.” Flo poked at her food again before testing it with her tongue. She must’ve figured out it was decidedly not squirrel or horse because she devoured it a second later.

While they ate the remainder of their meal by firelight—and candlelight once Rose returned—they discussed the expansion of the wind farm and the overfishing of the lake. 

When the topic of Twin Hills came up, Wink became conspicuously quiet and stared at the fire. The light deepened the shadows around her eyes, aging her ten years.

Once plates were cleaned and chairs pushed back, there came a lull in the conversation. Ella seized the moment.

“I’ve been thinking… since I’m new and all, and still getting the ropes of the town, it might be kinda nice to know the boundary line for Keystone. You know, so I don’t accidentally end up on the other side right before a flash.” 

The memory of their previous mayor popped up unbidden. She’d stranded him in the desert in some unknown year, but she took comfort in the fact that he’d killed his own daughter and had tried to kill Ella, too.

“It’s usually pretty obvious,” Jimmy said.

Rose gathered their empty plates. “I guess I’ve never really thought about it. We’re so used to knowing where the boundary is.”

“No one’s mapped it out or anything?” Ella found that hard to believe.

“Oh, I suppose Will probably did when he came to town. He tried so hard to get home, to stop the jumping, didn’t he, darling?

Jimmy nodded. “He had the hardest time adjusting I think, compared to most of us.”

Wink finally spoke up. “I get the feeling he left someone very important behind, even though he won’t talk about it.”

As curious as Ella was about Will’s past, the mystery of the time and space traveling was more important. “What about the sheriff? Didn’t he map out the border?”

“Ol’ Chapman?” Flo situated her tinfoil hat which had gone slightly askew during dinner. “That man’s had his hands full with Six ever since they strolled into town.”

“I wouldn’t call riding in on horses, shooting at each other like the O.K. Corral, ‘strolling into town’,” Jimmy said.

“Whatever. Point is, Chapman’s an old frontier lawman. He doesn’t concern himself with the minutia of the town or our… predicament.”

“Doesn’t he want to go home?” Ella asked.

“I’m sure he does,” Rose said. “But what can we do?”

Jimmy stood, signaling an end to the conversation. “Everything that’s been thought of, we’ve tried, Ella. There’s no way to stop the traveling, and the sooner you accept it, the sooner you can build a life here.” 

He pushed his chair back into the table and mumbled something about needing to wash up. He strode out of the parlor, taking a candle with him and leaving the room just a bit dimmer. 

Rose turned to Ella. “Don’t you pay him any mind. He means well, but this subject always makes him grumpy. Honestly, I think he’s just scared of leaving.” 

Ella watched the flames of the nearest candle. It seemed to twitch and tremble in some secret rhythm with the rain pelting the glass. A gust hit the inn, and she shivered.

With the table cleared, Edwin and Ella scooted it closer to the fire while Rose lit more candles. After Ella learned the basics of bridge, they played several hands. Rose opted to watch and keep score, but really, her unofficial title was peacekeeper between Flo and Wink. 

The game wore on into the deep hours of night as the storm raged on outside. The more Flo swigged from her flask, the more she talked about the supernatural and UFOs. Wink kept encouraging this behavior because it kept her and Edwin winning.

When it was nearing midnight, Ella’s stomach ached from laughter, and she’d long since wiped away the last of her mascara.

After a round of “goodnights,” Ella ascended the stairs, helping a staggering Flo with one arm, the other holding up her phone as a flashlight.

After depositing the drowsy woman into a position that didn’t look like she’d choke in her sleep, Ella went to her room. She slipped into a t-shirt and sweats, then she stood at the window, watching the storm. The lamplights were out around the lake, but each flash of lightning lit the world outside. 

With one bolt, she noticed the torrid surface of the lake, pelted by the driving rain. On the next, she noticed a dark object on the water. 

Ella pressed her nose closer to the glass, her breath fogging her view. She swiped away the condensation and waited for the next flash of lightening. 

The sky lit up, clarifying the object. A rowboat. And there was a person inside. 

With the next flash, the figure had moved, but she was unable to make out what they were doing. It had almost looked like they were leaning over the side.

A strange knot twisted in her gut as she tried to fall asleep. Meanwhile, the storm raged through most of the night, rolling right over Keystone Village. Ella listened to clap after clap of thunder and the hammering of the rain on the shingles overhead. If Thor was real, he certainly wasn’t happy. All the while, she couldn’t get the figure on the lake out of her mind. 

Who on earth would be out in the middle of the lake in a storm like this? At midnight?







CHAPTER 4







THE ALARM ON the nightstand sent out a shrill cry far too early. Ella fumbled with the unfamiliar device, eventually gave up, and threw it against the wall. The effect was instantaneous in that the alarm stopped, but now she was wide awake, wondering why she was up so early. 

She rolled off her bed and checked her phone. Slowly, it all came back. The late night, the figure on the lake, the power off, thus forcing her to use the windup clock she’d just demolished. She was supposed to meet Will at the docks in ten minutes.

She dressed in the dark with what she hoped were jeans and a sweatshirt then descended the stairs, yawning, nearly missing the bottom step. Without time to brew a new pot of coffee, being desperate, she dumped Monday’s contents into a mug and downed it room temperature, sans cream. 

Her face sorted through a dozen different expressions, ranging from a grimace to gagging to resignation. It was too soon for the caffeine to hit her system, but the bitter brew alone was enough to wake her.

Shoving her near-dead phone into her pocket, she slipped out the back door. At some point, the power had come back on, but not enough to charge her battery. She’d have to charge it later.

Outside, the humidity hit her like a wall. Mist rose from the lake, and the grass squeaked underfoot. Beyond the park, the horizon was yellow and turquoise from a rising sun. 

As she walked along the trail, she spotted remnants from last night’s storm, mostly in the form of downed branches, twigs, and mud. Despite the early hour, she was already considering discarding her sweatshirt. It seemed the weather couldn’t quite agree if it was the summer side of fall or the fall side of winter.

Water lapped at the pylons as she reached the docks. Will hadn’t arrived yet, so she sat on the damp wood of the nearest dock and dangled her feet over the water, too tired to care about what was happening to her backside by doing so. 

The faint blush of the sun changed to fire then gold, spreading its amber across the water. Now that it was brighter, she could see across the lake. 

Her mouth dropped open. The boat still bobbed in the middle of the lake, probably anchored. But now, it lay empty. 

Before she had time to puzzle over the mystery, the sound of footsteps on the wood planks behind her pulled her attention. 

Will strolled down the dock, wearing a straw boater hat, looking as dapper as an inventor from the 1920s could look. His usual three-piece suit was conspicuously absent. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“Nope. Just a couple of hours.” She stifled another yawn. “I can’t help but notice your lack of scuba equipment.”

He motioned her to follow him to a small, weedy boathouse that surprisingly withstood last night’s storm.

“This is like the beginning to every horror movie. Are you going to kill me? You’d tell me, right? No, wait. Why would you? That’d be silly.”

“I am not going to kill you.”

The door creaked not unlike the sound effects used in those terrible, made-for-TV movies.

He stepped aside for her to go inside first. She looked from him to the dark space inside. “Chivalrous manners aside, Will, would you mind going first? Cobwebs and what-not.”

He shrugged, and she followed on his heels. 

The structure was roughly fifteen feet by twenty feet, made of weathered wood and shingles that allowed light to seep through in several places. 

“Let me guess. Dance studio?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, Footloose! Are we going to dance? Wait, no. That was a warehouse. Never mind.”

“I’ve no idea what any of that means. But this is a sort of community storage meets boathouse.”

She looked around, inhaling the odor of dust and fish and other things with a big fat question mark. No, they definitely were not going to break out into dance. 

Most of the boathouse consisted of old rods and reels and tackle boxes, a few floatation devices, broken oars, several piles of ropes, and for some strange reason, a bowling pin. 

Will jumped over a dilapidated skiff with a busted keel and disappeared into the shadows. He returned a moment later with a dolly, toting his homemade scuba gear, complete with mask and fins.

As he reeled it down the docks, it made a steady thump over each plank of wood. They passed two skiffs, an old rowboat, and a motorboat, before stopping in front of a rather nice speedboat. 

While Will and Ella unloaded the gear onto the dock, she noticed both his “regulator”—or some crude semblance of one—and mask were already wet. 

“I thought you were waiting for me to take your tank on her maiden voyage?”

Beneath the brim of his hat, his face scrunched in confusion. “I did.”

Ella dropped the subject, figuring the old boathouse probably had a leak or two or twenty.

Will straightened. “Alright. Let’s get—” He turned around. “Where’s my boat?”

“What? This isn’t yours?” She pointed at the speedboat, trying to hide her disappointment.

“No. It’s a green rowboat.” He turned another full circle, scanning up and down the dock. Ella squinted to the middle of the lake. 

“That it?”

He followed her finger, his hat shielding his eyes from the morning glare off the lake. “What on earth is it doing out there?”

“Uh, I think it was commandeered.” She told him what she’d seen during the night. 

Will stepped into another boat and grabbed the oars. 

“Oh, good. Now it’s our turn to steal one.” After a dubious look at the small craft, she stepped in, wheeled her arms around to maintain her balance, then dropped to a squat like a sumo wrestler. 

“Very graceful,” Will said as he undid the mooring lines.

“Thanks, I thought so. So, who’s is this?”

“Stewart’s. The owner of the market.”

“The old guy with the war stories?” she asked. Will nodded. “I love that guy.” 

He’d been kind to her, letting her take apples, oatmeal, and soap for free when she hadn’t had any cash her first couple of weeks. She’d tried to trade something of hers in exchange as most of the locals did, but he’d refused. Or maybe he’d had no use for a hair straightener.

Will’s shoulders rolled as he tugged at the oars, his face taught with indignation. If there was an aquatic version of road rage, he had it. Boat rage.

“You don’t just go and steal another man’s boat,” he said as if continuing a conversation.

“What about a woman’s boat?”

“Phonus balonus. Honestly, what kind of bushwa is that?”

“The bad kind?” Ella guessed. 

“When I find out who it was, I’ll give them a piece of my mind.”

His grip on the oars tightened, and she didn’t wonder if a “piece of his mind” involved a piece of his fist.

After scooting her backside around on the hard seat to keep blood flow to her lower extremities, Ella decided to take his mind off his boat. “So, why did you want to test your gear at the crack of dawn?”

“‘Cause no one comes out this time—”

“There’s someone.” She pointed across the lake at the row of cottages sitting at the edge of the forest. A lone fisherman stood in waders casting out a line.

“Okay. No one besides Jonas. I didn’t want any curious eyes seeing what we were doing. I get enough people poking around, asking about my inventions as it is.”

“Jonas? Like, the angry farmer with the leased wind farm Jonas?”

“The very one.”

Ella studied the distant fisherman before letting out a large yawn. She’d already burned through her morning caffeine. “The least you could’ve done was bring coffee.”

“The least you could’ve done was bring breakfast.”

She arched her eyebrow at him. “Touché. I think you forget, I don’t bake.”

“I’m well aware. I’m still digesting your attempt at pumpkin pie.” He laughed when she splashed him, and some of the tension in his face melted. “What I meant was, you could’ve brought Grandma Wink’s banana bread. It goes great with coffee.”

“It goes great with anything.” She grinned. “Next time.”

He nodded, his gaze lingering on her a half-second longer than usual. “Next time.”

Ella stared into the deep waters again as her stomach fluttered. A bird called from deep in the forest, the sound carrying across the cool water as Jonas reeled in a healthy-looking fish. 

“What’s in this lake, anyway? I keep meaning to ask.” Her feet searched for more space in front of her. 

“Oh, a few rainbow trouts, largemouth bass, a couple other kinds of bass… some catfish. Fortunately, it had just been re-stocked before the first flash. It became a great source of food during those rough, beginning months.”

 She watched him row, his muscles pulling at his trench coat, his straw hat dipping with each bend of his head. Most of the townspeople assimilated to different clothing from different eras, swapping with each other when their tastes or waistlines changed. It wasn’t uncommon to see a woman in a prairie dress and bonnet with a hoodie added to the ensemble. But she had yet to see him branch out in the fashion department in the two and a half weeks she’d known him.

She listed her head, trying to picture him in an outfit contemporary to her. 

“What are you smiling at?” 

“Nothing.” She burrowed herself further into her own pullover sweatshirt, more to hide her cheeks than to actually warm her face. 

They’d nearly reached Will’s boat. 

After drawing in a breath, she said lightly, “Hey, Will, did you ever map out the town’s boundary?”

His expression clouded as he dipped his head, hiding underneath his hat. “Probably not in the sense you’re thinking. In my first year here, I took some of the professor’s equipment and sensors and walked around taking readings. I recorded them in some notebooks.”

“Could I see them sometime?”

“Sure, I guess. They won’t tell you much. I’ve been over and over the data.” 

Ella nodded her thanks, opting to drop the topic for now. It obviously pained him. Discreetly, she slipped her phone out of the kangaroo pocket on her sweatshirt and added, make boundary map, to her memo app.

Will brought Stewart’s boat into a gentle glide that nudged into Will’s rowboat. As he positioned them alongside the anchored boat, Ella leaned over the side and gasped. 

Three inches of water lined the bottom of the boat. Crumpled between the two benches, Stan’s glassy eyes stared at the sky, mouth agape as if caught in an eternal silent scream. He was dead.







CHAPTER 5







“TELL ME AGAIN what you did when you discovered the body?” Sheriff Chapman’s steady gaze bore holes through Ella.

“I touched it. Well, not really touched so much as poked.”

Beside her, Will held up two fingers. 

“Twice,” she added. “I poked it twice.” It had been hard to tear her gaze away from Stan’s purple, bloated body. Now, all she wanted to do was pour bleach over her eyes.

“And why did you touch it?”

“Not touched, poked. To be sure he was dead.”

The sheriff glanced at the ground as if searching for something, patience probably. “Didn’t you say he was blue and purple and, what was it?”

“Inflated like a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade float. Yes. But that doesn’t always mean a person’s dead.”

“It don’t? They change the way of death where you come from? You know a single person who’s looked like that and still been alive?”

Ella made noises with her mouth and searched the dusty recesses of her memory. “Well, there was that girl from Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. Or is it Charlie and the Chocolate Factory? I always get them confused. One’s the movie. One’s the book. Then, of course, the remake of the movie was named after the book—for clarity’s sake—so I guess it could be both?”

Chapman stared at her so long she thought he’d had a stroke. 

“Stan was dead,” Will said, coming to her rescue.

“Probably,” Ella added.

“You shouted at him, asking if he was dead, El.”

She snapped her fingers. “Babies! Aren’t babies born all purple or blue? Shriveled like little raisins? Or am I thinking of kittens?”

As opposed to a minute ago, the sheriff didn’t look at her when he said, “What time did you see the boat in the middle of the lake last night?”

“It was definitely babies,” Ella muttered under her breath. Louder, she said, “Again. It was around midnight. Might help if you took notes. That’s what most cops do.” 

Sheriff Chapman sighed so hard his handlebar mustache quivered. 

They stood on the dock. The sun danced jewels of light across the lake in sharp contrast to the disturbing scene somewhere in the center. Pauline, the town doctor turned coroner, had used a skiff to putter out to Will’s rowboat.

Ella watched the small, round speck that was Pauline, made larger by her coat of pockets packed full of odds and ends, lean over the side of the skiff to inspect Stan’s body. The skiff teetered, threatening to throw the woman overboard at any moment.

With Kay’s death, it had seared Ella’s heart. She’d watched the woman die in front of her. Also, Kay had been kind and was close to Will. With Stan, Ella found herself detached as if watching the scene unfold from afar.

“I find it strange that this is the second body you’ve come across in less than a month of being here.” The frontier lawman studied her from beneath his cowboy hat. His skin was a map, a testament of hard years chasing outlaws, sun, and dust.

“So do I. And just between you and me, I’m not really fond of it.” 

He grunted something in response and rubbed a hand along a jaw covered in gray stubble. She noted for the first time since she’d met him that his mustache drooped and his eyes sagged with fatigue, a chink in his stoic armor. 

Will seemed to notice as well because he asked, “You okay, Sheriff?”

“All-overish, but alight. Six is the thorn in my side. I’m fixing to serve my own form of justice on him soon if he doesn’t mind his.” He scanned the horizon. “You know, this country isn’t entirely uninhabitable. It wouldn’t be too cruel to leave him here.” 

The glint in his eyes said he was warming to the idea of leaving the outlaw behind in the next flash.

“Aren’t those supposed to be temporary holding cells? Can’t the town just build a prison? ” While Ella spoke, her eyes remained fixed on Pauline, who now had one leg in Will’s boat and the other still in the skiff. The boats were edging apart at a rate that made the coroner do the splits in slow motion.

Chapman nodded. “They are—or were from what I’ve been told. I’ve been meaning to bring it up at a town meeting, but it’s just not in our budget. And this,” he motioned a weathered hand at the two boats, “is something I don’t have time for.”

“Sounds like you need a deputy.” He blinked at her. “Oh, no. I wasn’t offering.”

“Good, ‘cause I need help making things better—not worse. I’d hate to see the body count if you worked for me.”

“Well, considering I helped solve Kay’s murder—you’re welcome, by the way—maybe you should want me to work for you.”

Chapman rolled his body around to check on Pauline’s progress. She’d somehow managed to get both feet in Will’s boat and was currently digging through her pockets. 

“Worst part is, I might have to let Six out soon.”

Ella turned sharply. “What? You’re going to free Six?” 

It felt like a bucket of ice water had been dumped on her. The sheriff had warned her he couldn’t keep the outlaw locked up for long, but she’d expected at least a couple of months. 

The air hummed as Pauline fired up the motor on the skiff, and she aimed for the docks, towing Will’s boat behind it. Ella momentarily forgot about Six, wondering how the woman had managed to get back into the skiff so quickly. The two boats crept their way to the dock at a pace that suggested the rowboat was either very heavy or Pauline was in no rush.

Chapman tipped his hat back with a lazy hand, exposing more of his face. There was actually a trace of regret and an even fainter hint of empathy in his expression. 

“Yeah, can’t keep him. All I could charge him with was burglary.”

“What about attempted murder?” Will sputtered. “He tried to kill Ella.”

“Still can’t prove that.” He sighed. “Look, I want him behind bars as much as you do—no. More than you do. But when I’m the law around here, it gets a bit murky, a bit hard to enforce things. I gotta keep the peace.” 

Ella stared at him, trying to figure him out. In one breath, he was the renegade sheriff who took the law into his own hands wild West style, while in the very next breath, he followed it to the letter. 

The roar of the motor carried across the water and reached a crescendo before Pauline maneuvered and cut the throttle. She threw Chapman the dock line for Will’s boat then moored the skiff herself.

Both Ella and Will edged forward. The smell punched her in the face, causing her to try to breathe through her mouth. 

Without meaning to, she glanced at Stan and quickly turned her head to the side. He looked very un-mole-like at the moment. Some guilt bubbled to the surface for the way she’d treated him during their one and only encounter.

“Any idea yet how he died?” she asked Pauline. Chapman’s eyes lingered on Ella a long moment before he fixed them on the coroner.

“My preliminary findings are he drowned.”

The air stilled. They shuffled their feet, no one speaking.

The awkwardness seemed to go unnoticed by Pauline. She rooted through a couple of hip pockets before producing a shriveled orange. Her face puckered, but she tested the skin with a fingernail before it went back into a different pocket. 

“Drowned?” Chapman asked.

“How’s that?” Pauline squinted at him as if forgetting he was there.

“You said he drowned.”

“Did I?” She glanced back at Stan. “Oh, right. Yes. That’s what it appears to be at the moment.” 

The sheriff tugged off his derby hat, ran a grizzled hand over his gray hair, and slipped it back on. “Mr. Tanner drowned in a few inches of water in the middle of a lake?”

The coroner shrugged. “Like I said, preliminary findings. I’ll know more later.”

“Is it possible to drown in that much water?” Will peered at his reflection in the bottom of the rowboat, most of it obscured by the body. 

Pauline shrugged.

“Maybe he had a heart attack and keeled over,” Ella suggested. “Then drowned.”

“Seems plausible,” Pauline said. 

Chapman turned to Ella. “You’re certain there was only one person in the boat?”

“Positive.” She held his gaze, but when he looked away, she bit her lip. She’d only glimpsed the figure a couple of times during flashes of lighting. What if she was wrong?

“Alright. As of right now, I’m ruling this an accident.”

“Are you sure?”

He rounded on Ella, his holster creaking with the movement. “You telling me how to do my job?”

“What? No. It’s just that—”

“Not every dead body is a homicide.”

“I know. But isn’t it a bit suspicious that out of all the people to have died, it was Stan? There were a lot of angry people at that meeting. Couldn’t someone, I don’t know, driven another boat out there, drowned him, then returned?”

“You confessing?”

Ella pressed her lips together. The last thing she wanted was to be a suspect again for another homicide.

He lowered to a crouch beside Will’s rowboat, and Ella could swear she heard his joints creak. “What time you say you saw the boat?”

“Again, a little after midnight.”

Chapman’s long arm reached into the boat and pulled up a bloated limb. 

Pauline hissed and said under her breath. “How many times do I have to tell him to wear gloves?”

Tilting his head, Chapman twisted Stan’s arm, focusing on his wrist. “Watch stopped at 12:07.”

A chill crept up Ella’s spine. Stan had died within minutes of her seeing him.

“And you said his—or Will’s—was the only boat, right?”

She nodded.

Using both hands, the sheriff placed them on his knees and stood. “Until I have evidence to suggest otherwise, Stan’s death was an accident deserving of anyone stupid enough to be out in the middle of a lake during that storm.” 

He said to Pauline, “let me know what you find. I’ll send someone to help you with the body.” He brushed the brim of his hat then sauntered down the dock.

“You know,” Ella said to no one in particular, “I think he’s starting to like me.” She didn’t have to look over to know Will was staring at her. “Yep. Besties, just you wait and see.”

“Look,” Pauline said, “seems unlikely it wasn’t an accident. But if it was intentional, I’ll probably find defensive wounds of some kind.”

Ella wondered how the coroner could make out anything when Stan’s entire body looked like a bruised banana. 

To her horror, her stomach growled as if the morbid picture had piqued her appetite. That’s what she got for skipping breakfast. 

“Could you pull DNA? Or will the rain have washed it away?”

One of Pauline’s weedy eyebrows rose.

“I watched a lot of TV before coming here.”

“Ah. I’m from Galveston, Texas, 1993. To think of the advancements in forensics you must’ve seen.” Pauline stared wistfully at the distant horizon for at least five Mississippis. Ella cleared her throat. “What was I going to say? Oh. I took samples from his nails, just in case. But the problem is analyzing it without the proper equipment.” She waved her hands around. “Our resources are next to nil, not to mention severely limited by available technology. No chromatography equipment. No blood gas analyzer. Heck, thanks to the professor, I have a microscope. You and I are discussing things that haven’t been invented yet for most of these people.”

She’d already told Ella most of this before, but she’d been two sheets to the wind at the time. Since Ella was partially responsible for that, she pretended like this was all new information. 

Stan’s watch triggered a thought for Ella. Her hand flew to her forehead, then she ripped out her phone. “Crap! I’m late for work.” 

She waved a goodbye then sprinted towards the bank.

“Oh, Ella?” Pauline called. “I’ve been meaning to ask. Are boy bands still a thing?”







CHAPTER 6







ELLA PANTED AS she tore through the back door of the diner. Horatio looked up from the fryer from beneath a sheen of sweat. “Well, thanks for showing up.”

The clock showed she was nearly an hour late. “I…sorry…Will…boat…” Her chest heaved between each word. She was as winded as Flo after a flight of stairs. 

“Alright, alright. Take a minute to catch your breath.” Grease popped behind him as he watched her with a worried expression. 

The diner door swung in, and Wink strolled into the kitchen in her own gingham waitress uniform, a scarf tied around her head like Rosie the Riveter and a Smurfette rolled into one.

“Ella? You okay?” She ran some tap water into a glass and shoved it in front of Ella’s face. 

“Don’t you run all the time?” Horatio raised a heavy eyebrow. “Did someone chase you all the way around Lake Drive?”

Ella gulped the water then wiped her arm over her mouth. “When I realized what time it was, I ran from the lake, changed, then came straight here. I’m sorry I’m late.” She looked at Wink. “Stan’s dead.”

The large kitchen began to fill with the scent of a burning carnival. Horatio jumped to the waffle iron, letting out a string of words in Italian, and picked at the charred bits. He turned his head to the side, still listening to the conversation. 

Wink stared at Ella. “Dead? You sure?”

“Yeah. I made sure.” She refrained from admitting she poked the body based on how Will and Chapman had reacted. Apparently, that was frowned upon.

She gave a hurried recount of finding Stan’s body in Will’s boat, including the bit about seeing him alive in the middle of the lake during the storm. 

“And Pauline says he drowned?” Horatio dumped a misshapen piece of charcoal into the trash.

“There was no mistaking it.” Ella squeezed her eyes and tried to push out the image of the bloated, bruised body. “But that was just her preliminary findings. Whether there’s more to it or not, she couldn’t say. Chapman thinks it’s an accident.”

“Can’t say as I’ve ever heard of an adult drowning in just a few inches of water,” Wink said. 

A commotion from inside the diner interrupted their conversation. Ella was the first to reach the swinging door. After leaping into the diner, she skidded to a halt, trying to make sense of the war zone around her.

Chester sat on top of the soda fountain, chittering loudly in a blue button-down shirt, not unlike one she’d seen Sheriff Chapman wear often, complete with a gold star over the chest akin to a badge. His petite front paws shoveled bits of vanilla custard crème Brûlée French toast into his mouth, crumbs and syrup falling all over his “uniform.”

A woman with dark hair and traditional Japanese clothing that looked like they’d come straight from a museum pointed and yelled in Japanese at the squirrel. 

Ella apologized profusely, trying to calm her down, while behind her, Wink lectured Chester and tried to grapple the partially eaten French toast from him.

“I’m sorry again,” Ella said, coaxing the woman back to her booth. 

“You get down here right now, mister! You’re in big trouble!”

Ella didn’t bother looking back at the soda fountain. “He’s usually so well behaved.”

Wink continued to scold the squirrel. “Why are you always so naughty? What’s gotten into you?” 

Ella cleared her throat and raised her voice over Wink’s. “We’ll bring out a new meal, free of charge. Was that the morning special?” They’d stopped serving it twenty minutes before, but she wasn’t about to mention that. Even if she had to twist Horatio’s or Wink’s ear off, they’d make another batch. 

The woman’s face was still flushed, and she spoke in rapid Japanese, but Ella, with her limited lexicon of the language, caught a word here and there. It was enough to confirm her suspicions that the woman came from a century as antiquated as some of her vocabulary choices. It also proved that obscenities never went out of style.

After Horatio had whipped up a new, artery-clogging meal, the chaos calmed down until the lunch rush hit. As with Kayline’s murder a couple weeks before, the diner was packed with what seemed like the entire town as news of Stan’s untimely demise spread. 

It didn’t surprise Ella that word had traveled like a sneeze. What surprised her was that it had taken a couple of hours.

In a small village lacking TV shows and the internet, entertainment was in short supply. Or rather, they were forced to drum up their own. 

At one point, Ella managed to pour herself a cup of sludge from the carafe, shove a homemade donut into her mouth, and listen to two women at the lunch counter clucking about Stan. One wore a garnish hat that held half a garden atop it while the other had brows that were allergic to tweezers.

“Ain’t natural,” Garden Head tsked. “Them turbine things are an abomination. An eyesore.”

Unibrow cackled. “It’s ungodly using so much electricity. What’s wrong with a little bit of kerosene, hm? Or a candle? Keeps us humble, I say.”

“Well, good riddance, I say.”

Ella caught tidbits from other conversations as she delivered more plates of food to various patrons. Overall, the general consensus of wagging tongues was that Providence had taken care of the beady-eyed man. 

There was also plenty of speculation on how he’d drowned—the details of him being found in the boat hadn’t yet circulated—and what would happen with the wind farm expansion project now that the one spearheading it had passed. 

Ella worked until closing time, letting Wink go home early. They’d been so busy, she hadn’t had a chance to get a bead on Wink’s feelings about Stan’s death.

She shooed the last of the customers out ten minutes after closing, finally flipping the sign around in the window and leaning against the glass. Her ears rung from all the gossip, and her feet felt like they’d run a marathon. All she wanted to do was collapse in a booth, but the prospect that she might never get up again was very real.

Dragging her sneakers over the checkered linoleum floor, she closed the back door and locked it. She’d sent Horatio home five minutes before eight. 

Her thoughts wandered back to Stan in the boat like they had all day. Had he had some kind of stroke?

Try as she might to forget, Chapman’s news that he might have to release Six soon sent her gut squirming and threatened her with a repeat peek of her dinner.

Six Shooter would be free soon. Six, who’d almost killed her and probably blamed her for getting him locked up.

The floorboards in the inn creaked and sighed beneath her feet. The mansion was as exhausted as she felt. Reaching for the knob, she jumped when Fluffy meowed from the shadows at the end of the dark hallway. Six had her on edge, jumping at every noise and shadow.

The feline’s claws clicked over the hardwood floor as she waited for him with her door open. Once his tail cleared, she shut it. Her hand lingered over the knob then turned the lock.




Tuesday proved to be far less of a headache than the day before. The diner was busier than its usual, weekday self, with lingering gossips that hadn’t had it out the day before, but Ella managed to squeeze in an early break.

After wiping the floor of strawberry milkshake courtesy of a five-year-old, she poured herself some coffee, fixed it with cream and sugar, and settled into a booth with one of Wink’s chicken pot pies. After the diner owner finished with a customer at the register who paid by taking a pile of cloth napkins to launder, she sat across from Ella. She’d just taken a sip of her own coffee when the door opened. 

Both Ella and Wink turned to greet whoever it was.

“Oh, it’s just Flo.” Ella’s fork broke the crust of the pot pie. Steam rose and curled out.

Flo mimicked Ella’s voice, a whole octave higher than it actually was. Then, she scooted Ella aside with her wide hips. “Move over.”

Ella glared and pulled her food and coffee over to her new seat. “What are you doing here? Couldn’t find anyone else to annoy?”

“‘Course I could. You’re just special.” Without a word, Flo reached across and grabbed Wink’s coffee. “Just the way I like it, thanks.”

“Yes,” Ella said for Wink. “I’m sure you’re exactly who she had in mind when she poured it.”

Wink waved her away. “It’s a lost cause, Ella. Believe me, I’ve tried. Can’t teach manners to a swine.” She got up and poured another cup of mud and rejoined them.

“So,” Flo began, “I missed all the scuttlebutt yesterday. Someone want to fill me in?”

Ella had just taken a rather large bite without testing it with her tongue first. Her hand now danced in front of her mouth, waving off the potential flames from shooting out. Already, she could feel tastebuds dying. She shot Wink finger guns, indicating for her to talk.

“What is wrong? Are you dying?” Flo slapped Ella on the back. 

Normally, she would’ve appreciated Flo being concerned for her well-being. Unfortunately, her attempt at dislodging whatever wasn’t in Ella’s throat actually served to lodge something in it. 

Ella hacked and coughed until a chunk of pie crust moved from her esophagus. “Kittens, Flo. You need to take a first aid class.” 

She wiped the excess water from her eyes. While she nursed her sore throat and gingerly took another bite, Wink rehashed what had happened to Stan.

Flo’s dome of hair tipped forward along with her as she leaned in. “Stan was never no genius, but why on earth would he be out in the middle of the lake during that ungodly storm?”

“Night fishing?” Ella’s face ping-ponged between their two blank ones. “No? That’s not a thing? I can tell by your expressions that’s not a thing.”

She took a sip of coffee before taking another crack at them. “Did Stan have any heart problems that you know of? Any known brain aneurysm, perhaps, just waiting to pop like a balloon?” Her face contorted. “Sorry, bad analogy. Really in poor taste.”

Flo’s thick glasses turned towards Wink. “Pearl? You knew him better.”

Wink snorted. “I think you’re overstating the nature of our ‘relationship’. Until this project, I’d never really talked to the guy. But no, I don’t think he had a heart problem. Don’t know nothing ‘bout his brain, though.”

“Hm,” Ella said. “So, it could’ve been just an accident.”

“I agree, it’s disappointing,” Flo said.

“What? I didn’t say that?”

“Really? I’m sure you did. Huh. Must’ve thought it then, and I picked up on it—” she tapped her head with an arthritic finger “—telepathically.”

Ella coughed into her coffee. “Oh, sure, sure. Yep. That’s exactly what happened.”

The door jingled. As Ella turned to greet the customer, she caught the apprehension in Wink’s face. 

Sheriff Chapman scanned the empty diner with his cool, blue eyes before approaching. He dipped his chin in greeting. The scent of horses and dirt followed mixed with the ever-present aura of burgers.

“Afternoon, ladies. Flo.”

Ella snorted. An orthopedic shoe hit her shin under the table.

After pleasantries were exchanged all around, Ella broached the question that had been burning in her mind since the day before. 

“Sheriff, was Pauline able to find out anything more about how Stan died?”

“Drowned.” The word rolled around his mouth with his drawl, making it sound pedestrian, almost pleasant.

“So he really drowned in a boat,” she said more to herself. How did one even manage that? If she weren’t so confused, she’d almost be impressed. “No heart attack?”

His head swiveled to be sure they were alone before lowering his voice for some unknown reason. “She said he had the heart of a man half his age. Guess there’s something to being full of piss and vinegar after all.”

Ella caught her bottom lip between her teeth and exchanged glances with the dynamic duo—well, mostly Wink since Flo was currently three bites into Ella’s food. 

Was it possible Stan had killed himself? She supposed it wasn’t out of the question, but she could think of at least a dozen other ways to do oneself in that were far more pleasant, most involving drugs or a rope, one involving thirty pounds of bacon.

She looked up at him, noticed the pinch in his expression, caught his lingering gaze on Wink. “Oh, crap. You think it wasn’t an accident. That someone killed him.”

“Hm, maybe that head of yours has something in it, after all.”

“Thanks?”

His hands worked the brim of his derby hat, his gaze still fixated on Wink. “There were traces of what Pauline called, ‘defensive wounds’.” 

Ella pushed her plate towards Flo, her appetite suddenly gone. A sinking in her gut told her she was about to watch another friend be put into the sheriff’s crosshairs.

“But there was only one person in the boat,” Ella said, her voice small and far away.

“You only saw one person in the boat. Obviously, there were two at one point.” Something in his tone sounded accusatory toward Ella like he blamed her that Stan was dead in the first place. 

He replaced his hat on his silver hair and rolled a finger over his mustache. “I’d appreciate it if none of you goes telling anyone just yet. If word gets out, I’ll know it was one of you.” He leveled a glare at each woman in the booth.

Ella wondered why he bothered telling them in the first place. Maybe because she’d discovered the body, he felt obliged to give her something for her troubles. Or maybe he was being his usual nineteenth-century self and ignoring protocol. Or maybe he was testing her.

“Pearl,” he said, his voice taking on an official quality, “I need to have a word with you.”

Flo leaned in.

“In private,” Chapman added. Something in the way he said it made it clear that Wink had no choice but to comply.

“Sure, we’ll just step out back.” Wink wiped her hands over her apron as she stood. Her mouth had become a thin line. “Ella, would you mind keeping an eye on Chester, please?”

Ella’s head whipped up from staring at the floor. “What? Chester?”

“He’s in the kitchen.”

“Oh, sure. Of course.” As the two stepped into the kitchen, Ella followed hot on Chapman’s cowboy boots and shot a look over her shoulder, mouthing for Flo to stay there. 

Wink and Chapman slipped out the back door, leaving Ella and Horatio alone. 

Atop the industrial 1950s refrigerator, Chester stood on his hind legs watching his blue-haired human leave. He chittered and flicked his long gray tail. The front of his Chapman-like uniform sagging. 

Ella transferred the sourdough bread Wink had just baked to a cooling rack. She pulled the scent in, and her appetite came back with a vengeance.

By the stove, Horatio cleaned and hummed a tune while she searched for the container of peanuts Wink kept handy. She held up a handful. Chester’s nose twitched in the air, and he crept forward. After he sniffed her skin, he snatched a nut from her palm then tore into it in a way that reminded her of how she attacked pizza after a long run. 

She hoped he wouldn’t leave his scent on her because Fluffy had ignored her for the better part of two days the previous week when she came home smelling of squirrel. The two had a bitter rivalry that tended to leave a mess of broken things in their wake. 

After washing her hands, Ella sliced a couple of pieces of the fresh bread, trying to peer out the back window for a glimpse of Wink and Chapman. As she set the slices on a plate, she turned to offer some to Chester and stopped short.

“Uh, Horatio? Did you see where Chester went?”

After saying he hadn’t, he resumed his humming. 

Ella set the plate on the island and leaned down, looking for the gray-haired rodent. 

Whatever happened to keeping him on a leash?

“Chester…” she called in her best sing-song voice. “I’ve got more peanuts.” She shook the container, hoping it’d bring him forth. 

When that failed, she got on her hands and knees, looking under the fridge, praying no one would walk into the kitchen because they’d have a perfect view of her underwear.

The kitchen door swung in, and Ella shot to her feet.

“Pink hearts? What are you, fifteen?”

“Flo, help me find Chester.”

“Why would I do that?”

Ella shot a look at the back door where she knew Wink would come in any minute. “Because if you don’t, I’m going to tell Wink how you bought all of Rita’s ricotta cheese so she couldn’t use any on her lasagna at the next potluck.”

Air hissed between Flo’s teeth as she sucked in a breath. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Help me find Chester, and your secret’s safe with me.”

“And me.” Horatio held up a spatula.

“And Horatio.”

After a half-second of consideration, Flo agreed. “Be right back. I have something I think will help.”

She darted into the diner. Ella prayed no customers showed up in the next few minutes to divert her from the search party.

Flo bounded back in, a small canister in her hand.

“What is that?” Ella asked, her voice rising in panic. “Is that mace?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s bear spray.”

Ella opened her mouth, closed it, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “Wh-how-You can’t use bear spray on a squirrel.”

“Why not? He’s an animal?” She pointed at the can that looked alarmingly like a blow horn. “Says so.”

“There’s a marked difference in size between a bear and a squirrel.” She looked to Horatio for help. “I’m not wrong, right?”

“No, they are definitely different in size.”

“See? Horatio knows it’s wrong—” 

“But I must ask, what is a bear?”

Ella held up a finger. “We’ll circle back to that, Horatio. I feel like this shouldn’t even have to be explained, Flo. You can’t use that on a small animal. Or a human.” She emphasized the last word.

Flo made a sound like “pff.” She held the spray up, squinting at the instructions in fine print. 

Ella breathed deeply, vacillating between disarming the crazy woman or locating Chester. A second later, the decision was made for her.

A whoosh of air preceded something warm and furry slamming into her head. Ella screamed and grabbed at the squirrel, feeling fur as he dug his claws into her hair to keep from toppling off. 

She only had a moment to register the dispenser of bear spray pointed at her.

“Flo, no!”

The kitchen filled with the hiss of potent aerosol. Chester leaped off Ella’s head to the island then flew like Superman through the passthrough to the safety of the diner.

Between the moment Flo pressed the dispenser and a second or two after Chester smartly abandoned them, she’d felt nothing but the wet spray, most of it on her hair.

Then a fire from hell hit her without mercy. It burned her skin. Her eyes shut involuntarily, unable to open. Not just tears, but streams of water gushed from her ducts. Her nose clogged, and her snot had its own snot.

Doubling over, Ella gagged and coughed, wheezed and sneezed. Despite being partially incapacitated, she still managed to throw out every terrible thing she could think of to call Flo—half of them not even real words. Just noises.

Flo and Horatio weren’t spared, either. She could hear them huddled on the ground as well, hacking up kidneys and lungs. Someone vomited.

Ella heard the back door burst open and hit the wall and something fall.

“Don’t!” Ella gasped, but the word came out garbled.

“What on—” Wink managed before she began choking.

Ella felt fresh air from the open door. Crawling on her hands and knees, she felt her way towards it. A strong hand helped her to her feet. Chapman guided her to the sink and splashed water over her eyes and face before guiding her outside.

“There’s a step,” he said as she stumbled to the ground.

“Yep, found it.”

He left her so he could retrieve the others. Ella’s eyelids still refused to open. Also, her tongue wasn’t working quite right. Some of the spray had gotten into her mouth, and she tasted strange things like metals and colors and cookies.

She tipped her head back and turned in the direction she hoped was Twin Hills. With tears still streaming down her face and probably blood or snot or a combination of both oozing from her nose, she rocked on her feet.

“Yep, just another day in Keystone.”

Steps shuffled as Sheriff Chapman deposited Flo—obvious by the amount of cursing. A half-minute followed and out came Horatio followed by Wink.

“Someone wanna tell me what the hell happened here?” Chapman’s usual drawl had an edge. 

“Well, Sheriff,” Ella started, “Flo—” 

“I’m over here.” 

Ella turned. 

“No, here.” 

She turned again, calling, “Marco.” She heard a sigh and gave one last turn, muttering, “No one ever says ‘Polo’. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Hurricane Flo.” She detailed what transpired. When she mentioned the pet squirrel, Wink yelled his name and went running around the building to the front. Or at least that’s what Ella gathered judging by the subsequent yelling and pounding footsteps. Her eyes were still fused shut.

The sheriff’s deep voice shifted as if he’d turned his head. “Flo Henderson—”

Ella coughed to cover a snicker.

“—you’re lucky no one was seriously hurt.”

“We sure about that?” Ella pointed at her closed eyes. 

“Furthermore,” Chapman said a little louder, “I’m confiscating your bear spray. How you ever got your hands on it in the first place… ‘course I say that about half the weapons I’ve taken from you.”

“Wait,” Ella said, “how many have you confiscated from her? Know what? I don’t want to know. Don’t tell me. I’ll sleep better not knowing.”

“But what if I see a bear?”

“I think he’d know to run the other way,” Chapman said. “They’re smart creatures.”

Wink returned and told Horatio and Ella to take the rest of the day off. She’d close up the diner.

Flo managed to convince Chapman to walk her, an “old incapacitated lady” home. 

Wink grabbed Ella’s elbow and guided her to the inn behind Chapman and Flo. 

Unsure of how many steps ahead the sheriff and Crazy Flo were, Ella whispered, “What did Chapman want to talk to you about?”

“Just wanted to chat.”

“He doesn’t think that you had something to do with Stan’s death, does he?”

It was a long moment before Wink responded. “Maybe.”

Once her boss had deposited Ella in her room, she went to check on Flo. A second later, a knock came at the door, and the sheriff asked if he could open it for a word.

It creaked, and she heard a single footstep of his cowboy boot on the hardwood floor. “Miss Barton, I’m sorry to tell you this, and I forgot with everything happening just now and Stan’s death, but I had to release Six today.”

All the air left her lungs, and she felt like she’d been blasted in the face again with pepper spray. She felt her way to her mattress and slumped onto the bed. The part of her that always searched for a silver lining in every situation, the part of her that deflected with humor, vanished.

“I’m beginning to think you want him to kill me.”

“That’s not so.”

“Really?” She tried to hold back the hateful words, but part of her fear was bubbling up and venting as rage. “I’m trying, Sheriff. I’m really trying here. I’m doing my best to deal with this new life, but some days, I’m barely hanging on by a thread. And you make it much harder. You’ve made it clear you don’t like me. If Six killed me, that’d kill two birds with one stone. I’d be gone, and you could finally charge him with a serious enough crime.”

“That couldn’t be further from the truth, Miss Barton.” His voice came out softer than she’d ever heard. “I’m sorry. I really am. But my hands are tied. Where can I put him? I can’t keep him in that holding cell forever.”

“Don’t you have some kind of tribunal?”

“There’s been talk of setting one up.”

“Maybe it should be more than talk.”

It was a long while before he responded. “You’re not wrong. If he comes near you again, threatens you in any way, come to me, and I’ll take care of him. For good. No more catch and release.” Without another word, he left, the sound of his boots on the steps covered the beating of her heart.

Wink’s voice carried down the hallway.

“No, I will not read to you.”

She came back into Ella’s room and laid a cold rag over her eyes. After Ella assured her she was fine, Wink closed the door again, leaving Ella to her tears, snot, and thoughts.







CHAPTER 7







THE WOMAN STARING back at Ella in the mirror looked like a prizefighter. Her eyes were rimmed pink, but at least she could open them now. Her nose was as red as Rudolph’s and dripped like she had a cold. 

Despite all this, she decided to go for a run. A nap and several facial washes later hadn’t cleared the worries that had been running rampant, so she figured a little exercise might do the trick. 

She slipped on her yoga pants and a tank top. Before heading out, she opened the memo app on her smartphone and created a new document titled, Stan. Obviously, people were upset about him trying to install several turbines on Twin Hills, but was that really something worth killing over? 

She remembered when he’d asked for her signature, his demeanor changed the moment she refused. Maybe he’d behaved similarly and become hostile with the wrong person. 

She shook her head, deciding he was far more likely killed by someone less than thrilled with the prospect of losing their property. 

Wink’s face popped into her head, and she dismissed it just as quickly. Wink didn’t have a violent bone in her body. When Kay had been killed, Ella had mistakenly suspected the Murrays. 

This time, she decided, she was going to trust those closest to her. 

After slipping her phone into her armband, Ella shoved her earbuds in and headed out the back of the inn towards the lake. The humid air drenched her skin as her feet pounded over the trail.

It took longer than she would’ve liked for her to fall into a rhythm and for her second wind to hit. She blamed the muggy rainforest. 

Her breath became labored, still burning from the stupid bear spray, as she passed the park. The old maple and oak trees were catching up to the sudden shifts in weather, their leaves turning various shades of flames, despite the heat. It was like fall in reverse. 

As she passed the park, she noticed several spots in the soft dirt near the shoreline had been dug into. Her first thought was that Chester’s cousins were busy burying their acorns.

When she reached the towering evergreen forest, it was hard not to think of her recent adventure with Wink, but even more so, her unfortunate encounter with Six a couple weeks back.

Somewhere in the shadows and ferns was where she’d discovered his illegal still. Where he’d nearly shot her. Ella dug her shoes into the dirt, ignoring the burn in her thighs and the way the air stung her eyes.

She had to ease to a power walk a couple of times, but by the time she rounded Lake Drive on the north side of town, a lot of her thoughts had retreated to their corners. 

Her focus was entirely on the steady flow of oxygen through her lungs, how fresh and very un-pepper-like the air tasted. It was quickly becoming her personal mission to locate Flo’s cache of weapons and confiscate every last one—for the safety of the entire town. 

Ella jogged over the grassy bank, up the backside of the sheriff’s office, the library, Sal’s—whose hedge now had a hole roughly the size and shape of a hang glider—and other nondescript buildings. 

She cut down an alley and hit Main Street, wanting to stop by Stewart’s market for fresh bananas.

Ahead, a lean figure with a Stetson hat, spurs, and hoodie ambled up the sidewalk. She ducked back into the alley, her heart hammering in her chest from more than just the run.

Six.

Sweat poured down Ella’s face. Her chest heaved as she clutched the stitch in her side. He was heading in her direction, and if she didn’t move soon, he’d spot her cowering in the shadows. 

Ella forced her rubbery legs to move, and she sprinted back towards the lake. She cut across the grass again. Several yards ahead, she could make out the terrace for the inn. 

She was jogging around the gated patio of the local bar when the entire sky sizzled and crackled with purple and pink electricity. The hair on Ella’s arm stood on end. 

Her shoes slid to a stop, her eyes glued above. For as long as she was stuck in Keystone, she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the sight preceding a time jump. 

Overhead, more colors were added, blues and teals. They stretched and reached the horizon, obscuring the rainforest. 

There were few times in Ella’s life when she witnessed something so awe-inspiring that words failed her. The aurora borealis. A total solar eclipse. And now, the crackling, electric dome over Keystone Village.

The light built until the lines coalesced into a dazzling white, brighter than the sun. She squeezed her eyes closed as the flash burnt through her lids. The after-image of the dome danced in her vision. 

When the light faded, she peeled them open. The entire jump, from the first crackle of color to the nuclear blast of light, had only lasted fifteen seconds at most. 

Once she could see properly again, she turned to what they referred to as south, past the wind farm, to see brown hills with a smattering of trees. A cool gust of air hit her skin, sending her shivering.

The breeze brought her to, and she remembered why she’d been running across the grass in the first place. The threat of Six had been momentarily pushed from her thoughts. 

A minute later, she was bounding across the terrace for the inn. She slammed the back door shut behind her and turned the deadbolt with a click. Now, she had an entirely different reason to locate Flo’s stash of weapons.







CHAPTER 8







ELLA GRABBED HER morning coffee and walked through a set of French doors to her favorite room in the manor: the library. 

Picking up a book on the French War, she opened another door opposite the French ones and stepped into her second favorite room. Glass made up two of the four walls of the conservatory. They stuck out enough from the footprint of the mansion to require a partial roof of glass at the far end. All around her, hundreds of plants flourished under the natural light pouring in.

Steam rose in lazy swirls from her mug as she settled in at the café table by a star jasmine that looked like it was fixing to take over the entire inn. 

Ella glanced at her watch. She had just enough time to drink her coffee before she needed to change for work.

“Morning, Ella.” Jimmy stepped out from behind a tomato plant. 

Ella startled, some of her precious brew splashing onto the table. “Crap on a cracker. Why didn’t you let me know you were there?”

His brows dipped. “I just did. Tomato?” He held out a container full of cherry tomatoes as red as Christmas or a face full of pepper spray. 

“I’m good. You’re gardening a bit early. Where’s Rosa?”

“She’s coming in later. We have a lot to pick and more to plant. The whole town does. Mrs. Faraday’s having a heck of a time propagating more corn, so everyone’s pitching in, planting corn crops in their own greenhouses—those who have them, anyway. Gladys, Mrs. Faraday that is, said something about not enough genetic diversity. So, I’m going to see what I can do with what I have here. Maybe she could use my seeds.” 

Like most Keystone residents, they kept an indoor greenhouse to supplement what they got from the dozens of large greenhouses north of town.

He stretched to his full height, stretching a kink out of his lower back. Ella set her book aside, cradled her coffee, and walked over to the raised bed he was working in. It was under the canopy of glass and caught most of the sun. 

“Hey, look. There’s corn. I had no idea there was corn in here.” She looked down at the diminutive stalks, wondering how she’d missed them in the past week of her morning coffee routine. 

“Yeah. There’re not much now, but I can usually get several ears out of this little patch.” He brushed dirt off his hands then studied her. “I heard Six got released.” 

The now familiar knot in the pit of her stomach returned like an unwanted houseguest. Her eyes dropped to her coffee, noting a small chip in the rim of the mug. 

“Ella, if he comes near you, threatens you in any way, come get me. I don’t care where I am or what I’m doing, come find me.”

She blinked and looked up at him. “Thank you, Jimmy. That means a lot.” After she took a slow sip, she said, “I saw him yesterday. I don’t think he saw me. He was walking down Main Street; it was just before the flash.”

“You alright?”

She nodded. “On an unrelated note, you wouldn’t happen to know where Flo keeps all her weapons, do you?”

He grinned and looked back at his baby corn. “You think I’d keep something like that a secret? I’d tell every living soul I came across, especially the sheriff.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured.” She couldn’t hide the disappointment. “Do we know where we’ve jumped yet?”

“No.” He bent back over the bed and began pulling weeds. “Probably won’t know.”

“But what if it’s someone’s home? I mean, what if we’re near a time and place for someone trapped here? That would suck to be so close to returning home and never know it.” She couldn’t help but think of herself. What if she was back in her year, or one adjacent, but merely in a remote location.

He sighed, pushing the soil. “Sometimes, we have volunteers who venture over the border to figure out that very thing. But when too many got stranded, not making it back in time before the next jump, the volunteers became more scarce.”

Ella set her mug down, replacing it with a pair of gardening gloves. The dirt lay bare and turned. Using an old cup, she helped him spread fertilizer from a nearby bag. “How does one volunteer?”

“Fills out a form at the sheriff’s office.” His movements stopped abruptly. “Don’t do it, Ella. It’s too dangerous.”

“I was just curious.” But she was more than that. The thought had been gnawing at her since she’d found out she was stranded in the village. “How do the volunteers get left behind, anyway? I mean, can’t they make a trek in a day and be back the next?”

He was quiet a long moment. He picked up a handheld trowel and marred the dirt. Fresh soil oozed out. “Sometimes it takes that long to find a town or a local to pull information from. Sometimes, it’s because the town jumped sooner than expected. I’ve seen two happen in a day, and two weeks in between.”

She digested this new bit of information. “Has anyone kept a log? You know, to look for patterns?”

“Will or the professor probably did a while back. If there was a pattern, they would’ve found it.”

Ella fell silent, running through different theories. She itched to run upstairs to her phone and add this new information to her investigation about the mystery of the traveling town. 

She helped Jimmy for another ten minutes before racing upstairs to change. She paused long enough to add to the Keystone note on her phone then ran down the stairs, skipping the last step.

She reached for the door for Grandma’s Kitchen just as Wink flipped the sign over. 

“‘Morning, dear. Fresh blueberry pancakes in the kitchen.”

Ella smiled, grateful she no longer had to ask for food. Wink had probably seen what Ella ate when meals weren’t being offered to her. Between her and Rose, Ella rarely had to search out food. 

When she walked into the kitchen with Wink, Horatio practically pounced on them. “Did you hear?”

“Hear what?” Ella slipped on her apron.

“Stan’s death wasn’t an accident.”

Her hands froze on the strings. “W-where did you hear that?” She shot Wink a concerned look.

“From Jenny, who heard it from Pauline when she went to get her hair done.”

“Pauline gets her hair done?” Ella shook her head. “Sorry, not the point.”

“And how did you hear it from Jenny?” Wink raised a penciled eyebrow. “I didn’t realize you two gabbed with each other. Did she tell you that when you went to get a manicure?”

He threw a very brown, very hard-looking fry at her. Without moving, Wink watched it soar past her head by five feet.

“Wow,” Ella said, “you ever think about playing baseball?” 

Wink’s eyes danced. One of their newfound favorite pastimes had become ganging up on the cook.

“I don’t gab. And I don’t go to a salon.” He crossed his arms, glancing down at his biceps and pushing them out.

Ella couldn’t let the idea of him in Jenny’s salon go. “Did she tell you when you went in for your bikini wax?” She snickered at her own joke. Both of their heads turned, blank expressions on their faces. “Right. A bikini wax is… how can I put this—”

The front entrance jingled. 

“Ah, saved by the bell.” Ella’s face lit up as she held up a finger. “Also the name of a great TV show, by the way.”




The morning rushed past at the frenetic pace she’d grown accustomed to in the hours just after opening. During the lull before lunch, their only customer shuffled over to the register. 

Ella looked at his check, trying to decipher her own handwriting. 

“That’ll be $5.25… Mr. Jones, was it?” 

The man possibly named Mr. Jones hadn’t heard her through the tufts of ear hair sprouting out the sides of his head.

She wrote down the total and pointed at it then waited patiently while he fished inside his trench coat for his wallet. His face was a map of laughter and years, with constellations of sunspots across his cheeks.

His hand trembled slightly as he produced a brown chicken egg. Followed by another. And another until it looked like an entire henhouse had roosted on the counter. When he finished, he looked considerably thinner and less lumpy than when he’d first come in.

Ella withheld a sigh. In a town that depended more on the trade of goods than currency, she was used to the odd payment here and there. Fish. Flour. Even bottles of whiskey that had mysteriously disappeared.

“Excuse me. I need to see if Grandma Wink will accept these. We just got two dozen yesterday from a family.”

“Huh?”

Instead of repeating herself, she poked her head through the passthrough. “Wink, someone’s trying to settle their bill with eggs.”

“Oh, that’s probably Harvey.” She looked up from rolling out dough for cinnamon rolls, her cheeks flushed from the exertion. “His chickens lay the best eggs. Count how many. He’ll try to skimp out on you. It’s forty cents an egg.”

Ella blinked at her. “Uh, do you care that they came from his trench coat?”

Wink’s blue head shook from side to side. Ella returned to the register and counted the eggs.

“Harvey, you’re two eggs shy.”

“More? I just gave you a dozen.”

She counted again, aloud this time. He grumbled searching his pockets. He produced two more and mumbled something about Wink taking him to the cleaners as he shuffled out the door. 

Ella glanced from the eggs to him, watching him through the window. She was just about to search for a carton to put them in when she noticed he had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, gaping at something out of her line of sight. Another couple walking past stopped and stared in the same direction.

Frowning, Ella abandoned the eggs and walked to the door. Outside, a cool breeze swept curls of hair away from her forehead. 

A few passersby stood on the sidewalk, watching the street. She bobbed her head until she could see past them. 

A few blocks south, abreast of the park, a caravan of people, horses, and carts walked down the center of Main Street. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think it was a parade.

However, they lacked the usual fanfare of candy, clowns, and floats. Also, their attire said they were definitely not from this century or the previous one. Their clothes were loose-fitting and shapeless, draped over dark skin, and a variety of headwear was seen on nearly everyone. Some wore strange hats that were neither one shape nor another, while others reminded Ella of rugby helmet sans any padding.

The newcomers gawked at the buildings, at the cars, and especially at the people on the sidewalk. 

A large, shepherd-like dog that really needed to see a groomer split from the group, raced in circles, sniffing at every vehicle and pant leg it could find. Then ironically, it relieved itself on a fire hydrant.

Ella caught a whiff of something unpleasant and quickly found the source. A caged cart rolled past, full of fat pigs, their snouts wiggling back and forth. 

The front of the caravan was directly across from the inn now. The sound of hooves clopping on the street from the north drowned out the bleats of goats and the creak of wagon wheels. 

Sheriff Chapman rode his Appaloosa horse straight at the caravan, pulling up short and forcing the group of fifty or so travelers to a halt. Kicking a leg over, he dropped to the road. 

 Ella elbowed her way through the growing crowd of onlookers that now congested the sidewalk, trying to get close enough to hear. 

As Chapman brushed his finger over his hat, he said, “Afternoon. Where’re you folks from?”

Not a single visitor spoke up. They shifted on their feet, looking at each other with perplexed expressions. 

Chapman’s thick, handlebar mustache turned down. “Do any of you understand me?” 

At this point, they’d grown bored with the funny-looking man, speaking the funny-sounding language. One approached Ella’s jeep parked outside the inn. His eyes were bigger than her headlights, and he poked the hood once before jumping back. 

The backdrop of comrades spoke rapidly. Ella leaned forward and strained to catch a few syllables and also to be ready to step in if he decided to do any more inspecting of her vehicle.

Chapman turned a circle, surveying the bystanders. “Miss Barton here?”

“I’m here, Sheriff,” she said, stepping onto the pavement. 

“Aren’t you a linguist or something.”

She considered being smart and responding with “or something,” but thought better of it. “I am.”

“Well?”

She looked back and forth between him and the nearest visitor, the one who had been brave enough to take on a parked car. “Well, what? You are ever the elegant conversationalist. Anyone ever tell you, you have a way with words?”

Chapman’s eyes narrowed, and she strode over to the man before he could respond. The man who’d approached her car had keen eyes and skin like leather. He wore a faded robe type thing with something like a rope tied around his waist. His hat was triangular-ish, made of a material that looked rather malleable. One good dip in the lake, and she was sure the “hat” would be a ball of cheap cloth.

When she was six feet from him, the sheriff’s large hand rested on her shoulder and gently brought her to a stop. “That’s close enough.”

She dipped her chin in greeting at the older man, mentally appointing him as the leader. Her eyes flitted over their clothes, the animals, and carts, trying to guesstimate what period they hailed from. 

She began extending greetings in multiple languages, beginning with Spanish, Urdu, and Hindi. The old man stirred slightly at the latter, but for all she knew, it could’ve been due to an itch.

She expanded, trying several Hindi dialects. Her repertoire was limited, even more so by the fact that every word she knew was contemporary.

When she tried Marwari, the man’s eyes clicked with familiarity.

He spat out several words. Ella cocked her head, and this signaled him to continue. Some of his vocabulary words were similar to Marwari—yet not. It was some sort of hybrid.

“Fascinating,” she said.

Chapman shuffled closer. “You understand him?”

“What? Oh, no. Not at all.”

When he looked like he was about to have a stroke, she added, “I’m just messing with you. I think they might be Romani. It’s actually really interesting. In the linguistic community, it’s been long suspected that the Romani originated from India because—

“Not really pertinent to what’s happening here, is it?”

She blinked at Chapman then at the old man. “No, I guess not. But the point I was getting to is that the Romani spread throughout several regions and countries. I need to hear him speak more to know if his language has been heavily influenced by any European languages yet. I mean, we’re talking about several different dialects and a divergence of language here.”

Chapman’s jaw twitched, but he nodded for her to continue. To her surprise, the old man spoke first, this time in a language she recognized.

“Salutari.” The word came out halting as if he wasn’t used to speaking it.

Now she was getting somewhere. “Buna. De unde esti?”

He tilted his head, eyebrows lowered. 

“No? So, not your first language or it’s changed so much you don’t recognize it,” she muttered to herself. She tried a few more phrases, producing the same quizzical look. She glanced sideways at Chapman. “I think they’re Romani, not sure of their recent origin, but I suspect they recently migrated to Romania.”

After a deep breath, she asked the old man what land they were from, first in Romanian, then in her best, halting Marwari.

He seemed to get the gist of what she was asking and responded.

“What’d he say?” the sheriff asked. 

She bit her lip. “He’s either asking how this strange place came to appear so suddenly in this region or where the nearest donut shop is. My guess is the first one.”

“Tell him we’ve always been here and don’t say more. When you find out where and when they’re from, tell them they need to leave.”

Ella did her best to interpret this information. The old man’s eyes squinted at one point, and she feared she’d accidentally called his mother a goat.

Back and forth they went in painstakingly slow conversation. Many of the bystanders had dispersed to find something more entertaining to watch—probably to watch paint dry or something.

Near the end, Ella was able to ascertain that the group had, in fact, moved into the region, which best she could figure out was modern-day Romania for her.

“So, what year is it?” Chapman asked. He’d been surprisingly patient.

Ella watched his features in the shadow of his hat. “About 1243 AD.”

He rounded and stared at the distant, brown hills, muttering something under his breath she couldn’t catch. It seemed a long while before he faced her again. “Okay. Very well. Now we know where we are. Please, tell them to leave as soon as possible.”

She bit the inside of her cheek before turning to the leader and relaying the sheriff’s wishes—or attempting to, anyway. There were more charades involved than actual words, but she was confident she got her point across. 

When she’d first arrived to the village, she’d taken the requests for her to leave as rude and a general lack of hospitality. But that was before she knew Keystone’s dirty, little secret. 

Now, she was the one telling someone else to leave. She had to remind herself it was in their best interest. Also, Keystone didn’t have the resources for fifty or so more residents. Still, it turned her stomach and left a bad taste in her mouth like the words were made of one of Rose’s gelatin molds. 

The man’s bushy brows knitted, and he adjusted his gaze to Chapman, seeming to sense where the hostility originated. The man spoke rapidly, and Ella had to gesture for him to slow down a couple times.

With each phrase she was able to understand, her unease grew.

“What’s he saying?” Chapman asked.

“They’re trying to flee the region from bad men. I can’t get more than that. They’ve been traveling for many days and are weary. They’re asking to set up camp for the night.”

Her eyes wandered to the rest of the travelers, settling on a young boy. His large brown eyes peeked out from behind his mother’s tattered dress. 

Beside Ella, Chapman’s hands worked over his mustache. An emotion flickered behind his steely eyes.

“One day.” He held up a finger for emphasis.

The old man bobbed his head, and a weight seemed to lift from his shoulders.

Chapman climbed back onto his Appaloosa. “Tell ‘em we’ll escort them to where they can set up camp.”

She bit back a sigh. “Sure, sure. No problem. Want me to translate the U.S. Constitution for them, too?” 

When her sarcasm failed to get a reaction, she did her best to relay the information with a mix of Marwari, Rajasthani, Romanian, and Sanskrit for good measure. Nothing stuck. The designated leader’s face pinched in confusion, and he glanced at the sheriff.

Chapman pantomimed for the old man and his caravan to follow him. The man nodded enthusiastically and fired out words to the rest of his group. As one unit, they managed to turn around, with much ado on part of the wagons, and followed the sheriff back south, in the direction of the park.

“Well sure, I could’ve acted that out too, but where’s the fun in that?” Ella said to anyone nearby who was listening. No one was. 

With the spectacle gone, the remaining bystanders began to disperse. Across the street, two figures lingered on the sidewalk. Will stood in front of Jenny’s salon, hands in the pockets of his slacks, talking to Jenny. After a laugh that carried across the street, the salon owner flipped a strand of blonde hair over her shoulder, glancing in Ella’s direction. 

Ella rolled her eyes and tried to ignore the seed of jealousy that was beginning to germinate any time Will was near his “friend.”

As she took a step towards Grandma’s Kitchen, the stream of passersby parted like a curtain. Six stood dead-center in front of the door, tall and lean, barring her entrance.

“Hey there, darlin’.” The outlaw grabbed a wad of tobacco from a leather pouch then produced a small paper and began rolling his own cigarette. “Been a while.”

She swallowed. “Heh, yeah. Long time, no see. That’s a saying we have where I’m from. So… how was prison? Well, I guess here it’s not prison per se—even though you should’ve—never mind. How was jail? Still smell like the pits of hell?”

Six didn’t respond. He stuck the cigarette between his chapped lips and lit it. A shadow of scruff covered his cheeks and joined at his chin, pronouncing the shadows under his eyes. She couldn’t remember if his current state of hygiene was standard Six or a holdover from his time behind bars. 

She puffed out her cheeks and rocked back on her heels. “Anyway, good talking to you.”

Ella attempted to sidestep him. He mirrored her movement. 

“Look, Jesse—”

“Six.”

“Whatever. I have to get back to work.”

“We need to talk,” his voice growled. 

“No. No, I think I’m good.” She tried to squeeze past him again. His hand shot out and gripped her elbow like a vice.

“Well, I want to talk.”

Ella’s chest tightened, and she strained to pull away. “Look, Howdy Doody, unless you want your chicken nuggets—” she glanced down at his pants in case it wasn’t clear “—up near your stomach, I suggest you let me go.”

She held his glare and matched it with her own, hoping he hadn’t caught the tremble in her voice.

His fingers slid from her elbow, and some of the feeling tingled back to life. He puffed out a lung-full of smoke right into her face.

“Something wrong?” a warm, familiar voice asked. Will stepped up beside Ella.

“Ain’t nothing to concern yourself with, fart catcher.” Six narrowed his eyes. “This is between me and the lady.”

“Fart catcher?” Ella glanced sideways at Will. “I think he just insulted you.”

“I believe he did. And I’m offended.”

“You look offended.”

Six’s hand dropped to his holster.

Ella held her hands up in appeasement. “Alright, alright. But I don’t know what there is to talk about. You’re the one who tried to kill me. Whatever problems you blame me for are by your hand, not mine.”

The outlaw’s spurs jangled as he took a step closer. Both she and Will tensed. The scent of barn and tobacco rolled off Six, filling the narrow gap between them. “I had a great thing goin’ before you showed up. You made things much worse.” 

His expression morphed into something more complacent, and he took a step back. “I just wanted to chat. No harm in that. Not like I’d hurt you.” 

With a parting wink, he brushed past her, causing chills to crawl over her skin.

“You alright?” Will asked, his gaze following Six.

“Fine. How is it you always show up at the right time?”

“I just sense when you’re in danger, I guess.” The corners of his mouth lifted.

“Like the Bat-Signal.”

The corners of his mouth turned down. “Bats send out a signal that warn of danger?”

“One does. Well, he’s not really a bat, and the signal isn’t to warn of danger so much as to call him to danger.” She cleared her throat. “But that’s neither here nor there.”

He followed her inside, and she poured them each a cup of coffee that came out almost as thick as mud. She added extra cream to hers as they chatted about the newcomers, and she filled in the blanks of conversation he hadn’t been able to overhear.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Will said. “Before our guests arrived, Chapman and I were talking about my diving equipment. He asked me to dive into the lake where my boat was anchored and look around. See if there’s anything to glean that’d tell us how a man drowned while sitting in a boat.”

“I get to come along, right? Since our first dive went belly up.” She winced. “You know what I mean.”

“If you bring breakfast.” His hand slid across the counter suddenly. “To clarify, I mean, Wink’s banana bread because your baking…”

“Yeah, I know.”

“It leaves something to be desired.”

“Got it.”

“Frankly, I’m surprised Wink lets you near her kitchen.”

“No, no. I got it.” Ella’s eyes flicked to the counter. “And I’m not allowed to be in there unsupervised.” She took a long slurp of sludge. “You’ll bring the coffee?”

He set his cup aside and responded a little too enthusiastically for her liking. “Yes, definitely.”







CHAPTER 9







LIKE A REPEAT of Monday, Ella awoke early on Thursday to meet Will at the docks. She hoped the day would differ in that they wouldn’t find a dead body. 

With one of Wink’s loaves of moist banana bread wrapped in a dish towel, she made her way to the lake, gnawing on a thick slice as she went. Fortunately, it only took a few minutes to hike to the docks, otherwise, she’d worry about showing up empty-handed, save for a crumb-covered dish towel. 

The air nipped at her skin, causing her to burrow tighter into her down jacket. The rainforest would have been preferable weather for diving to this. 

Will stood in front of his rowboat, either waiting for her or guarding it against being stolen, she couldn’t be certain. He wore his fedora hat again over a trench coat, looking very Humphrey Bogart. 

They grunted morning greetings as he handed her a thermos lid already filled with steaming coffee. She swapped this treasure for the banana bread. He eyed the shortened loaf with its broken-off end but didn’t say anything.

She took a cautious sip from the lid before accepting the generous chunk of bread he held out to her. While they ate and drank in comfortable silence, they watched the water. 

After their hunger had been satiated and the caffeine kicked in, they climbed into his boat. Ella handed over the precious thermos and snatched the oars this time. He opened his mouth to argue, then seemed to think better of it, instead, pouring out more coffee into the thermos lid-turned-cup.

The oars splashed through the water in her unskilled hands, but the exercise felt good on her cold muscles.

“You know,” she said, breaking the comfortable silence, “they make boats with motors.”

“Too noisy. Just because something can be made, doesn’t mean it should.”

“Says the inventor obsessed with my cell phone.” 

His ears reddened under his fedora. “Sometimes when you move too fast, you miss things.” 

She repositioned her feet around the mass of diving gear between their benches. “Speaking of missing things…” She formulated her next sentence carefully. “Do you miss your home?”

His eyebrows scrunched together. “Chicago?”

“Yeah. I mean, did you leave anyone special behind? Family?” She didn’t voice the question that truly concerned her. 

He didn’t respond for a long time, instead, focusing on the cluster of cottages on Lake Drive. “Yes.” She waited for him to continue, but he’d grown interested in the tops of his shoes.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Was it—”

“Forgive me, but can we change the subject?”

Ella was taken aback by the question. He was usually so open. But it was no business of hers, so she didn’t press. She knew how painful it was to talk about what or who got left behind. She wondered if, like some wounds, it festered over time or simply became a dull ache.

She paused mid-stroke, the oars dribbling water. After surveying their position, he nodded in approval, and she pulled in the oars.

“This looks about right.” He took off his hat, laid it beside him on the small, worn wooden seat, and proceeded to take off his jacket. 

Underneath, he wore old-fashioned swim trunks with horizontal stripes and a tight-fitting, black shirt. 

“You sure you’re going to be warm enough?”

He looked down at his attire. “It was the best I could do. Don’t want to get bogged down by layers.”

She did her best to help him “gear up,” which mostly consisted of him shrugging on a vest that had been a life jacket in its former life but he’d made into a buoyancy compensator device. It was made of thick, rubbery material with bladder pockets glued on for positive buoyancy. 

Next came the old propane tank-turned-dive tank. Black tubes like tentacles snaked from it to the bladders on his vest. 

He squatted low in the boat, distributing his weight, and she helped lift it so it nestled between his shoulder blades. Homemade straps made of the same material as his vest wrapped around the tank and his shoulders like a backpack.

 She eyed it warily. “Looks corroded.”

“Just a little exterior rust.” He turned around, facing her, and nearly toppled backward. After he’d regained his balance, she helped strap the front.

“Will, this duct tape wasn’t here before.”

“It’s fine. Just needed to reinforce the straps.” 

She opened her mouth to protest, but he’d already snapped the clasp closed and was shuffling back to his seat.

For weights, he wore a belt with bricks tied to it. They were knotted in such a way as to allow for a quick release. All he had to do was tug on them, and they’d drop off, hopefully after he drained his vest of air, allowing for a smooth ascent to the surface.

Ella dug around and brought up his mask, handing it to him. It dug into his forehead and refused to go any further.

“That’s strange,” he muttered. Tugging it off, he adjusted the straps then slipped it back on. “Must be the temperature changes messing with the rubber. 

Once the mask was in place, he teetered on his feet, his arms outstretched. 

“How do I look?” Even through the mask, the pride in his voice was evident.

“You ever see Creature from the Black Lagoon? No? Then, you look great.”

With each step he took, the boat rocked, forcing both of them to sit. He shifted awkwardly, trying to figure out the best way to get into the water. 

“You could just roll off the side,” she suggested.

His lips pinched together in concentration, and a chocolate lock broke loose from his slick-backed, patent leather hair. Finally, he nodded, grabbing the homemade mouthpiece that looked like it had come from an old snorkel. It, too, was connected to the tank. 

She turned the knob on the top of the tank, watching the welded-on gauge beside it. 

After testing the air flow, he pulled the mouthpiece out so he could talk. “I’ve tested the gear underwater in a feed tank. It should work. If all goes well, I’m estimating to be down there no longer than five minutes—just enough to test the equipment—before I come back up. I’ll check in then dive down again and search the sediment like Chapman wanted.”

“Sounds like a plan. I think you’ll be limited by the temperature, though.” She eyed his sole layer of clothing then the dark water. 

The excitement in his eyes was infectious, dampened by their purpose for being there. She knew from experience how exciting a first dive was. It was like discovering a new world, being an explorer in a new frontier. 

But they were there to look for clues of a man’s murder.

He shot her a tight smile. “Very well. Here goes.” 

With a grace only a dashing inventor from 1920s Chicago could muster, Will splashed over the side of the rowboat. It rocked heavily, and her hands scrambled for purchase. 

The moment the danger of swimming with the fishes passed, she leaned out as far as she dared.

Treading water, Will gave her a thumbs up then deflated the bladders in the vest. The water surface bubbled as he slipped beneath it. His hair floated around his head like a halo before the shadows swallowed him.

Ella’s stomach knotted as she pulled her cell phone out and kept an eye on the time, splitting her attention between it and the inky water. If his prototype was successful, maybe he could build a second one for her. If she was going to have a recreational activity in Keystone, she much preferred diving underwater over sailing through the air.

Across the lake, the Romani had pitched tents in a circle at the park with their carts and animals around the edges. Several of the wagons seemed to double as living quarters.

Children darted around, chasing each other from the water to the forest then back again. Meanwhile, some of the adults had taken to bathing in the lake. Ella grinned, hoping she’d be there when the sheriff found out.

The moment of levity quickly faded as she looked back at the agitated surface five feet out from the boat. Her reflection stared back, flushed from the cold, eyes full of concern. 

Ella glanced at the clock. It had been six minutes.

Her hands fidgeted for something to do. She assured herself that if there had been trouble, he would’ve popped back up. Maybe he’d found something in the muck.

Suddenly, the trickle of bubbles became a boiling storm. Her hand’s gripped the sides of the boat as she waited for him to surface.

Another minute passed, feeling like an hour. Ella tore off her jacket and kicked off her shoes. She had one toe in the frigid water when his head broke the surface.

Ella grabbed her chest. “What happened? You nearly made me get my hair wet.” She pointed at her curly hair. “Do you know what that would do to this? I’d look like Flo.” Despite her joking, her heart hammered in her ears.

Will spat out his regulator and floated on his back. 

Ella’s adrenaline kicked back up. “Will? What’s wrong? Did you run out of air?” 

Her foot dangled over the edge of the boat again, and she reconsidered her decision not to dive in. Reaching behind her, she scooped up one of the oars and held it out to him. The moment his hand closed around it, she reeled him in—only a little too aggressively. 

His head hit the side with a thump.

“Oops, sorry about that. And that.” His head had hit the side again. “Probably should wear a helmet next time, am I right?”

When he didn’t respond, her unease grew. She did her best to help him clamber aboard. Water slopped everywhere, including over part of her. He tore his mask off. 

“Will?”

“I’m okay, El,” he sputtered finally.

“What happened?”

A crevasse formed between his brows. “There’s another body.”







CHAPTER 10







ELLA STOOD ON the dock next to Sheriff Chapman, watching Will row Pauline to the center of the lake. Before going to the station to notify the sheriff, Ella and Will had tied off a fishing bobber to one of his diving weights and marked the spot.

“You didn’t touch it this time, did you?” Chapman asked.

“No.”

“You sound disappointed.”

One of her eyebrows quirked up. “What? No.” They lapsed into a silence that lasted a whole five seconds. “Well, maybe eighty percent not, twenty percent disappointed.”

“Hm.”

“Sixty-fifty.”

Water lapped at the pylons underneath.

“Fine, fifty-fifty.”

“Three bodies in just under a month,” Chapman said, his voice slow and thoughtful, “and you’re somehow there for every one of them.” She could feel his eyes shift to her.

She winced. When he phrased it that way, even she began to have doubts about her innocence.

“So, this isn’t normal for here? That’s a relief. For a little bit there, I was worried I got stuck in a town with enough murder and mystery, it’d send Scooby Doo running with his tail between his legs.”

“Who—”

“Talking dog that helps solves mysteries.”

“The dogs talk where you’re from?”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Also, I resent the implication that I somehow have something to do with this. First of all, this is a skeleton. Second of all, Will found it. Not me. Third, he was also there when Kay died—and with me when we discovered Stan, as a matter of fact.” A fact that she was just now realizing. “Wow. Maybe he and I shouldn’t hang out? That’s really bad karma. I mean, not to throw him under the bus or anything.” 

She shook her head to stop from rambling. “My point is, clearly we both have bad luck.”

He was silent, turning back to the boat. From this distance, Ella could tell Will was trying to convince the coroner to don the diving gear. A few minutes of this went by before he began hefting the equipment on and splashed into the water himself.

Ella wished she’d gone with them but there hadn’t been enough room for three people, and the sheriff didn’t want to borrow another boat. 

Her stomach growled, complaining about the fact that it was nearing noon and all she’d consumed was half a loaf of banana bread—something she’d pay for later. 

Turning, she glanced at the back of Grandma’s Kitchen and began tapping her foot on the dock. This was taking longer than it had a couple days before, and she was late for work—again. Also, the fact that she had another similar experience to compare this with was concerning on a whole other level.

“It doesn’t make sense. Think this could be a dumping ground for a murderer?” The question was rhetorical, something she needed to process aloud. “A serial killer,” she added softly. 

“Could be. Nothing much about this makes sense.” Frustration edged his tone. 

She could tell he was used to things black and white, no convoluted gray mess to wade through. If a man died, there was usually someone holding a smoking gun.

He ran a finger over his mustache. “I bet you hear a lot working at Wink’s, don’t you?”

Ella considered the strange question. “Sure. I hear a lot about a lot of things, mostly stuff I never wanted to know. For example, did you know Betty can’t process dairy? And Mr. what’s-his-face with the tattoos on his head, he fancies wearing skirts every now and again?”

Chapman stared at her a little too long, took in a slow breath, and swore. “I swear, Miss Barton, one day I’ll get used to talking to you.”

“But today is not that day, am I right?” She shot him one of her best grins which he promptly ignored.

“Alls I was saying is, small town like this, word travels faster than a lightning strike. And it probably goes right through that diner.” 

Ella nodded slowly. Just by the nature of her job, she’d been privy to several private conversations, ones more serious than bowel movements and clothing preferences. “I suppose.” 

“Since you can’t seem to stay outta trouble, might make some use of you.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, keep your ears open. Don’t go nosing around, mind you, but if you happen to overhear anything, you’ll let me know, yes?”

Out in the water, Will broke the surface of the lake, putting something long and skinny and very much like a femur into the rowboat. 

A small part of Ella was offended the sheriff felt the need to ask. Of course, if she heard anything more than just the rumor mill working overtime she’d tell him—anything pertinent to crime or dead bodies, that is. 

“I will.”

“Just be careful. Ears only. I don’t want you sticking your nose into anything that might get you hurt—again.”

Ella faced him, studying his sharp profile and gray hair. “Aw, I was right. You do like me.”

His mustache twitched. “Naw, I just don’t want another body to deal with.”

“It’s okay. You can admit it. You’re soft on me—”

“No.”

“You see me like the daughter you never had but always wanted—”

“Spawn. Almost as bad as Six.”

Her hand tapped his back before giving him a playful punch on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Your secret’s safe with me, you ol’ softy.”




Ella burst through the front door of Wink’s diner, and the bell jingled merrily overhead. She rushed over to the soda fountain where Wink was mixing ice cream and root beer. 

“Sorry,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. She leaned in close to Wink’s blue hair.

“Dear, you’re breathing on my neck.”

Ella lowered her voice. “Will and I found another body—a skeleton—in the lake.”

Wink’s hands froze on the lever for the ice cream dispenser. “What?”

One of the gentlemen sitting at the lunch counter cleared his throat. “How ‘bout it, Wink? I’ve been waiting for half an hour.”

“And you can wait another minute. It’s not like you need the calories.” She stared pointedly at his soft arms and cheeks. His skin flushed, and he muttered something about the service in the place going downhill.

Ella’s eyes darted around at the handful of patrons. “Not now. I’ll tell you in the kitchen.”

By the time Ella had finished tying her apron, the kitchen door swung in.

“Okay, give me the scoop,” Wink said without missing a beat.

Ella quickly filled her in on her and Will’s lake venture that morning. Horatio listened in, flipping patties and twirling his spatula like a baton.

“Think whoever did it is the same person who killed Stan?” he asked.

Ella shrugged. “It’s possible. But we’re all assuming that this person was down at the bottom of the lake for nefarious reasons, myself included. But who knows how old the skeleton is? Maybe it was an accident. A drowning a long time ago.”

“Perhaps,” Wink said. She fed Chester a peanut, and his tail swished from atop his perch on the ancient refrigerator. “Or maybe it was more recent, and the elements broke down the tissue faster.” 

Ella tilted her head, considering the theory. She had no idea how long it took adipose tissue to decompose in cold waters, but Pauline would. “Look at you, Nancy Drew.”

The fryer sizzled as Horatio dropped thick slices of potatoes in it. “It’s definitely too strange to be a consequence.”

“Coincidence,” Ella corrected. He shrugged.

“Well, if you find out anything,” Wink said, “let me know. I have to get going.” 

She made a chittering noise, grabbed a peanut, and held it over her shoulder. The squirrel jumped from the fridge, his flannel shirt flying behind him like a cape, and landed on her. 

Ella picked up a knife and began to chop lettuce. “Where’re you headed?”

“Got a meeting. I’ll be back in an hour.” After grabbing a handful of nuts, she slipped out the back door. The hinges squealed as it slammed shut. 

Ella stared at the chipped paint on the wood, wondering what that was about. Maybe Flo knew why Wink had been dodgy lately.

“Got cow feed with the rainbow here,” Horatio said. He sprinkled crushed hazelnuts and raisins over a salad before handing it off to her. 

With the ticket in one hand and the salad in the other, Ella swung into the diner, trying to read the table number on the ticket. 

She stood in the middle of the checkered linoleum floor for a couple of minutes before giving up on deciphering the hieroglyphics that was Wink’s handwriting. 

“Got a salad here. A trout hazelnut salad.” No one answered. “I mean, cow feed with the full rainbow.”

A hand crept up from one of the booths. Ella stiffened as she approached the table and came face-to-face with the unpleasant, blonde-haired woman who’d been collecting signatures with Stan outside the diner the day before he died. When she spotted Ella, her mouth puckered as if she’d sucked a lemon. 

Ella resisted the urge to dump the plate in her lap, instead, setting it down just hard enough to cause a cherry tomato to jump ship. 

“Oops,” Ella said without the slightest hint of a sincerity. 

Today, the woman’s sheet of hair was rolled into a French twist, her makeup as expertly done as Rose’s. She looked down her nose at the salad, stabbed at a leaf of lettuce, and nibbled it like a small rodent.

“You better not be here collecting signatures,” Ella said.

“Of course not.” A sickly sweet smile spread over the woman’s face. 

Ella considered her range of retorts, but there wasn’t a single one that didn’t get her fired. She settled on a lengthy glare then left to check on another table. She’d made it two steps before the woman called out. 

“I think you forgot my water.”

“It’s right there.” Ella pointed at the iced water on the table.

“Yes, but I wanted a lemon.”

“Fine. I’ll get you a lemon.”

“I need new water, though. This has been sitting too long.” Her nose wrinkled. “It smells like the sewer.”

You would know.

Without a word, Ella grabbed the water, making sure a few drops sloshed over the side, then disappeared into the kitchen. 

Grabbing a lemon, she slid a butcher knife from a block and chopped it clean through the fruit in one slice. The knife hit the board with a thud.

“Hey, watch it. You’re getting lemon on my lasagna.” 

She apologized to Horatio then took one of the halves and dropped it into the same cup of water. Marching back into the diner, she deposited it on the table. She crossed her arms and stared.

“W-what is this?”

“What? You asked for lemon water. I gave you lemon water. I fail to see the problem.” She left for the safety of the kitchen before the woman could demand anything more. Two minutes later, Ella’s conscious got the better of her, and she returned to the table with fresh water and actual lemon slices before ducking back into the kitchen.

“Who is she?” Ella huffed to Horatio.

“Who?”

“That blonde-haired ice queen.”

Horatio’s thick eyebrows rose up, and he peered through the pass-through. “Hm, don’t know. I’ve seen her mostly around Stan. They used to eat here together all the time.”

“Was he having an affair with her?” She hated how presumptuous the question was, but she just didn’t have the energy to care.

“Probably. Stan didn’t seem like the type that stayed with one woman for long.”

“How long has he—was he married?”

“Don’t know. He and Lilly were here before I arrived.”

“Lilly’s his wife? The one whose thighs could crack your head open like a walnut?”

“Yes, I suppose she is rather muscular.” 

“Rather muscular? She looks like She-Hulk. Are they from Keystone?”

He shook his head, his gaze searching information from some far off point. “No, but I’m not sure where they’re from.”

Back in the diner, the information bounced around in her head while she hung around the cash register as the last of the lunch rush settled their bills. Thankfully, most of it was paid in legal tender—with only one person paying in batteries and another with cheese.

In rare form, Horatio came out of the kitchen and settled himself onto one of the stools. He twirled around, reminding her of a bored toddler. 

A strange quiet settled over the place. As much as Ella loved their customers, this was her favorite time of the day. Her brain had time to catch up and process everything, and she could recharge. 

After swirling soft serve, homemade vanilla ice cream onto two cones, she sat on the stool next to Horatio. The ache in her feet diminished as they chatted about where he grew up in Italy, and he helped her brush up on her Italian.

As she bit down the last of her cone, she glanced at the clock on the wall. It had been nearly two hours since their boss had left. 

“Do you know where Wink went?”

His brows scrunched together. “It was a strange conversation. Someone called about the ‘Save Twin Hills’ campaign. I only heard Wink’s side, but it sounded like they were having an emergency meeting.”

“I didn’t know that there was a campaign to save it.”

He nodded. “They formed a committee after Stan started petitioning for the expansion.”

Ella studied a crack in the countertop. She found it strange this committee hadn’t spoken up during the town hall meeting, then again, it had been hard to get a word in edgewise. 

“So, it sounds like Stan’s plan might still go through.” She turned the statement into a question.

“Guess so.”

Worry over Wink began to take root. Several people had expressed their dislike of using Twin Hills for alternative power, but few had as much at stake or as much to lose with the expansion than those who lived near the top, namely Wink. 

And with more to lose came more motive for wanting the project leader dead. Chapman may be an old law dog, but he was no fool. He was sure to have Wink in his crosshairs. 

Ella also wondered why Wink had never mentioned the campaign to her, consoling herself with the fact that Wink probably had a lot on her plate.

One thing was clear to Ella. Whoever had killed Stan was most likely someone who didn’t want to see the wind farm expanded. 

While she rinsed the ice cream from her fingers, she tried to think of who else besides Wink didn’t want the turbines on the hills. The professor. And he’d been sitting beside Wink at the meeting. 

She mentally added the reserved, middle-aged gentleman to her suspect list, a man she knew very little about other than the fact that he was Will’s friend and mentor and looked a lot like Doc from Back to the Future. 

But Wink and the professor couldn’t be the only two. She was just about to ask Horatio who else lived on the hills when a customer walked in.

Climbing to her aching feet, she seated the person in a booth and handed them each a menu, leaving Horatio to enjoy the last of his break alone.

Another hour later, Wink returned. Other than a strained expression, she seemed her optimistic, spunky self. She even had the gall to suggest another hang gliding adventure—an offer Ella promptly declined, her exact words being something like, “hell no.”

Ella decided to wait for a better time to ask about the committee. It stood to reason that whoever was on the committee had the most to lose with the expansion project, putting nearly all of them at the top of her suspect list. And that wasn’t a short, casual conversation to have with Wink. 

When her shift ended, Ella called Will on the local landline to see if he wanted to go for a run. He made static noises into the phone and asked her to repeat the question several times—despite the fact that she could hear him perfectly—ending with him saying she was cutting out and him hanging up on her. He’d been less than enthusiastic on their first one. 

She rolled her eyes and decided to go solo. Her shoes pounded over the trail as she tried to pump the stress of the day from her body. Rounding the lake, she passed the park on her right.

Children from the caravan camp chased each other to and from the water, their laughter bouncing across the water. A woman hovered near the edge, tossing the contents of her bucket into the lake. What flew out was red and chunky and looked suspiciously like entrails. 

A few yards away, under an elm with leaves the color of fire, Sheriff Chapman talked animatedly at the old man from the day before. Based on his gesticulating and veins in his neck, she guessed he was trying to convey that the visitors had overstayed their welcome. 

When Chapman spotted the guts flying through the air, he yelled and strode over to the bewildered woman. 

Ella kept her head low as she lumbered past. Soon, their voices faded into the background. Chapman had seemed to be getting his point across just fine without her help. 

As the trail curved, the park became forest and cottages and Lake Drive. When she reached the first cottage, a short brownstone with a detached garage, she slowed to a power walk. Her chest heaved, and she clutched a stitch in her side.

There was a creaking sound as the side door to the garage opened, and a woman came out backward, dragging a large trash bag. 

The woman straightened, and Ella recognized the muscular frame and full biceps of Lilly Tanner. 

Ella paused and put her hands on her head, pretending to be catching her breath—at least part of it was for show, anyway. 

Stan’s widow hadn’t noticed Ella yet. She darted into the garage again, emerging a moment later with another large trash bag. Ella watched her minute or so more before resuming her walk-run. 

Everyone coped with the death of a loved one in their own way, she supposed. Apparently, Lilly Tanner’s process for grieving involved cleaning.







CHAPTER 11







ELLA WALKED INTO Grandma’s Kitchen, strutting in her jeans and happy to not be wearing her uniform. On Saturdays, she usually worked a couple of hours, and Wink had relented—after several days of pestering—to letting her forgo the dress on Saturdays.

The moment her foot crossed the threshold into the kitchen, she stopped short and held up her hands to fend off the assault on her nostrils. The room smelled like a lemon explosion. The scent was so strong it made her eyes water. 

Her first thought was someone had spilled Pine-Sol all over. Careful to breathe through her mouth, she lowered her hands and took in the disaster that was the kitchen.

Trays and trays filled with hundreds of lemon squares covered nearly every square inch of surface. Citrus carnage overflowed from the sink and trash.

“Uh, Wink?”

“Oh, Ella. I didn’t hear you come in.” Wink’s blue hair fell in front of her face as she pulled out yet another tray of lemon treats from the oven. “I’m trying out a recipe. I can’t quite seem to get it right.”

Ella looked over the sea of yellow. From his perch on the fridge, Chester’s tail twitched, and he tugged at his matador outfit, complete with cape. He seemed just as upset about the mess as she was. “Horatio hasn’t been in yet, has he?”

“Not yet. I told him to come in later.”

“Good, good.” Ella put her hands on her hips, her eyes still taking in the war zone. “Hey, do me a favor? Don’t let him see this until I’m in the other room, okay?”

Wink frowned and looked around in confusion. “How come?”

“No reason.”

 Resigned to the oncoming storm and dishes she’d have to do, Ella’s quick fingers snatched a lemon bar. It was still warm as she popped it into her mouth. It melted, the perfect mixture of goo and powdered sugar. 

She made several noises before saying, “Wink, these are amazing.”

Wink frowned at her. “But are they better than Flo’s?”

Ella’s jaw stopped mid-chew. “Crap, I forgot. The potluck’s tomorrow.”

She’d planned on preparing for the next one, maybe getting a helmet and elbow pads. Briefly, she toyed with the idea of seeing if Flo had any more pepper spray.

“Anyone ever get seriously injured at one of them?”

“Depends on what you mean by ‘serious’.” Wink’s tongue slipped between her teeth as she ran a lemon over a grater. 

“Uh, the kind where they have to see Pauline?”

“Not for a couple months.”

“A couple of months equals about four meetings.” 

Wink didn’t respond.

After swiping two more bars, Ella grabbed her apron from its hook. “I’ve never tried Flo’s, but I can’t imagine anything beating these.”

Wink pursed her lips as she measured out sugar. It hadn’t taken long for Ella to learn there was no sense talking to Wink when she was in the zone. 

“I need to hurry with this. The wind’s changing, and I want to take advantage.” She glanced up. “I’d invite you to come along, but that didn’t work out so well last time.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It wasn’t so bad up until the part where our feet left the ground. Besides, I’m going to make something for the potluck.”

A new line creased between Wink’s brows. “You’re not going to try to make oatmeal cookies again, are you?”

“Those were Rice Krispies Treats.”

“Oh.” She ran a dishrag over a dirty whisk. “You sure?”

“Yep, pretty sure.”

“Huh. I cracked a tooth on one of them.”

“Well, Stewart didn’t have the cereal, so I had to improvise with actual rice.” What Ella hadn’t done was cook the rice first, something she thought of after Will sampled a bite and winced.

“So, what are you making, then?” Wink asked, and Ella couldn’t help but notice the concern in her voice.

Ella searched through the limited repertoire of recipes she knew she couldn’t screw up. “Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches?”

“You could just not bring anything,” Wink suggested enthusiastically.

“No, I’ll think of something.” 

The moment Wink turned to her mixer, Ella seized the opportunity to pinch two more lemon squares and disappeared into the diner.

A few minutes later, Wink poked her head through the passthrough, her cheeks flushed. “I need to run to Stewart’s Market for more sugar.”

“Isn’t there a whole bag of it…” Ella’s voice faded. Wink had already ducked out of sight. Horatio waltzed in through the front door, humming a tune she didn’t recognize.

They exchanged greetings while he poured a cup of coffee. The door jingled as two customers walked in. Ella greeted the young couple and placed menus on the marred table in front of them. 

While she poured their coffee, Horatio swung in the door.

“Horatio, wait!”

A loud stream of Italian issued from the kitchen. The couple dropped their menus and exchanged nervous glances.

“He’s fine,” Ella assured them. She had to raise her voice over his. “Probably stubbed his toe.” Her Italian wasn’t the best, but from what she gathered he’d taken to calling Wink every obscenity in the dictionary.

The couple shuffled their menus.

“This happens all the time.” 

His voice somehow managed to simultaneously raise an octave yet get deeper at the same time.

“Yep, completely normal.” 

He’d moved on from general cursing to questioning Wink’s parentage. 

“Have I told you today’s special? No?” She told them about the Reuben, going into further detail than was necessary to drown out the stream of yelling still issuing from the kitchen. 

After she’d collected their orders and gave them a wan smile, she kicked in the kitchen door.

“Hey, Gordon Ramsay, you mind?” 

“What is this?” Horatio shrieked and waved his hands wildly over the lemony thicket.

“Wink’s testing out recipes for the potluck.” She did her part in reducing the clutter by eating another bar. 

She indicated the mess with her free hand. “It’s not that bad.”

The timer dinged.

Horatio’s skin turned a dangerous shade of red as he practically tore the oven door off its hinges.

“There’s more in here.”

Ella pulled the top sheet off of the order pad and slipped it under his nose, hoping to distract him. “Two specials.”

He snatched up his apron, mumbling under his breath and set to work. After collecting two plates, Ella squeezed them onto the only bare section of countertop she could find.

Horatio dug into the fridge for the corned beef. “Where is the blue-haired devil, anyway?”

Ella leaned against the island, accidentally toppling a tower of lemon squares over. “She ran over to Stewart’s for something.”

He clicked his tongue. “I wish they would just date or something rather than sneaking around and making up excuses to see each.”

“How’s that?” Ella straightened and stopped re-stacking the treats. Wink and Stewart? Did she not know anything about the woman?

“Didn’t you notice him sitting by her at the town meeting?”

Ella’s face screwed up at the ceiling as she searched her memory. She’d been so focused on the man sitting on her boss’s right, she’s overlooked who sat on Wink’s left. “Maybe they’re just good friends.”

“And maybe I live in the Coliseum.”

Ella dropped the subject and debated on grabbing another lemon square. There did seem to be too many, but her stomach had begun making abnormal noises. 

The indecision only lasted a moment, and she shoved another in her mouth. She decided Wink could experiment all day long if she wanted. Ella had no problem with it. Her waistline might, but she didn’t.

After delivering the couple’s food to them and topping off their coffees with a brew that seemed extra thick, she heard the back door to the kitchen open. 

Ella tensed, knowing it was Wink returning from her “errand.” The air felt thick, a breath of tension that lasted a moment before the storm hit. Both Wink’s and Horatio’s voices erupted from behind the closed door.

After sloshing mud over the side of the man’s cup, Ella gave a hollow laugh. “They’re rehearsing for a production of Keystone’s Keys in History. It’s going to be great. You should tune in when it airs.”

Something shattered.

Ella squeezed the bridge of her nose. “You know what? This meal’s on the house. Feel free to leave whenever—”

They both scooted out of the booth and bolted for the door.

“—you want.” Her shoulders sagged as the front door clicked shut.

For the second time that day, she kicked in the kitchen door and caught it as it swung inwards.

“You two realize we have customers, right?” she hissed. “I mean, there’s only two of them, and they just left. But still…” Her eyes fell on a broken plate.

Horatio held up his hands. “All I did was ask her to move her stuff so I can work. I have no space. I can’t work like this.”

“And I called him a feminine wash,” Wink sniffed.

Ella’s frown deepened. “A what?”

“That word you taught me.”

“Douche?”

One of Wink’s skinny shoulders lifted in a half-shrug. “Well, I was close.” 

The Italian huffed and yanked off his apron. It flew through the air like a bird and fluttered onto some lemon squares. 

“I need some air.” He burst out the back door and slammed it shut.

“And the plate?”

“Chester knocked it over.”

Ella blinked at Wink. “I think you’ve been hanging around Flo too much.”

“Oh, he’ll be fine. I’ll apologize when he comes back. You’ll see. We do this all the time.”

Ella eyed the blue-haired owner. As long as she’d worked there, she’d never seen the two of them argue so badly Horatio walked away.

“Did you get what you needed from the market?”

“Yes. Grabbed another bag of flour.”

“I thought you were going for sugar?”

“Don’t be silly, dear. We have a whole other bag in storage.”

Ella’s mouth opened and closed a few times. 

Turning to the mixer, Wink readied a new batch of squares. Ella eyed the growing mountain on the island. “I don’t think we need all of these tomorrow.”

Wink glanced around. “We can give them out to our new visitors, I suppose.” 

Ella liked the idea. After digging through two cupboards, she located a container and began stacking them inside. 

Her eyes flitted to Wink, and she wanted to ask about Stewart, her curiosity piqued but figured her friend would confide in her when she was ready. Besides, there was something more pressing she wanted to know.

“So… Horatio told me there’s a campaign to save Twin Hills.”

“If that man cooked half as fast as his tongue wagged, there’d never be a wait time here.”

“How come you didn’t tell me about it?”

Wink’s hand paused on the switch for the mixer before dropping to her side, and she faced Ella. Her soft brown eyes held back an emotion Ella couldn’t decipher. 

“I’m sorry, dear. I was going to—I wanted to tell everyone. Our plan was to collect signatures right after the meeting, just like Stan. Then, when he turned up dead, well… it just seemed in poor taste. We thought the issue was dead, so to speak.”

“But it isn’t?”

Wink’s hair fell in her face as she shook her head. “We don’t know who, but someone’s still pressuring the council on the matter. That’s what we’ve been meeting about. Now, I’m afraid if I openly resist the matter, people will suspect I had something to do with Stan’s death.”

“But the whole town already knows you live up there. Pretty sure you’re already a suspect.” Ella caught herself. “And I mean that in the best possible way.”

“Yes, but to be actively organizing against Stan’s project, well, that paints me in a different light.” Her gaze lingered pointedly on Ella.

Ella stumbled back, her eyes wide. “Wait, you think I would suspect you had something to do with Stan’s death?” Something deep in her chest twisted, and she felt heat behind her eyes. “Wh-why would you think that about me?”

“Nothing personal, dear. It’s just, I know how curious you are, how you search for answers, and I saw how you suspected Jimmy and Rose of killing Kayline… I just didn’t want to take the chance you’d think the same of me.”

The knot in Ella’s chest tightened like a vice grip wrenching around her heart. “Firstly, you helped me search for clues, and secondly, I was just following the evidence.”

“I know, dear.”

Ella swallowed back a growing lump in her throat. “I know you’d never kill anybody.”

Wink’s eyes shone. “Good. Because I wouldn’t.”

Ella fumbled around, stacking more lemon squares. A cold silence fell between them, pronounced only by the ticking clock on the wall.

Was that what people thought of her? That she was only out to catch murderers and accuse her friends of killing? 

She fought the tears building behind her eyes. The pain turned to sadness then to homesickness. She missed her family, her friends, her home. 

Maybe she had been too eager, sticking her nose where it didn’t belong, but it had only been to help her friends.

Ella wandered into the diner to bus the table and wipe down surfaces. After the tables were clean, she poured a cup of mud and moped near the register. She ran a cleaning rag over the counter, the years marking their presence in a constellation of nicks and scratches. 

Sometimes she pushed people away, had a hard time letting them. But she had decided she wasn’t going to do that here. Keystone was a new beginning. 

Wink’s blue head poked through the pass-through, and for a moment, Ella thought she saw a cloud of guilt over her face. 

“Would you mind taking a plate of squares over to Mrs. Tanner, please?”

Ella nodded, and Wink disappeared from view. She stared at the empty window, feeling a part of her heart deflating.

After a deep breath, she pushed her shoulders back and dropped the rag into the bleach bucket. It splashed and sopped water over the sides. 

She was going to prove how loyal she was, how good of a friend she could be. If Wink was afraid people would think she killed Stan, then Ella would just have to solve his murder. Make that, two murders. Well, one murder and a probable other.

She was going to find out more about the victim and also find out who was on the “Save Twin Hills” committee.

As she gathered lemon squares to take to the recently-made widow, her mind swirled with questions to ask. Whoever killed Stan was still out there, putting everyone in Keystone in danger—including her friends. 







CHAPTER 12







ELLA SNEAKED A lemon bar from the plate meant for Mrs. Tanner as she traipsed along the trail. She nodded her head and called out a greeting at a couple of people as she passed the Romani camp. Chapman’s conversation with them had obviously failed to get his point across. She’d have to make a second trip to bring them their container of lemon squares and see why they hadn’t left yet.

The conversation with Wink replayed in Ella’s mind, stuck on an endless loop. Wink’s guarded expression, the lines tight with fear.

Ella sighed, the plate growing heavy in her arms. She couldn’t change the past, but hopefully, she could prove her loyalty to Wink by finding Stan’s killer. 

Her steps slowed as she neared the brownstone house and detached garage she’d seen Mrs. Tanner cleaning out. 

Like most houses in Keystone, the abode appeared quaint and picturesque, complete with a short picket fence and rhododendrons. But that’s where the similarities ended. 

Before, Ella had overlooked the overgrown brown grass and the cracked flower pot on the porch holding a dead plant. She stepped onto the askew welcome mat, craning her neck to see inside the dark front window. It didn’t look like anyone was home.

Balancing the plate of goodies with one hand, she rapped her knuckles on the door. Then, she toed the mat into place so it lined up with the front of the house. 

She shifted on her feet and waited. She shifted again and began to hum the theme song for the Brady Bunch. 

She was just about to leave when she heard muffled footsteps on the other side. The door cracked open, and a pale face stared back at her.

“What do you want?”

Ella’s mouth pressed into a tight smile, her eyebrows pinching in the middle. She lifted the heavy plate, hoping the small breeze would pick up the lemony scent and carry it to the widow’s nose. 

“Wink thought you might want these. I hope you like lemon squares because if you do, there’s plenty more where this came from. Like, a lot. Like, I’m not sure there’s a single lemon left in the greenhouses.”

The crack in the door widened, and Mrs. Tanner’s point-shaped nose poked out. “Is that for the whole neighborhood?”

“You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Testing her luck, she added, “Mind if I come in and set these down. It’s getting a bit heavy. I don’t have your—” Her eyes flitted down to Lilly’s biceps. “I’m not very in shape.” Ella’s arms had actually begun to twitch, increasing the likelihood that the plate was destined to crash to the ground and underscoring the fact that she really needed to start doing pushups.

Mrs. Tanner frowned at Ella but nudged the door aside. After following her into the dining room, Ella set the plate on an old, oak table. 

Massaging her arms, she took in the space. The house was dark and cold, neglected and full of secrets. 

“I saw you at the meeting,” Mrs. Tanner said. “You’re new here, aren’t you?” The question was more of a statement, unfriendly.

“You must’ve missed the meeting where Mayor Bradford introduced me. My name’s Ella.” Putting her hand out, she waited for the widow to return the gesture. It seemed several breaths before Mrs. Tanner shook it and quickly pulled away.

“Lilly.” Her lips pursed, and her gaze wandered to the door in a not-so-subtle hint for Ella to leave.

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Yeah, well… it’s not really a surprise now, is it?” 

One of Ella’s eyebrows rose. She shifted her weight on her sneakers, her eyes roving over the dark shelves behind Lilly. Dusty picture frames and a vase sat on one. Most of the photos were of the forest or of the lake. 

There was only one of the couple together, standing at a barbecue, a wide space between them. Stan smiled at the camera, but Lilly’s expression was pinched as if she smelled something rotten, most likely Stan. Ella couldn’t help but notice the absence of a wedding photo.

“How long were you two married?”

“Too long.” The air became thick as Lilly stared daggers at Ella. A high-pitched sound whistled from the kitchen. “Excuse me. I have a kettle on.” She pointed at the front door, trying to usher Ella out of the house.

“Do you have a bathroom I could use?”

Lilly’s eyes darkened. “Can’t you hold it? It’s not like it’s that far to town.”

“It’s a bit of a walk back, and I drank an entire pot of coffee. Also—” she pointed at herself “—out of shape, remember?”

“Didn’t I see you running by my place this morning?”

“Heh, did you? Might’ve been me. Did you also see me walking?”

With a heavy sigh, Lilly’s bony finger stabbed at the bathroom door, then she disappeared into the kitchen. 

Ella waited until she heard the widow shuffling around before she creeped down the hallway. The walls were bare, absent of photos or paint or basically anything cheery. It was as if Lilly had taken interior decorating inspiration from the inside of a prison.

A dark doorway stood at the end of the hall, and Ella peered into what appeared to  be a bedroom. Gray light broke through a crack in the curtains, falling in a narrow rectangle onto the bed. The comforter was thrown back, revealing a tangle of sheets on one side, the other side perfectly preserved. Her heart went out to the widow.

Figuring she should keep up the full-bladder ruse, Ella slipped into the bathroom before Lilly came to see what was taking her so long. After drying her hands, she glanced back at the closed door then pried open the medicine cabinet.

The shelves inside were full of the usual toiletries: soaps, toothpaste, bandaids, and medicine. Her mouth turned down at the lone toothbrush, as well as the noted absence of a man’s razor. 

Stan had sported a clean-shaven face both times she’d seen him—excluding when she’d seen his body. At the time, she’d been more focused on the fact that he wasn’t breathing and less on the state of his facial hair.

Closing the cabinet door, she poked around some more, finding a single washcloth and bath towel and a very moldy shower curtain. The absence of a second bathroom set could’ve been the result of Lilly doing laundry, much like her urge to clean the garage. But the presence of a shower curtain that had enough mold carpeting it to be a second bath mat suggested otherwise. 

Another possible explanation surfaced, one that involved a blonde-haired woman with a clipboard.

Lilly pounded on the bathroom door, sending Ella into a frenzy. She let the shower curtain fall back into place and jumped towards the door.

“You done in there, yet?”

Ella tugged open the door. It scraped across the uneven floor before getting stuck. With a grunt, she heaved her body into the wood and managed to widen it enough for her to squeeze out.

She patted her stomach. “Wow, Wink’s banana bread is definitely more enjoyable on its way in than out, you know what I mean?”

Lilly’s turned-up nose suggested she knew exactly what Ella meant. With not-so-gentle hands, Lilly swept Ella towards the front door.

“Thanks for stopping by, Emma.”

“Ella.”

“Whatever.”

Ella had to remind herself that the woman had just lost her husband. “I’ve been meaning to ask, how was Stan doing with his signatures? Do you have any idea how much support he’d garnered?”

“How should I know?”

“Well, with you being his wife and all, I figured…” The front door loomed ahead. “What did you think of the expansion project?”

Lilly ripped open the door and shot Ella a frosty glare. “I couldn’t have cared less. What are you, the sheriff?”

Ella pulled in a slow breath. She was never going to get anywhere with Lilly, never going to get more answers, so why not plunge all the way into the icy waters?

“Where were you the night of the storm?”

Lilly’s pallid skin turned a dangerous pink. “Get out of my house,” she seethed, biting out each word.

 The moment Ella’s sneakers touched the faded welcome mat, the door slammed behind her, sending a gust of stale air crawling over her skin.

“Welp, that could’ve gone better.”




Back at the diner, a late lunch rush had gathered as if half the town realized they were hungry at the same time. 

Ella jumped from table to table, all the while the discovery that Stan hadn’t been sleeping at home rolled around in the back of her mind. She wondered if it was enough to tell the sheriff or if she needed more. If Stan had, in fact, been staying someplace else, she found it strange that she hadn’t heard about it yet. 

When Ella had a moment to breathe, she pulled out her phone and added the blonde-haired woman to her memo, along with Stan’s probable change in address. 

What she needed was to talk the details out with someone, throw out theories. She needed another coffee break with Flo and Wink, but since she was on unsure footing with one, she didn’t know when it could happen.

“Excuse me,” a woman with dark brown curls and a handsome face said, “can I get some coffee and a donut, please?” She settled on a stool at the lunch counter, moving with a lithe grace like leaves carried on a breeze. 

“Cops and robbers, coming up.” Ella paused. “Or would that be a cop and robber?” She shook her head and went to a display case.

After she placed a maple-glazed donut in front of the woman, she poured coffee into a cup. The comforting aroma hung in the air and reminded Ella of late night study sessions and early morning classes.

“You’re Ella Barton, right?” The woman’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. There was something open about her face, inviting secrets. 

Ella nodded, placing cream and sugar on the counter. 

To her left at the cash register, a tall man in tattered flannel was attempting to pay Wink with a rainbow trout from the lake. The fish itself didn’t seem to be the problem, but rather the date in which it had been caught was causing both of them to raise their voices and a few customers to pinch their noses

“I was wondering if I could interview you for Keystone Corner?”

“How’s that?” Ella had forgotten about the woman in front of her.

“I write for Keystone Corner. It’s just me and one other writer. Just something to keep us sane between kids and husbands. Anyway, we like to do profiles on the new arrivals, and yours is long overdue.” 

Her smile widened before she sipped from her cup. When she pulled the coffee away, not a trace of lipstick was left on the dishware, making Ella jealous.

“Yeah, no. I don’t think anyone wants to read about me.”

“On the contrary, my dear. You are especially of interest. You’re from the twenty-first century, our very first to stay in the village. I think I could fill a whole paper on you, not just a column, what it’s like in the future, what sort of history has taken place, and so on.”

Ella’s eyebrows pinched together, and she leaned into the counter, considering the proposal. 

At the register, Wink had finally accepted the fish, and the flanneled man was just exiting the diner. The moment the door closed, Wink dropped the fish in the nearby trash. Ella grimaced and made a mental note to take out the garbage as soon as she had a chance.

The woman pulled Ella’s attention back. “What do you say?”

“You know, now that you mention it, other than a few random questions, not many people have asked me about my time period.” What questions she had gotten mostly came from Will, and they tended to focus on technology and gadgets.

The woman nodded, taking another long dip into her coffee. “Tends to happen around here. You’ll see soon enough. People are hungry for knowledge of the outside world but too scared to hear about it sometimes. It reminds them of what they’re missing. But,” she paused for emphasis and to swirl a bit of donut in her cup of sludge, “they do want to know, whether they admit it or not.”

Unsure of what else to say, Ella countered the woman’s insight with an eloquent, “People be crazy.”

She straightened and brushed away bits of lemon square that had stuck to her jeans at some point. 

“Sorry, but I need to get back to work.” Her gaze shifted over the woman’s shoulder to an older couple waving their cloth napkins like white flags. They were either surrendering to a band of pirates or trying to get her attention.

“Just think about it.” The woman stood too. 

“I didn’t catch your name?”

“Shelly Rossi.” Her grin spread over half her face.

Ella’s eyes popped open as the woman strolled around the lunch counter and let herself into the kitchen. Through the passthrough, Ella saw Shelly kiss her husband on the cheek. Horatio paused behind the stove long enough to return the gesture. 

Ella felt her cheeks flush. Some detective she was. Horatio had mentioned a couple of times that his wife worked for the paper. 

Grabbing her order pad, she pulled the pencil stuck in her messy bun and went back to work.

When the tables were clean and all but two customers were left, Ella leaned against the refrigerator and eyed the kitchen with a certain level of contempt. It looked like an entire cooking show crew had come and gone.

The lemon squares had been culled and put in the fridge, stuffed into every nook and cranny. The sickly sweet scent hung heavy in the air and made her stomach hurt. Lemons were now her least favorite fruit.

During the lull, Horatio invited her over to dinner Monday night, thinking it would be a good opportunity for her to get to know his wife and son better. 

After she accepted, he slipped out back for his break, leaving Ella and Wink alone in the kitchen. They hadn’t spoken much since that morning, mostly because there hadn’t been a moment to do so. Now, in the empty room, the tension felt palpable.

“How’d it go dropping the squares off at Mrs. Tanner’s?”

Water sloshed inside a glass as Ella ran it under the faucet for a drink, grateful Wink had broken the ice first. “About as good as the Alamo went. She kicked me out. But right up until that point, I think she appreciated the gesture.”

Wink turned from putting away a cutting board. “She kicked you out?” 

“Right after I asked her what she was doing the night of the storm.”

Wink’s mouth twitched. “You didn’t.”

“That’s not the best part.” Ella leaned her elbows on the island and lowered her voice. “I think he was on the outs with his wife, maybe even having an affair.” She described the little clues that had led her to this conclusion. Like a door had been opened, their friendship was back on track.

“We need to get Flo over here, fill her in.” Ella stood suddenly. “What is it Flo does all day, anyway?”

Wink dismissed the question with a wave. “Mostly chase men around town.”

“Romantically or with a gun in hand, like, ‘I’m going to kill you’ kind of chase?”

“Little bit of both, I suppose. Anyway, I’m seeing her soon. We’re going to the salon together.”

“Okay, now I just have more questions, but back to Stan.”

“Yes, he did seem like the hustling type. Can’t say as it would surprise me all that much.” Wink ran her fingers through her blue bob absently. “Men like that are never content. I dated a few in my youth before I saw the boy who had been in front of me the whole time. My Donald.” 

Ella didn’t move for fear Wink wouldn’t continue. Mention of her late husband was as rare as Ella baking. 

Wink sighed. “I’m really sorry about this morning. And for not trusting you. It was wrong of me.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve realized trust is something earned. I’m working on trusting others. Who am I to expect it doesn’t work both ways?”

“Still, I’d like to make it up to you.” Her eyes gleamed. “I have the perfect idea. You’re coming with us to the beauty parlor.” 

“Oh no, Wink. That’s okay. There’s customers—”

Before Ella knew what was happening, Wink had pulled Horatio back inside and hustled Ella out the front door. Ella’s feet made scuff marks over the sidewalk as she resigned herself to her fate. 

Half a block later, they crossed the street, stopping in front of Jenny’s Salon. Ella’s head tilted back as she stared up at the hand-painted sign. Her fingers traced a coffee stain on her shirt then brushed the frazzled mess of hair on top of her head. “Uh, what exactly did you have in mind?”







CHAPTER 13







“WIPE THAT FROWN off your face, missy. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” Wink nudged Ella towards the salon door.

“Nothing to worry about? I’m assuming this is the place responsible for Flo’s tower of hair and that mop on yours—okay, your hair is cool. But I’m not sure I want to go to any kind of parlor, beauty or otherwise, that Flo goes to.”

“I heard that,” Flo groused, shuffling up the walk behind them. Her chest heaved and clanked like an old carburetor. She turned to Wink and jabbed a thumb towards Ella. “Good thinking bringing this one along. Could do something about that tumbleweed up top.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“Alright, you two.” Wink clapped her hands like she was herding toddlers. “Ella, you did say you wanted to fill Flo in on what you found out about Stan.”

“What’d she find out ‘bout Stan?”

“Yeah,” Ella said, “but we can’t talk in there.”

“What about Stan?” Flo said again, her voice getting louder.

“Then, we’ll just have to afterward.”

“You two see me, right? I didn’t become a ghost, right?” Flo punched Ella in the arm or, at least, gave her best attempt, but the impact was nothing more than a nudge.

“Hey—”

“Just checking.”

“Holy frail, old lady, you need to work out, Flo. Ever hear of lifting weights?”

Wink opened the door and hissed at them to get inside. 

A sinking feeling settled in Ella’s gut. Over the years, beauticians claimed they knew what they were doing with her curly hair, but she’d left many a salon with hair that poofed out like she’d stuck her hand in an electrical socket. If this appointment went the way she suspected it might, she’d rather find the nearest outlet and test her theory.

Sometimes Ella forgot she was living in a town from the 1950s. Stepping over the threshold into the salon brought the fact back front and center again. Art deco walls and pink chairs and chemicals that singed her nose hairs slapped her senses simultaneously. Breathing through her nose, she blamed the popularity of permanents for the fact that she was probably losing brain cells with each breath.

“Wink!” Jenny bounded over, her peach silk dress brushing her calves. Every hair stayed perfectly in place as she embraced the older woman in a deep hug. “You’re not due for a touch-up. Don’t tell me you’ve finally decided to go pink?”

“Still thinking about it. But I don’t want a bubble-gum color. I want bright, vibrant…” her face scrunched as she searched for the right adjective.

“Hot pink?” Ella suggested. 

Jenny glanced over at her, the corners of her mouth turning down slightly. The frown deepened when she spotted Flo.

“That sounds interesting,” Wink said, oblivious to the looks. “Hot pink, you say?”

“I’m thinking as bright as a neon sign.”

Flo swore under her breath. “Just what she needs.”

Wink’s eyes glowed, and she whirled around to Jenny. “That’s what I want.”

One of Jenny’s eyebrows arched towards her hairline. “I’ll have to see what I can do.” She looked at Ella with an expression that said, thanks a lot. 

Ella shot her finger guns and a wide grin. Making Jenny’s day even slightly worse already made the visit worthwhile.

“And whatever this one wants,” Wink jerked her head at Ella, “my treat.” 

Before Ella could protest, Jenny spoke. “And you, Flo? I’m guessing the usual?”

“You bet your brown roots I want the usual.”

Jenny’s cheeks turned pink, and Ella coughed to cover a chuckle. Sometimes, she really loved the batty, old woman.

“Or,” Ella said pointedly to Flo, “you can try something new.” Her eyes flitted to the top of the beehive. “Something closer to the ground.”

“Why mess with perfection?”

“Really? Perfection? That’s what you’re calling that?”

While the two argued, they were escorted to their styling chairs. Ella’s breath hitched when Jenny grabbed a pair of scissors. She instantly regretted her cold behavior towards the woman, wondering if it was too late to make amends. 

Jenny seemed to sense her apprehension. She locked eyes with Ella in the mirror, a coy expression on her heavily made-up face. The shears made their slicing sound as she opened and closed them a few times a la Edward Scissorhands. 

Then, she marched past Ella to another woman waiting in a chair. Ella relaxed in her seat, letting out an audible sigh.

“You okay, dear?” Wink looked over as one of the other beauticians put a cape around her. 

Another settled in behind Ella. The woman’s hair was cut in a short pixie, and she wore Doc Martens, reminiscent of Ella’s grade school days. Her hands tugged at the knot of hair on Ella’s head. 

“Does this come out?” she asked in between smacks of gum. 

Reluctantly, Ella obliged and released the Kraken of hair. It wasn’t that she was particularly fond of her deep brown locks, but she’d finally figured out how to manage them and look semi-presentable. 

“Just a trim is all I need.”

Another smack of gum. “I think you’d look great with shorter hair. It’d really frame your face well.”

Ella had tried the look before but had ended up looking like a poodle. She told the pixie-haired girl as much. 

“Naw. They just didn’t layer it right.”

The knot returned to Ella’s stomach. “Okay, but have you worked with curly hair before?”

“All the time. Grew up cutting my sister’s hair after watching them butcher it one too many times. She always cried afterward, and I had to fix their mess. Trust me.” 

She paused long enough from tugging her fingers through Ella’s tangles to shoot her a reassuring smile in the mirror. Then, she twirled the chair around, and Ella was forced to stare at the row of women sitting under hairdryers.

On Ella’s other side, Flo was explaining in great detail what she wanted. The young gal who couldn’t have been a breath over twenty didn’t seem too keen on what she was asking.

After a quick wash, Ella’s hair was plastered to her head and all she heard was the sound of scissors slicing near her face. A few minutes in, Jenny walked her client to the door and began working on Wink’s hair. 

“So,” Wink started, her tone taking on the excitement that usually preceded juicy information, “you know how I feel about gossip, but did you all hear Stan was having an affair?”

Ella’s head jerked, nearly costing her an ear.

“Whoops,” Gum Smacker said. “Might want to hold still unless you want a haircut like mine.”

Ella apologized and watched Wink in the mirror. The older woman gave her a subtle gesture with her hand.

“Old news, Wink,” Jenny said. “I heard it was three different women.”

“No,” Gum Smacker said, “Just the one.” She shoved Ella’s head forward to cut the back.

“Who was the lucky lady?” Wink asked. 

Ella hadn’t been to many salons in her life, but listening to the ease in which the conversation flowed, she got the impression she’d found the font of the rumor mill. No wonder the sheriff had asked for help getting information. He could press his ear to the ground all he wanted, but he simply couldn’t access the veins of the town Ella could. 

“I heard it was Betty,” Gum Smacker said.

Jenny scoffed. “Don’t go spreading gossip. Besides, it was Dot. Didn’t you see them the last few weeks? Always together. They looked like they were attached at the hip.”

Ella perked up—metaphorically. She was scared to move, otherwise. “Is Dot the one with long, straight blonde hair?” 

Gum Smacker made a snorting noise behind Ella. “Long and straight, yes. But that blonde is from a bottle.”

“You should’ve seen the split ends on her when she first came in,” Jenny added.

Discussion of natural hair color and damage aside, Ella churned over the news that Stan was having an affair with Dot—the unfortunate name of the woman who’d been collecting signatures with Stan. Looking back, it was obvious, but Ella hadn’t wanted to assume anything. 

If Stan was having an affair with her, maybe his wife had found out. It wasn’t like they were hiding the fact, traipsing around town together. But Lilly hadn’t struck Ella as the jealous type. She’d seemed rather indifferent about her husband and almost glad to be rid of him.

“Does Dot have a husband?” Ella asked, resisting the urge to sweep aside the hair in her face.

Gum Smacker set her scissors of death down and slathered her hands with an oily product before working them through Ella’s hair. 

“She’s famously single,” Wink said. “Been prowling for a husband since she got here.”

Ella’s heart sank a little. A jealous husband would’ve been a perfect motive. 

“It’s because she’s crazy,” Flo, who’d been suspiciously quiet since sitting down, said. “You’re doing it wrong,” she said abruptly to the girl hovering over her head.

After scaring the girl with a litany of threats if she messed up, Flo was escorted over to one of the hairdryers that looked like it’d come directly from a UFO.

“I heard she went after the milkman with a knife,” Gum Smacker said.

Wincing as the hairdresser combed through a stubborn knot, Ella asked, “What about family?”

“I think it was just her,” Jenny said. “But I don’t remember.”

“I was sweeping the sidewalk in front of the diner when she first arrived in Keystone, walking along the road,” Wink said. “It was just her.”

“Speaking of sidewalks,” Jenny said, her voice filling with the lilt of a new topic, “I saw you out there yesterday chatting with Mr. Benson.”

“Stewart? Of course, I was chatting with him. I had just bought groceries.”

“It looked like more than just chatting.”

“I don’t know what you’re insinuating—”

“Oh, come now, Wink. Stewart’s a fine man. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I think you two would make a handsome couple.”

Ella grinned. “Wink, why didn’t you tell me? Wink and Stewart sitting in a tree…” Her voice raised to a half-yell. “Flo! Did you know Wink and Stewart were an item?”

The crazy lady was sitting across and to Ella’s left, wedged between two other blowdryer victims. 

“Eh!” Flo grappled with the dome over her head. “I can’t hear you!”

Ella waved her away. “Never mind!”

“Do I want pie?”

Ella rolled her eyes and chanced moving her head a fraction to steal a peek at her boss. Wink’s cheeks had turned nearly as dark as her new hair color, confirming Jenny’s accusation.

The thought of the spunky woman with the more subdued, friendly store owner made Ella’s insides all warm, despite her reservations about relationships lasting. Also, it didn’t hurt to have ammo the next time Wink pushed her about Will. 

As the clock dragged on, she fell silent, listening to the chatter around her, a sense of belonging welling in her heart. Since her arrival, she’d felt like an outsider, but sitting in the salon, listening to the happenings of the town, she felt like she was touching the heart of Keystone. They were bringing her into the fold. This town was becoming her home.

“You ready to see your new look?” Gum Smacker asked. 

“Why not?” It couldn’t be worse than her fourth grade haircut, which was more mullet-like than Ella would ever admit aloud.

With a hard shove on Ella’s chair, the beautician whirled her around, and Ella gasped at her new reflection. Her hair had been cut just above her shoulders. The way Gum Smacker had shaped her chunky locks enhanced the angles in Ella’s cheeks and jaw, softening her chin. Best of all was the notable absence of frizz.

“You’re a wizard.” 

The entire time her hairdresser instructed her on how to repeat the look, Ella’s hands never left her soft curls. On the other side of the room, Jenny pulled Wink out from under a hairdryer and took out her curlers. 

Wink waxed poetic about her new hot pink hairdo, the color modern, but the style still reminiscent of her era. Rather than clash, they complemented each other. 

Ella turned towards Flo’s chair for her big reveal, and her mouth fell open.

“Holy Bride of Frankenstein,” she whispered.

“How ‘bout that? A reference I finally get.” Flo brushed a hand up her hair, and it continued to climb until it reached the top. “I agree, it does look good.”

“I don’t think she meant it as a compliment,” Wink said.

“Sure she did.”

“No,” Ella said. “No, I definitely didn’t.”

Behind Flo, her barely-old-enough-to-vote hairdresser looked like she hated herself and was questioning her life choices.

Ella couldn’t let it go. “If we were in the twentieth century, I’d be concerned about planes flying into that mess. I mean, how does it even get that tall? It defies the laws of physics. Did you use glue to hold that sucker up?” She glanced at Flo’s poor hairdresser who had backed away a couple of feet as if distancing herself from being associated with the hairdo. “Tell me you used rubber cement or something?”

Flo continued to caress the cotton candy tower. “You think Will will like it?”

A shiver traveled up Ella’s spine as she exchanged a worried glance with Wink. 

“I think you’ll have managed to officially scare off anything with testosterone—thank God.” The diner owner’s chair spun as she hopped off and practically dragged Flo away from the mirror.

With their new hairdos and new information involving Stan’s life, the three women said their thanks, settled the bill, and left. Lingering on the sidewalk, Ella took in a lungful of cool air. “Anyone else feel their estrogen levels are high? Higher than Flo’s hair?”

“Bit too much for my liking,” Flo said. “I need a drink and go to the shooting range.”

“There’s a shooting range here?”

“If you know where to look,” Flo winked. 

“She rotates through different fields and sections of the forest,” Wink explained, “to hide from Chapman.”

“Fill me in on this Stan business before I go,” Flo said in an uncharacteristically interested tone.  

The diner had closed a half-hour before. Wink unlocked the door and ushered them inside. Flo’s new ‘do nearly brushed the top of the doorframe, causing Ella to mutter under her breath.

Ella and Flo settled into the corner booth while Wink served up three thick slices of pumpkin pie smothered in clouds of whip cream. Digging her fork through the fluff, Ella excavated to locate her pie. 

She jumped up and poured some decaf coffee then settled back into her seat. While they ate, Ella and Wink took turns discussing Stan and what Ella had seen in his house.

They wound down around the same time Ella savored her last bite. The fork clinked against her teeth as she licked off all of the flavor. “So, if he was having an affair with Dot, what would her motive be for killing him?”

“Nothing I can think of,” Wink said.

“Could’ve been that wife of his.” Flo dabbed a napkin over her mouth, completely missing the dob of whip cream on her nose.

“I’m not so sure.” Ella told them her reasoning. “Lilly just didn’t seem broken up. Actually, she seemed happy to be rid of the man.” She sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe the whole mistress angle isn’t it. Which leaves us back to the expansion project. Sorry, Wink, but the most plausible explanation seems that someone killed him because of the wind farm.”

Wink licked her fork, nodding.

“Who else is on the ‘Save the Hills’ committee?” She caught her cheek between her teeth, waiting for the response.

“It’s a short list. The professor, of course.”

“Isn’t Jonas on it, too?” Flo’s whip cream nose had now become a whip cream mask.

“Yes, he is. We’re still trying to get a couple more, but people are reluctant to get involved.”

Ella’s fingers traced a scratch in the tabletop. “Does the professor stand to lose his house with the expansion?”

“Yes.”

“So, it’s possible…”

“I can’t see him hurting anyone.” Wink looked to Flo for confirmation.

Ella’s head shot up. “Wait, did you also say Jonas? The farmer who blasted Stan at the meeting?”

Both Flo and Wink nodded.

“He seemed pretty upset to me,” Ella said, her hopes rising. “Could you see him hurting Stan?”

Both of them were silent for some time before Flo said, “If he got mad enough, I suppose.”

Ella moved him to the top of her suspect list. After ten more minutes of pointless speculation, Flo groaned as she climbed out of the booth, claiming she needed to “hit the hay,” but Ella suspected she was stealing away to the inn’s kitchen to whip up a batch of lemon bars to compete with Wink’s.

After they deposited their dishes in the kitchen, Wink flipped off the lights and locked the front door. Ella waited on the sidewalk while the diner owner climbed into her car, saying she’d see Ella at the potluck tomorrow.

As the oldsmobile rumbled away, Ella’s head slumped forward, realizing she still needed to come up with something to take. 

Sighing, she decided she’d get to it first thing in the morning. Sundays were her day off, and she didn’t relish the idea of spending part of it in the kitchen, but she also didn’t want to be the newcomer who didn’t pull her own weight.

Stepping through the wrought iron gate for the inn, she ambled up the stone path towards the stoop. A new moon and the street lamps stretched her shadow across the grass. The lights on either side of the front door were out, making her squint to see the steps. 

On her right, the azalea bushes rustled.

“Fluffy?” Ella called. 

A figure stepped out. It remained in the shadows, the burning glow from the butt of a cigarette punctuating the dark. 

Six’s raspy voice scraped against her ears. “Been waiting for ya.”

Her hand curled into a fist. Why hadn’t she asked Flo to borrow a gun?

“What do you want, Six?” She forced her voice out even. He was like a yellow jacket, only stinging if he sensed fear.

“Just wanted to chat.” 

“Now? In the dark? Kinda creepy, don’t you think?” She reached for the doorknob, and she heard the jingle of a spur as he took a step towards her.

“Don’t,” he warned. “You turned me in to Chapman. You sent that law dog after me. You betrayed me.” 

He took another step into the rectangle of light spilling out of the parlor window. His face glowed with rage. “I’ve killed men for less than that, slit their throats and filled them with bullets for just taking my whiskey.” 

“Bit overdramatic,” Ella mumbled.

He took a long drag from the rolled cigarette. “So, what do you think I’ll do to you?” 

It was a question that didn’t need answered. Her imagination went wild with all of the horrible, dark things he would do.

Ella swallowed the bile rising in the back of her throat and said in a soft voice, “What happened to you? What happened to make you so full of hate? So bitter?” 

His face flenched as if she’d struck him.

“Ain’t none of your concern.” 

He flicked the still burning butt at her. It bounced and landed in the path. He slid amongst the shadows until she heard his spurs echoing down the sidewalk. 

Ella uncurled the death-grip she had on the doorknob and took a deep breath. She would not be bullied. She would not let people like him make her cower and cow to their will because of fear.

Stomping on his cigarette, she ground it into the stone, crushing it long after the ember had died.







CHAPTER 14







ELLA STUMBLED DOWN the south wing hallway, her eyelids still heavy with sleep. Despite it being her one day to sleep in, her brain had woken her up at 7:00 am thinking about Stan’s murder and the unidentified skeleton.

As she turned the corner, she bumped into a tall figure with sweeping gray hair and goggles over his eyes. Atop his head sat a metal dome made of tin foil, reflecting the light sconces on the wall.

“Not you too, Edwin.” 

He blinked at her from behind his goggles—swimming goggles by the looks of them. Behind him, Flo ran a strange device over the wall. Lights flashed and something whirred on top like a gadget straight from the Jetsons. 

Her recent visit to the beauty parlor seemed to have spurred her into combing her hair even higher. They must’ve run out of tin foil, using it up on Edwin, because she only had a small sheet the size of a yarmulke on top.

Ella swung in the kitchen door, suddenly awake, saying over her shoulder, “I’m going to pretend like I didn’t see anything.”

“That’s right,” Flo called out as the door swung back. “Live in denial. That’s what they want!”

“I can’t hear you!”

Ella rubbed her temples as she sloshed steaming hot coffee into her cup. If it weren’t for the fact that the pot was fresh and would scald her throat, she’d have gulped it down already. The thought still tempted her.

It should be illegal to deal with Flo pre-caffeinated, she decided. She wondered how hard it was to propose that for a vote and add it to the town’s bylaws.

Sitting at the table, she gulped her first cup as fast as humanly possible without stripping away tastebuds. After pouring a second cup, she ducked her head and slipped past the Ghost Busters and headed to the inn’s library. Curled up in a winged-back leather chair, she lazed about with Fluffy, sipping coffee, reading, and putting off making something for the potluck that night. 

When her cup was dry, her chapter finished, and she couldn’t delay any longer, she finally gritted her teeth and went through Rose’s recipe book. Each one required at least an hour of prep, which she converted into Ella-time, multiplying by three. 

Eventually, she settled on a classic: chocolate chip cookies. She scratched a pencil over paper, made a hurried list of ingredients, then reluctantly exchanged her sweats for jeans and a sweatshirt. 

Compared to the rainforest they had been in previously, the mornings were cool in Romania, the heat seeming to arrive mid-day like an unwanted relative. She found she needed to wear layers when roaming about town. 

Primping her new hairdo only took a few minutes. To accentuate the new look, she smeared on lip stain and mascara.

Her hand slid down the banister as she bound down the grand staircase. Fluffy sprinted past her, his large tail swishing through the air and his soft sides swaying back and forth. 

Below, Rose swept about the entrance hall, scouring the front desk with a cleaning solution that smelled of lemons and vinegar. Her floral dress swished about her calves, and her pin curls bounced across her cheeks.

Ella grabbed her jacket from the coat tree. “Oh, Rose, you wouldn’t happen to have some bicycle or rollerskating gear, would you? Like a helmet or elbow pads?”

“Are you planning on getting a bicycle? That’s a good idea. It’s a great way to get around town.”

“Actually, that isn’t a bad idea, but no. It’s for the potluck.”

“Ah, I see.” Rose nodded sagely. The squeaking of the rag over the cherry wood surface paused, and her eyebrows pinched together. “I think Jimmy might have some old football gear in the basement, back from his high school days.”

Ella thanked her and headed for the door, trying to decide if her need for safety for tonight’s event was worth the risk of going back downstairs. She dreaded the next time she’d have to do laundry in the creepy basement.

When she opened the front door, Fluffy slipped past her, hopped down the steps, then looked back at her with his wide, green eyes expectantly.

She paused to make sure the garden was Six-free then followed the cat. When she reached the sidewalk, she did another scan before deeming it safe enough to proceed. 

Her feet flew over the concrete at a brisk pace to combat the temperature, as well as burn calories in preparation for the feast she’d have in a few hours.

The diner windows were dark, and the closed sign hung askew in the door, making the place appear lonely and cold. Fluffy padded behind her all the way to Stewart’s Market, stopping once to chomp on a dry leaf which Ella promptly snatched away.

The market sat near the edge of the south end of town. Inside the bait and tackle store-turned-grocery store, she was greeted by a large wooden carving of a bear. Fluffy sniffed it, his whiskers twitching with disdain.

“Chester doesn’t seem so bad, now does he?” she intoned to him. 

Grabbing an old shopping cart, she strolled down the aisles, constantly fighting the pull of a wonky wheel. She skipped past shelves and barrels full of fresh produce and headed straight to the back.

After filling the cart with nearly all of the ingredients from her list, Ella rounded the last aisle in search of chocolate chips. Her eyes scanned over bags of nuts and dried fruits and powdered sugar, but the only chocolate she found was a large block of dark chocolate that cost two weeks’ worth of wages at the diner.

With a sigh, she began the herculean task of getting the lame cart to the register—or what passed as a register. Ella was sure the thing was from before the turn of the century—the nineteenth century—and worked on gears and a prayer. 

As she began unloading her items, Fluffy wove between her legs once before he caught the whiff of the cheese display a couple of yards away. His nose worked overtime as he pawed at a round of gouda.

“Mornin’.”

Ella straightened from trying to shoo the feline away from the dairy products. “Good morning, Mr. Benson. I’m sorry about this fur ball here. He followed me inside.”

“Call me Stewart.” The old store owner leaned out over the counter, one of his bushy eyebrows arching. “I see he knows his cheeses. Good nose there, sport.” 

At the mention of the word “nose,” Ella couldn’t help but notice the storeowner’s slightly bent one. Instead of detracting from his looks, she found it rather added character and accentuated his lopsided smile, full of dimples and wrinkles.

He was no Harrison Ford or Sam Elliot or whatever men Wink’s age went for, but she could see his appeal. In the short time she’d been in Keystone, she’d never seen him in a foul mood or heard him raise his voice, yet he exuded a quiet confidence and strength.

Fishing under the counter, he pulled out a shriveled piece of meat. Ella wrinkled her nose. 

“Fish jerky,” he said to her unvoiced question. 

“Mm, no thanks. I’m trying to cut back.”

He grinned then made a twittering noise not unlike a squirrel.

“You’ve been hanging around Chester too much,” she said.

Fluffy’s ears twitched. His head swiveled towards the sound, and his tail swished through the air like a duster. 

It only took a moment before he abandoned the cheese display, leaped onto the counter, and bit the meat right out of Stewart’s outstretched hand. With a blur of fur, he disappeared down an aisle, the jerky dangling from his mouth.

“Thanks. Now he’ll want to come here all the time.”

Stewart mashed the number keys on the ancient register one at a time and at the pace of a snail. The machine coughed and sputtered in protest.

“Baking something?”

“That’s the plan. I’d hoped to make chocolate chip cookies, but I can’t seem to find any chocolate chips.”

“Yeah, that brick is the last chocolate in town for sale. We can’t seem to get cacao to grow here. Don’t know when we’ll get chocolate again. It all depends on when the next volunteer runs for supplies, and it’s not high priority like some other items.”

“Some people would disagree. I’m not sure I want to live in a town without chocolate.”

One of his long fingers scratched his chin. “Well, I reckon someone’s got a bag or two tucked away somewhere.”

“Hey, wait a second. At my first town hall meeting, I had brownies. You can’t have brownies without chocolate.”

He leaned forward. “You sure it was chocolate?” 

She opened her mouth to respond that, of course, she was sure then thought better of it. Her palate wasn’t the most refined. “Dear God, if that wasn’t chocolate, I’m not sure I want to know what I ate.”

“How’d those marshmallow things turn out?”

Ella rubbed the back of her neck. “Yep. Great. No one got food poisoning at least, so I guess there’s that.”

She stared at the ingredients he was stuffing into a cloth bag. “Think anyone will notice there are no chocolate chips in the chocolate chip cookies?” 

“Depends. Are these for the potluck?”

“Yeah. I know it’s not as fancy as what others bring—didn’t Marjorie Smith bring foie gras? Also, I’m pretty sure I saw a sculpture made entirely from fondant last time.”

“So, long as it’s edible, the people here will eat anything.”

Ella’s face fell. “How edible are we talking? Like, peanut brittle or…?”

He chuckled, and she didn’t have the nerve to tell him it was a genuine question.

“Don’t worry about it. Sometimes, the more tried and trued foods are the best. Me, just give me a hotdog and a ball game, and I’m fit as a fiddle.”

“My man, you and I are cut from the same cloth.” Ella scrunched up her face, searching through her memory. “Let’s see… 1950s… baseball. Wasn’t Jackie Robinson’s career just beginning to turn hot?”

Stewart’s eyes widened, revealing sky blue eyes. “A woman after my own heart. I’m impressed.” 

While they talked sports, he settled the flour into the shopping bag then mashed more buttons on the prehistoric register. When it failed to spit out a total, he slammed a fist down. The numbers turned, and from somewhere deep inside came a death-rattling ding.

While Ella dug through her pockets, there came a sudden hiss followed by a scream from the aisle behind her. She spun around in time to see Fluffy barreling towards her. He whipped past her, and she felt a breeze hit her skin as he dived for cover in a pumpkin display.

A second later, Dot shot out of the aisle, blonde hair fluttering like a cape behind her, eyes flashing. “Where is he? Where is that little monster?”

“What are you on about?” Stewart asked, stepping out from behind the counter.

“Th-that sorry excuse for a cat bit me.” Her voice was shrill as she clawed at her sleeve and yanked it up. 

“Did he now?” Ella said. When Dot wasn’t looking she smiled in the direction of the feline currently in hiding.

“I don’t see nothing,” the store owner said.

“How can you not see it? It’s bleeding.” She pointed a manicured nail at a patch of skin. It was slightly red as if rubbed too hard. Ella thought it looked more like the beginnings of a rash than anything else.

Stewart pulled his bifocals down from atop his gray hair. “Hm, still don’t see nothing.”

Dot’s throat elicited a growl, far too much like an animal. “You shouldn’t let that mangy thing in here. This isn’t a pet store, you know. I should sue you.” 

She stomped off and shoved open the door, letting it slam shut behind her.

“Have a nice day!” Stewart called after her then smiled at Ella. “Where were we?”

While Ella finished paying, another shopper stepped up to the counter with a bottle of Bradford Farms milk. Ella averted her gaze, the memories of her incident with Mayor Bradford still too fresh.

“Don’t let Dot get to you,” the customer said to Mr. Benson. “I actually feel sorry for the woman. I heard she ran out of her medication a month into being stranded here.”

“What was she on medication for?” Ella asked as Stewart handed her her change.

“Not sure. But she’s unstable. When Lou told her how much her car was gonna cost to get it fixed, she threw a wrench at him.”

Ella’s head tilted. “To be fair, I think most people have that reaction when dealing with Lou.”

“True,” the stranger admitted.

Ella stepped out of the line, grabbing her grocery bag. Stewart handed her a strip of fish jerky, and she spent the next five minutes coaxing Fluffy out of his hiding spot. 

When he emerged, she snatched him up and hefted him out of the store, parting with a finger wave at the owner.







CHAPTER 15







BACK IN THE inn’s kitchen, Ella dumped out all of the ingredients and stared at them, half hoping they’d start throwing themselves together in the mixing bowl without her assistance.

As if on cue, Rose breezed through the doorway, her eyes shining from behind her cat eye glasses.

“What’s wrong, dear?”

Ella pointed at the contents of the bag littering the counter with a look of betrayal and told her about the cookies.

“Why don’t you make a gelatin mold? I have a great recipe here somewhere.” Rose licked her fingers and began to thumb through her cookbooks.

“No, that’s okay,” Ella said, a little too quickly, then added, “I’d hate for all these ingredients to go to waste.” 

The innkeeper’s affinity for gelatin molds was known Keystone over. On their own, they weren’t so bad, taking Ella back to her grade school days of lunch trays and TV meals. But Rose took them to another level, adding food into them that had no business being anywhere near gelatin.

“Why not oatmeal raisin?”

“Would people eat that?”

“Oh, sure. Lots of people like it.” 

Ella eyed her skeptically. “Do you have oatmeal and raisins?” Ella didn’t want to trek back to the store. She’d already pushed her luck not running into Six this morning. 

Rose rummaged through several cupboards, her face falling a little more after each one. “Apparently not. Sorry, dear.”

Ella shrugged. “Cookies it is.”

“I wish I could help, but I’ve got to run. I’m volunteering in the greenhouses this week. I’ll see you tonight.”

After she floated out of the kitchen, Ella looked from the ingredients to the recipe and grimaced. There was no turning back now.

It didn’t take long for flour to coat the counter and her jeans. More made it outside of the mixing bowl than in, making it look like Christmas had come early and barged indoors.

In between measuring the vanilla and cracking eggs, she turned the volume knob up on what Rose had called a “Zenith Bakelite Tube Radio.” The local station only had shows once a week, put on by the local drama club. The rest of the time was filled with programmed music and dead air. 

Occasionally, if the residents were really lucky, someone would volunteer an hour of their time, filling it with whatever fit their whim. It made for interesting listening, ranging anywhere from interviews to political diatribes to knitting—the latter rather confusing considering the lack of visual medium. 

After Ella fished out a couple of shards of eggshells, she turned on the mixer and hummed to the tunes of Dean Martin, Judy Garland, and Tony Bennett. When she didn’t know the words, she threw in her own. 

What would’ve taken Wink twenty minutes took her the better part of an hour, but eventually, she jammed two full cookie sheets into the oven, twisted the timer for ten minutes, then plopped onto a dining chair, exhausted. She didn’t know how Wink had the stamina to do this for several hours, especially just after dawn.

While she waited, Ella ran over her notes about the murder. Soon, the kitchen began to fill with the heavy aroma of cookies mixing with the melodious voice of Frank Sinatra. 

Ella poured a generous helping of cream into a glass of iced coffee and settled at the table again, drinking in the moment and watching the sun’s reflection crawl over the lake before returning to her notes. 

So far, the only suspect she’d typed in was Dot, but she struggled to come up with a plausible motive for the woman. If there’d been evidence that Stan was still living at home, then she could suppose Dot wanted him dead when he refused to leave Lilly for her. But Stan had left his wife.

Ella let out a sigh. Jessica Fletcher made it look so easy on TV.

The night before, Wink had told Ella that both the professor and Jonas were on the committee to save Twin Hills. Her thumb swept over the screen as she added their names to the list, putting a star next to the farmer. At the town hall meeting, he’d seemed the most upset and vocal about the expansion project.

She was just inventing a ruse in which to visit the farmer when her nostrils caught the scent of something burning. 

She leaped from her chair as if it was on fire and tore open the oven door, locating the source of the smell. 

She began to reach for the sheet then remembered it probably wasn’t a great idea to grab hot metal unless she liked the idea of burnt flesh.

Clawing open several drawers, she found the oven mitts then dashed back to the stove. With a clunk, she dropped the sheet onto the cooking coils and stared at her disaster. What should’ve been several rows of golden circles had become brownish-black coasters.

Ella attacked one with a spatula. Her bicep flexed, and she nearly broke the handle. Without warning, it popped off and flew across the room, hitting the large picture window so hard, she feared it cracked the glass.

So, instead of treats, she’d made weapons. Throwing cookies.

How was this possible? She’d followed the recipe. She’d set a timer. The only explanation could be that at some point in her life, she’d angered the baking gods—probably when she traded her Easy-Bake Oven for a week’s worth of lunches from Alina in the third grade.

Ella looked over Rose’s worn recipe card, mentally checking off each step. Next, she inspected the timer and found the source of the problem. It was broken. She felt a small bit of vindication that the snafu wasn’t her fault, but that did nothing for the cookies-turned-rocks.

The smell lingered in the air like a bad guilt trip, reminding her of her failure. She opened a window to dissipate the odor and considered her options. There wasn’t much dough left, maybe enough to squeeze out another dozen. However, she didn’t have time to do that and go speak to Jonas.

Considering she could best help the town by investigating Stan’s murder rather than poison them, she ate a big spoonful of leftover cookie dough, assuaging her feelings, and set the bowl in the fridge.

Next, she used a combination of metal spatula and knife to pry the remainder of the “cookies” from the pans. It seemed unnecessary to set them on cooling racks, but she did anyway. 

After she scribbled a hurried note to Rose, explaining she’d clean up the disaster when she got back, she ran upstairs to freshen up. 

At the last moment, she scooped up her sunglasses. It was still too cold to go out without her sweatshirt, but the sun was bright in the afternoon sky. 

She had just enough time to run out to the wind farm, talk to Jonas, and be back in time to get ready for the potluck—if all went according to plan. 




The front door shut with a click behind her, and Ella twirled her keys around her finger as she made her way to her car. It was so rare that she drove her jeep anymore. Most places in Keystone were close enough to reach on foot and didn’t quite justify hopping in a vehicle. However, Jonas’s wind and potato farm was just under two miles away, and she didn’t have time to jog there.

The town winked past and gave way to stretches of fields. In the distance, she spied the low mountains and brown hills of the Romanian countryside. 

About a quarter of a mile before the boundary line, Ella turned left onto a gravel road. The distant contrast of the border reminded her of her plan to map out Keystone’s borders. 

If she couldn’t find a map of the area pre-jump, she’d have to draw it from scratch, and she may as well just ask a toddler to do it because it wouldn’t look any worse.

The gravel crunched as she rolled to a stop in front of an early American style farmhouse. The towering turbines filled the landscape, making her feel small. High above, blades as large as her car creaked in a lazy breeze.

Off to her left, a large red barn and an equally large shop stood adjacent to the farmhouse. Ella glimpsed the farmer in the potato field off to her right before he disappeared into the shop. 

She followed the racket of tools and curses floating out of the open door. She paused over the threshold, letting her eyes adjust as she nestled her sunglasses on top of her head.

The smell of grease and steel permeated the air, reminding her of Will’s shop but without the smattering of gadgets and partially completed projects. It also lacked that end note of his aftershave. 

Jonas leaned over a tractor, its guts exposed for the world to see. His shoulders stooped, not with age, but with an invisible weight of years toiling in dirt.

He started when he saw her. “Who are you?” 

He straightened to his full height—all six foot six if she had to guess—a barrel chest pulling at his coveralls. At the meeting, he’d looked more Old MacDonald. However, today, he appeared a clone of the local mechanic, Lou, with cheeks of grease and toothpick stuck between his lips like a second tongue.

“Jonas, right? I’m sorry, I don’t know your last name.” She stuck out her hand. “My name’s Ella Barton.”

“Good for you.” He wiped his hands over a rag and shoved them into his pockets.

She shifted on her feet, finally letting her untouched hand fall back to her side. “Sorry to bother you…” 

This had seemed so much easier when she’d practiced it in the kitchen. Her people skills weren’t the best, but she was pretty sure she couldn’t just outright ask him if he’d murdered Stan. 

“Did you kill Stan?”

Luckily for her, a rather important-looking part of the tractor fell to the ground with a loud clatter and drowned out her words, giving her a redo. 

Jonas cursed and sent a heavy boot into the hunk of metal then bent his ear her way. “What’s that?”

“I heard about your committee to save Twin Hills. I was thinking about joining, but I have a few questions.”

He stared a long moment before saying, “Wink’s the one you wanna ask.”

“Okay, but since I’m here and she’s busy making something for the potluck, can I pick your brain?”

He looked at her like she’d sprouted a second head. “Why’d you wanna go an’ do a thing like that for?”

“What—no. It’s a figure of speech. Surely you’ve heard it before? I don’t think it’s that new. When are you from? I’m not a freaking zombie, if that’s what you’re thinking. Although, could you imagine? Braaains and all that.” His eyes took an extra slow blink, and she cleared her throat. “Never mind, doesn’t matter. I just meant, mind if I ask you some questions?”

His jaw worked back and forth, then he spat a brown substance on the ground that she hoped was chew. Her stomach turned, and she refused to let her eyes linger where they wanted. 

“Fine. Shoot.”

“Right. I definitely don’t want the turbines on the hills, but I need convinced that there’s a better way. Have you guys come up with alternatives to meet the energy crisis? Why not solar panels? Or expand the wind farm into the southern fields?”

“There’s no energy crisis.”

Ella blinked at him. “Wait, what?”

Another wad of brown tobacco landed at her feet with a splat. “Ain’t no crisis. No need to expand. I don’t know why that cow pie told everyone that.”

“But—”

“Look, I did the calculations, myself.” The word calculations came out with extra syllables. “This farm outputs more than enough energy to cover the whole town’s needs nearly twice over.”

“Then why did he want to expand?”

“Ya got me. Probably ‘cause he siphons off the equivalent of a whole street block o’ houses.”

Ella absorbed the information. “Wait, how do you know how much power he used?”

His skin shaded purple and red, and he spat again. “Never you mind that.” He puffed out his chest as he towered over her. He reminded her of a not-so-gentle giant, one best left unprovoked.

She took a half-step back. There was still one question she needed to ask. “Did you know Stan’s death wasn’t an accident?”

“I heard. So?”

“Where were you the night of the storm?”

“Here. Alone.” His voice dropped to a dangerous growl. “What are you? The sheriff?” 

She shook her head, taking another step back, abutting into an old combine. 

“If you’re askin’ if I’m happy he’s dead, then yeah, I am. I ain’t sorry to see him gone. But if you’re askin’ if I killed him, the answer’s no. I didn’t have the pleasure. Wish I would’ve, though.” A brown wad left his lips with enough trajectory to close the distance between them. It landed on her shoes.

She grimaced. “I just washed the mud and manure off these. Thanks.”

He growled.

“Welp, nice talking to you. I’ll just be—yep.” Ella booked it to her car. 

As she reached her door, the loud clanking sounds and swearing returned inside shop. She let out a breath, knowing he wasn’t coming after her. 

Her hand froze on the door handle when she remembered the gunk on her shoes. She really didn’t want to get that crap in her jeep. 

A few yards away was a dismantled engine on blocks next to a woodshed. Several old rags lay in a pile on top. Ella glanced at the shop then swiped a rag and used it to get the mutilated tobacco off of her shoes. 

Bile climbed her throat, and she dropped the rag onto the engine block. Maybe she hadn’t felt brave enough to stand up to the behemoth, but at least now, he’d be wiping his own stained spit over the engine next time he worked on it. A small victory, but it made her feel better.

As she turned to leave, her eyes snagged over a worn path through the field. It began behind the woodshed, meandered past the large white turbines, then disappeared towards the distant lake. 

She looked back at the woodshed. Leaning against the rusted, corrugated metal was an old fishing rod. Bits of bait, possibly earthworms, clung to the hook and still looked fresh. At her feet were deep boot tracks in the hardened mud.

Most of the residents in Keystone fished the lake, hence the strict regulations on quantity. It wasn’t abnormal.

But what she suddenly remembered gave her pause. Jonas had been the fisherman out on the lake the morning she and Will had discovered the body. 

It was probably a coincidence. Nothing more. Perhaps, he’d arrived a few hours after Stan had been killed, so the likelihood he’d seen something was slim. And if he was guilty in any way, why hang around the scene of the crime?

Still, something in her gut wouldn’t let it go. Out of all the townspeople to be out on the lake fishing that day, it had been Jonas.

Back in her car, Ella turned the engine and pulled out her phone. Her thumb swiped across the screen as she added a second asterisk beside Jonas’s name.







CHAPTER 16







ELLA DROPPED A large duffle bag at her feet, and it made a thunk. 

Jimmy eyed the bag. “What’s in there?”

“Something to give me an edge this time.”

He looked like he wanted to ask more but changed his mind. His hand ran over the top of his head as most men’s did when their hairline had begun time’s receding march. It was slicked sideways in a deep part and looked as if it wouldn’t budge in a hurricane.

Ella fussed with the tray of cookies in her hand. At the last minute, she’d decided it would be better to show up with the jawbreaking treats than empty-handed.

Standing by the desk, Jimmy hollered for both Flo and Rose, saying that if they didn’t hurry, all the good food would be gone. Ella snorted at his understatement. 

While he paced, Ella checked her reflection in a smokey mirror near the door. She couldn’t get over the soft curls and lighter feeling of her new hair.

Soon, Rose’s heels clicked over the floor, and she paused under the crystal chandelier, using one hand to adjust a fur stole wrapped around her shoulders while the other balanced a strawberry and celery gelatin mold. It wobbled dangerously, and Jimmy rescued it before it fell. As he turned around, Ella caught him making a face at the dish.

“Probably should’ve let it fall,” Ella murmured when he drew near. In a louder voice, she said to Rose, “You look gorgeous.” 

Ella glanced down at her own sweater, feeling underdressed as usual. Those from the 1950s tended to dress up more for events, even menial ones. She’d long given up trying to compete with them.

The three of them stood in the entrance hall, Rose tapping the toes of her heels and Jimmy’s jaw twitching.

Ella sighed, walked over to the staircase, and yelled, “Goodbye, Flo!”

“Leave and you don’t get any of my lemon bars,” she threatened, materializing at the top of the grand staircase. A tray full of lemon bars teetered in her hands as she descended.

Ella frowned. “Honestly now, when did you even make those? I was in the kitchen half the morning and never saw you.”

“What were you doing in the kitchen?” Flo asked, concern edging her voice. She spotted the tray in Ella’s hands.

“Chocolate chip cookies,” Ella said. “Well, just cookies, really. And not cookies, so much as, ‘cooked’.”

Flo’s eyes reflected the warm glow of the chandelier, looking entirely too diabolical. “Oh, excellent idea. Weapons that look like food. We can toss ‘em like ninja throwing stars.”

Ella pursed her lips.

The scent of lemon wafting off Flo’s bars made Ella’s stomach ache with the memory of the previous day.

Flo bent her head close, her voice dropping to a very loud whisper. “Did you bring the—”

“Over there.” Ella jerked her head towards the duffle bag by the front door. 

“You clear on the plan?”

“Yes.”

“‘Cause if you’re not—”

“I got it, Flo.”

“What plan?” Rose asked. “What are you two scheming?”

“Ain’t nothing to concern your pretty little head with—good God in heaven.” Flo had just noticed the gelatin mold in Rose’s arms. Jimmy slipped behind his wife, shaking his head in warning.

Ella hefted the duffle bag over her shoulder, and the foursome departed.

Flo shuffled down the sidewalk beside Ella. “You try any of Wink’s lemon squares? Bet they taste like dog sh— ”

“Flo!” Rose admonished.

The old lady shrugged, her thick glasses sliding down her nose with the movement. She snorted. “Probably spent all day to get them just right. That’s her problem. She overthinks things. Makes it too complicated. This,” she said lifting the dish in her hands, causing one of the bars to slide off and hit the sidewalk, “only took me an hour, and it’ll still taste better.”

“I don’t know. Wink’s bars were pretty good.” Ella took sick pleasure in watching Flo’s skin turn purple.

“You’ll be eating those words once you try mine.” 

Ella’s stomach turned at the thought of eating anything lemon flavored, now regretting her comment.

Trailing behind Rose and Jimmy, Ella’s thoughts turned to Stan and the mysterious skeleton. She’d decided that after the dust settled tonight and everyone sat down to eat, she would do as promised and update Sheriff Chapman on what she’d learned so far. 

She wasn’t overly confident he’d arrive at the same conclusions she had or look into Dot or Jonas more than he probably already had, but at least she could sleep knowing she’d kept her word. 

Also, she hoped if she shared information, he’d be more inclined to return some of his own. Maybe give her any details Pauline had discovered, like who the skeleton was, or if they’d found fingerprints other than Will’s on his boat.

“Look alive,” Flo said.

Ella looked up, surprised to find they had arrived. The old church overflowed, spilling townspeople onto the grass in the cool, evening breeze. Outside, makeshift tables covered in white tablecloths sat under a large oak tree. Its golden leaves shook like the sound of rustling paper.

“Quite a crowd tonight,” Jimmy said.

“Must be them new folks,” Flo grunted. “The Romans.”

“The Romani?” Ella suggested.

“That’s what I said.”

“You literally didn’t. You’re talking two entirely different cultures.”

Jimmy and Rose climbed the steps then looked back when they noticed Ella and Flo weren’t following. 

“You all go ahead,” Flo called out. “We’ll be in in a minute.”

“Alright, but don’t miss the call,” Rose cautioned, referring to the moment someone would announce it was time to eat and the town stampeded to the tables. 

When the innkeepers disappeared inside, Ella dropped the heavy bag and set the cookies on a table. “Alright, time to get our game faces on.”

“Huh? What a stupid saying.”

“It’s not stupider than ‘look alive’. Now, I’m almost scared to ask, but what munitions did you bring?”

A coy smile played on the older woman’s face. “Something that’ll clear the room.”

Dread spread through Ella’s chest. “Son of a nutcracker, you didn’t bring your bear spray, did you? I thought Chapman confiscated that.”

“‘Course I didn’t bring it. And he had no right taking that.”

“Are you sure you’re not from a different time period? Napoleon Bonaparte’s, perhaps?” 

While she’d been talking, Ella had unzipped the duffle bag and retrieved Jimmy’s old football gear. The shoulder pads and helmets little resembled what Ella had seen on TV in her time, but they’d serve their purpose tonight.

Her fist punched her own shoulder, testing the armor. A second later, Flo handed her one of Ella’s burnt cookies.

“What’s this for?”

“Told you,” Flo said, slipping a couple into her hair. The beehive swallowed them, concealing the weaponized treats perfectly. “They’ll be great throwing if need be.”

“Let’s hope we don’t need to.”

They squeezed through the crowded double entry doors. Inside, the church nearly burst at the seams with all the extra bodies.  

They hadn’t made it five feet from the doors before Wink pounced on them. “Where have you two been? Sal’s getting ready to make the announcement. You remember your assignments?”

“I’ve got pork chops and baked potatoes,” Flo said, her expression set in earnest.

Ella was getting several strange stares, most of them focusing on the football helmet. “Uh…”

Wink jabbed her arm. “Ella, come on now.”

“Right. I’ve got Betty’s casserole and…”

“Dessert, fur brain,” Flo hissed. “You got desserts.”

“That’s pretty broad. Anything more specific? Like cake or cookies or—”

Wink’s hands went to her hips, and she turned on Flo. “I thought you explained it to her.” 

Without waiting for a response, she said to Ella, “You grab whatever you can get. Sally’s going to be guarding the table.”

“Right, the little girl in the pigtails.” Ella winced, remembering the kid from her first potluck.

“Don’t be afraid to throw one of your cookies at her,” Flo said.

Wink blinked. “You brought cookies?”

“Well—”

Someone towards the pulpit tapped a microphone, and the room fell silent.

“Alright, look alive,” Wink said. Flo shot Ella a smug look.

Ella gave a sloppy salute that went unnoticed. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

Sal’s greasy voice filled the room. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen. It’s great to see everyone and see so many new faces…”

A large group of the Romani travelers clustered in a back corner, standing about, trying to figure out what was going on. She felt sorry for what they were about to witness.

From out of nowhere, Wink handed Ella and Flo plates. 

“Brought them from the diner,” she whispered. “It’ll give us an edge.”

“…with all that being said…” Sal paused for dramatic effect. 

Ella crouched into a runner’s stance. 

“…Let’s eat.”

Pandemonium broke out. Ella vaulted over a fallen chair and was amongst the first few to reach the tables. The football padding protected her from a majority of the elbows being thrown. One reached her cheek, and her eye began to water. She swallowed the pain as she slopped several spoonfuls of casserole onto her plate. 

Finished, she dropped the spoon. The serving utensil never reached the bottom, being scooped up by an elderly man who looked like he’d seen his fair share of potlucks. He eyed her gear with jealousy.

Ella squeezed between a man in robes and someone dressed up in chainmail who might very well have been an actual knight. 

On the other side of the long row of tables, she spotted Flo and Wink, each one caught in a battle royale for their assigned dishes. Just as Ella located the desserts, Flo had given up on winning the tongs and was scooping up hot potatoes with her bare hands.

Ella slowed, her attention now ahead. A few others crowded the dessert table, but she honed in on a young girl with blonde pigtails who looked to be about ten. Her cute little hands were shoveling cookies and pie onto a platter the size of her head.

Ella took in a sharp breath. “Sally.”

The girl turned at the mention of her name and smiled sweetly, all the while, her hand continued to scoop up more sugar than an entire cereal aisle.

Ella approached, giving Sally a wide berth. She kept one eye on the kid while she scooped up three helpings of apple cobbler. 

When she went to grab the whipped cream, the container slipped and rolled onto the floor. Ella bent to pick it up. When she stood, Sally was gone.

Rather than feel relieved, Ella’s paranoia hit the roof. Sally never deserted the table, meaning that Ella had to get out of there. Fast.

Frantically, she buried the cobblers under mountains of whip cream, her eyes scanning for anything else she could grab as she beat a hasty retreat.

On her way back, she reached for a handful of snickerdoodle cookies. Her fingers had just closed around the stack when someone stomped on her toe. Ella bit back a yelp, the pain shooting up her leg as she nearly dropped her precious plate. 

Her eyes fell to the demon spawn in front of her. Ella hissed at the little girl and threw a snickerdoodle at her. The soft cookie bounced harmlessly off Sally’s dress.

“Stay back,” Ella warned, retreating. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.” An adult nearby glanced alarmingly in their direction. “Just kidding, you know,” Ella said, loud enough for those around to hear. 

She shot daggers at the little girl stalking towards her. Far be it from Ella to be scared of a human being who didn’t even reach her chest, but something in the way Sally crept forward reminded Ella of the Exorcist.

“Where’s a priest when you need one?” she muttered.

Another cookie, dark brown in color, hit the girl in the side of the head. 

“Ow,” she squealed, speaking for the first time, as she turned towards the source.

Flo reached into her cloud of hair and whipped out another of Ella’s throwing cookies. “Get back from her and no one gets hurt.”

Sally hissed—actually hissed—like a cat and rounded on the old woman in a way that was going to give Ella nightmares for weeks. To her credit, Flo didn’t flinch. She launched another cookie, but it sailed high over the kid’s head. From somewhere across the room, Ella heard a shout and a cup being knocked over.

Reaching into her pocket, Flo pulled something out. She held it aloft and sprayed it towards Sally. For a horrifying moment, Ella feared it was pepper spray.

“Look out!” she warned anyone in the vicinity. 

But the coughing and stinging of the eyes never came. What did hit Ella’s nostrils was the most pungent odor ever, something between a skunk and a used diaper. Flo had taken the “perfume” from Ella’s room and used it as her secret weapon.

Sally dropped her food and covered her face. “What is that?” She spat on the ground then ran, crying something about telling her mommy.

Flo whirled the assault perfume in her hand like it was a gun and holstered it in her pocket. “Not bad. I think I might keep this stuff.”

Grinning, Ella followed her, singing her praises the whole way to their table. The innkeepers and Wink had been unable to find an unoccupied table, so they’d been forced to sit in the overflow seating outside. It felt like an early autumn evening, and Ella was grateful for the football padding’s extra warmth.

After setting down her plate, she took off the helmet while Wink divvied up their food. 

“Ah,” Flo leaned back, “the spoils of war.”

“You all see Lou get trampled?” Jimmy asked the group.

Rose turned in her chair. “Is he okay?”

“Sure, sure. Broken arm, I think, but you know the lush. He was two sheets to the wind, so he probably didn’t feel a thing.”

Flo nodded knowingly. “That is the nice thing about drinking.”

Ella exchanged an eye roll with Wink. “When you die, can Pauline do an autopsy on you to see how pickled your liver is?”

Flo retrieved another burnt cookie and threw it at Ella. It went wide and knocked Jimmy’s glass of water off the table.

After they settled into their food, the conversation ambled between topics—mostly about whose lemon bars tasted better. As the evening wore on, the air turned colder, forcing Ella to keep the football gear on.

She tuned out the conversation and watched the tree overhead shiver. It was a small thing, but she was going to miss having more defined seasons. Soon, it would be Christmas, and who knew where they’d be, whether it’d be snowy or sweltering.

Music from more than one stringed instrument floated through the open side door of the church. After they scraped the bottoms of their plates, the group drifted back into the packed sanctuary, following the music and laughter. 

Now in the warm building, Ella discreetly discarded the football gear, slipping it into her bag, and left it by the door.

On stage, a piano had been rolled out from backstage, and a man in a three-piece suit leaned over the keys, playing a ragtime number. Some of the tables and chairs had been stacked against a wall, leaving space enough in front for a dance floor. It wasn’t long before dresses were swishing, and men in fedoras and ties were moving in time to the music.

Ella couldn’t help but smile. It came easy to feel sorry for herself for being trapped in Keystone, to dwell on what she’d lost, that she often overlooked what she had gained. 

Before her was living history. She was experiencing the society and culture of her parents’ youth, getting to hear old languages, see forests and dunes and Vikings.

After the tune ended, another upbeat one began. A woman with pin curls and red lips sashayed onto the stage, dragging the mic stand with her. She began singing a few sultry bars, her voice as smooth and rich as Rosemary Clooney. 

While Jimmy and Rose disappeared across the dance floor, Flo batted her lashes at a poor chap at least two decades her junior.

When the song wound down, Ella said, “Before I lose Flo to husband number whatever, do either of you mind if I update Chapman about Stan? Mostly about the ‘Save Twin Hills’ campaign.” She directed her gaze at Wink.

“Yeah, yeah,” Flo said, patting her arm and missing, hitting her face. “Do whatever you need to. I’ll see you later.” She drifted towards the middle-aged man, who spotted the shark, grabbed some gal’s hand, and dragged her towards the stage.

Ella and Wink stood quietly a moment, watching Flo search the crowd. 

“Did I tell you I stopped by Jonas’s?” Ella asked. She quickly told the diner owner about her visit, including seeing him fishing the morning after the storm.

“Hm, it’s a little strange, especially right after a storm, but not really suspicious.”

“Agreed. But I do find it interesting. Anyway, do you mind if I talk to Chapman?”

Wink shook her pink head. “‘Course not. When you do, see if he knows who the skeleton is yet.”

Ella smiled at her neon-haired friend, who thought so similarly to how she did. 

After scanning the room for another couple of minutes, she finally spotted Sheriff Chapman’s tall frame next to Will, scavenging through the remains on the buffet tables. They appeared in deep conversation, their heads bent and their eyes searching everywhere but the food in front of them.

Both men nodded when they spotted her. It was rare to see them without hats, and their pomade-ladened hair shone in the light. 

“Evening, Miss Barton,” the sheriff drawled before picking up a scrawny chicken leg. It was obvious why it’d been left behind after the fray. He eyed the lack of meat and replaced it on the tray. On stage, the music changed to a lively tune involving a fiddle and a woman using spoons to keep time. 

“Evening.” Ella smiled at both of them. “Sorry, to interrupt, but I was wondering if I could talk to you, Sheriff?” 

His mustache bristled, and his eyes darted over to Will. 

“Actually, I don’t mind if Will hears. I just thought I’d give you an update.”

“An update?” The sheriff abandoned a roll he’d been inspecting with a large bite taken out of it.

“You know, on anything I might find or overhear related to Stan…”

His broad hand scooped up a handful of carrots, and he plopped them onto his plate before waving her on to proceed. 

She launched into a short recount of what she’d seen at Stan’s house, that he was suspected of having an affair with Dot, and Jonas’s claim that Stan wanted the increased power for himself. She finished with the committee to save Twin Hills.

While she’d been speaking, his face showed as much interest as hers did while watching a political debate. The corned beef on his plate held more of his attention than what she was saying. 

Will, on the other hand, stood riveted, his lean pickings of potato salad and rolls untouched.

“And Jonas is on this committee?” The inventor’s sea-green eyes stared at her, and she nodded.

“Hm,” Chapman finally said, “all that’s certainly interesting.”

“Interesting? That’s it?”

“Well, what else would it be?”

“What about questioning Dot? Or talking to Mrs. Tanner? If he was having an affair, that would be a good motive—”

“Already talked with her. Believe it or not, I do know what I’m doing. She wasn’t the jealous type—if he was, in fact, having an affair. But other than gossip and them scant observations you made that can be explained off as simple housekeeping, Miss Barton, it’s unsubstantiated. ” His eyes narrowed slightly. 

Ella bit the inside of her cheek, already on the sheriff’s less-than-favorable side. Besides, she still had a bitter taste in her mouth from the lemon squares.

“What about Jonas?”

“Already talked to him, too. Claims he wasn’t on the lake that night.”

“Okay, but can anyone verify that?”

“No.”

“No wife?”

The sheriff looked away, and Will rubbed his jaw. “His wife was a volunteer a few months back. She left for supplies and had only been gone a couple of hours when the town jumped. She was stranded in England in the 1700s.”

Ella’s shoulders and hopes deflated a little as her eyes absently stared at Rose’s gelatin mold behind the two men. It wobbled in time to the music, surprisingly partially eaten. 

“Wow, that sucks.” It made the farmer’s prickly behavior more understandable. A part of her heart broke for the man, and she wished she’d been a little nicer. “Wait, but he was at the lake fishing. At least the morning after the storm. Remember, Will?”

“By boat or shore?” asked Chapman.

“Shore,” Will said.

“Ah, then who’s to say he’d been on the lake within the last few hours?”

Will scraped up potato salad with his fork. “I’m still trying to work out how he drowned in my boat. Alone.”

“He couldn’t have been alone.” Chapman dumped his plate in the nearby wash bin. Since the town didn’t get supplies very often, paper plates and plastic utensils were a luxury they didn’t have. “There had to be someone else out there, and Miss Barton just didn’t see them.”

Her pride nettled slightly with his words, but she realized he was right. The defensive wounds suggested Stan had fought with someone.

“Maybe someone drowned him in the lake, and he was already dead when I looked out,” she thought aloud. That meant the person she’d seen would’ve been the killer.

“Probably. This case has got me all balled up.” Chapman’s eyes roamed, watching the frivolity that had swelled from the dance floor to between tables. Some of the dancers were getting wild with their moves, knocking into chairs and generally re-enacting the rumble scene from West Side Story.

If Stan had drowned in the lake, that meant the killer would’ve had to haul his body back into Will’s boat. Then, what, swim to shore? It was a considerable distance from the center of the lake to the shore, but doable, she supposed if the killer was really in shape. 

“Miss Barton, you said Dr. Kaufman was on this Twin Hills committee, yeah?” 

Ella blinked at Chapman. “Who’s Dr. Kaufman?”

“The professor,” Will explained then glanced pointedly at Chapman, “but no one ever calls him that.”

“Except old cowboys, right?” Ella grinned at both of them. Chapman didn’t seem the least bit amused.

“I was planning on visiting Dr. Kaufman in the morning. I suppose that’s one more thing I gotta bring up.” Chapman let out a heavy breath and tugged at the end of his mustache. “That’s a conversation I ain’t lookin’ forward to, to be honest. He’s not what you’d call loquacious.”

“I would never call someone loquacious. In fact, I don’t think anyone would ever use that word to describe another person,” Ella said. “Will? You ever call someone loquacious?”

Will glanced at her, not taking the bait. “I can go with you, Sheriff, if you want. He’d be more apt to open up if I’m there.”

Chapman sized up the inventor then gave a decisive nod. “Much appreciated, Will. Might get more than two sentences with him that way.”

“Can I go?” Ella asked. 

“No.”

“At least take a moment to think about it.”

“Just did. Still, no.”

“I’ll hang out in the driveway. He won’t even know I’m there.” Ella didn’t even bother hiding the whine in her voice.

Not only did she plan on eavesdropping on their conversation, but she’d also been wanting to get a better look at the professor’s house. The closest she’d gotten to it was from the road winding up to Wink’s house. 

“It would be nice having her there,” Will said. “She might be able to look around while we’re talking.” 

The struggle was evident in Chapman’s eyes, his face, and his overall glare at her.

“You know you want to.” Ella batted her eyes, doing her best impression of Flo. “I know you secretly want me around.”

“What is wrong with your face? Are you having a stroke?” The sheriff let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fine, you can come with us. But I expect both of you to allow me to ask the questions.”

“Of course,” Will said at the same time Ella responded with, “Yes, sir.”

The sheriff shook his head, muttering something about getting too old, and walked away. After he left, Ella thanked Will for insisting she come along. They chatted idly while she led him to her tray of cookies, then she explained how useful they’d been. 

While he told her about his latest invention, they ambled through the side doors. The music faded enough they no longer had to raise their voices to be heard.

Despite the crispness in the air, Ella felt warm inside. She burrowed deeper into her sweater. In one fluid motion, Will shrugged out of his jacket and draped it around her shoulders, cocooning her in instant heat and the smell of sandalwood. All thoughts of dead bodies, traveling towns, and stalking outlaws drifted from her mind as they moved over the grass, crunching through leaves, and talking into the night.







CHAPTER 17







ELLA POURED THE last drops of coffee from the percolator into the chipped thermos, causing steam to curl up from the narrow opening. Despite getting to sleep in, her mouth opened in a wide yawn. Since most of the townsfolk tended to skip breakfast at Grandma’s Kitchen the day after a potluck, Wink had told her to come in later. 

Ella’s hand ran over the tightening waist of her yoga pants, regretting some of the calories she’d consumed at the previous night’s festivities. It was her typical post-meal coma and guilt.

After grabbing an apple instead of one of the homemade donuts calling her name, she slipped out the back door and down the terrace steps. The conservatory glass winked in the morning dew. 

A few yards away, the mass of fur that was Fluffy sat on his haunches under the tall oak tree behind the inn. His tail swished back and forth in the damp grass, and his ears twitched as he stared up into the ochre leaves. 

“Whatcha got there?” she called out to the feline. 

Her fingers itched to entangle them in his soft fur, but she was already running late to get to the sheriff’s. As it was, she feared he might leave for the professor’s without her.

Fluffy’s left ear twitched, the only acknowledgment he had heard her. The leaves in the tree quivered, and she heard a familiar, distinct chittering from within. Ella froze mid-step, glanced at her watch, then jogged over to the tree. 

“Fluffy, I don’t have time for this. You can’t be terrorizing Chester. Not this early in the morning.”

She wondered why the rodent wasn’t in the diner with his owner. After scooping up the massive Maine Coon, she glanced up in the branches at the gray squirrel. His tail curled over a brightly colored clown suit. 

Fluffy squirmed in her arms as she quickly deposited him just inside the inn. The door slammed shut, and she raced across the grass.

“You owe me! Again!” she threw over her shoulder at the oak tree.

A couple walking the trail around the lake shot her a furtive glance before quickening their steps.

Cutting down an alley to Main, Ella burst through the front door of the station. The knob banged into the brick wall making her wince. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the dim lighting.

Near his aged desk that probably belonged in a museum, Chapman’s hands buckled his belt and holster over his hips. He didn’t acknowledge her, but she knew by her grand entrance there was no way he had’t heard her come in.

Will stood from one of the scuffed chairs. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it.”

“Yeah, sorry. I got detained.”

His blue-green eyes lingered on the thermos in her hands, causing her to hug it tighter against her chest.

After scooping up his derby hat, Chapman slipped it over his gray hair, hiding his features in shadow.

Will inhaled loudly, his nose drawing closer to her. “That coffee sure smells good.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” She unscrewed the lid, sniffed the steam, then took a gingerly sip, instantly killing multitudes of taste buds. Her eyes began to water, but she arranged her face into a smile. 

“You alright, El?”

“Hm? Yeah, just fine.” The fire had spread to her throat. She coughed and blinked rapidly. “Yep, tastes great.”

“A little hot?”

“Like the underworld.”

She surrendered the thermos to him in favor of the apple in her pocket.

“Eat on the way.” Chapman held the door open, letting cold air and actual sunlight into the dusky room. 

On the sidewalk, Ella eyed the Appaloosa horse tied to a hitching post. “Are Will and I riding shotgun on that thing? I’m not opposed, but it might get cozy. I call not-the-caboose.”

Chapman frowned at her. “I’m not bringing a shotgun.”

“I get that reference,” Will said with pride. The aroma of coffee wafted from the thermos lid in his hands, and she wondered if he had a tongue made of iron.




Will’s 1948 Chevy crunched over the gravel as he pulled his pickup to the front of a skinny, tall house. Despite the fact that they weren’t on a horse, she’d been right about the “cozy” transportation. Only, it felt less cozy and more sardine-like. 

Ella’s shoulders hunched near her ears, her body crammed between the two large men. All the way there, she had to listen to Chapman grill them about letting him do his job. Since Will’s role was to make the professor feel more comfortable, he was allowed a little leeway, but Ella was to hang back and say nothing.

When her shoes finally touched down onto the gravel driveway, she worked a kink out of her neck and breathed in the scent of trees and open air. They walked across a yard that was more weeds than dead grass, and up two creaking porch steps.

Ella leaned into Will, smelling sandalwood and grease. “He’s not really one for yard maintenance, is he? I’m guessing there’s no HOAs in Keystone.” 

The sheriff rapped a massive set of knuckles on the door.

“He’s a little too preoccupied with his work,” Will explained in a low voice. 

Chapman motioned for them to wait at the bottom of the steps. Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Ella followed Will back to the dead grass.

After Chapman knocked a third time, there was finally movement deep within the house. 

“What do you want?” came a sharp yell.

“It’s Sheriff Chapman. I came to check up on ya.”

“I’m fine.”

“I’d really like to talk, Professor.”

“Busy.”

Ella couldn’t see Chapman’s face, but the back of his neck turned purple and his fingers drummed on his holster. He looked back at Will. 

“You’re up, son.”

Will jumped the steps and landed softly beside Chapman. He slipped off his fedora, revealing a deep side part. 

“It’s me, Professor. I came with the sheriff. I thought we could all talk. He doesn’t mean any harm, honest. Just wants to ask a couple of questions.”

There was a long, tense pause. The wind whistled in Ella’s ears and rolled over the hill. Then, the door inched open. Bulbous eyes below a whirlwind of shockingly white hair stared back from inside a dark house. His clothes were wrinkled, and the buttons on his sweater weren’t lined up with their proper holes.

“Will?”

“Right here, Professor.” He stepped in front of the crack, blocking Ella’s view of the older man. 

“Hm. So, I see. Well, what is it you want?” The question seemed directed at Chapman.

“Just wanted to talk to you about Stan’s death.”

“Good riddance, is what I say.” The older man’s hands fidgeted with the hem of his sweater.

“Yes, well. It’s clear he wasn’t well liked, which makes my job harder.” The sheriff slipped off his derby hat. The two men parted, giving Ella a line-of-sight to the professor.

His eyes narrowed. “Who’s that?” His voice rose, and he took a timid step back.

“My name’s Ella. We met a week ago, I think. Or was that two weeks ago?” 

“She’s the one from the twenty-first century,” Will added quickly. The storm in the old man’s face cleared.

“Mind if we come in?” the sheriff asked. “It’ll just be Will and me.”

Slowly, the door yawned open then clicked shut after the two men had slipped inside. A couple flecks of paint flaked off and floated to the ground.

Ella scowled at the closed door, thinking dark thoughts about Chapman. Her plan to snoop around had gone out the window. Additionally, she’d have to get information secondhand from Will. 

On the other hand, she understood why Chapman hadn’t wanted her inside. The man was skittish enough as it was. His appearance may have reminded her of Doc Brown from one of her favorite movies, but on their second meeting, his personality was much more Howard Hughes.

After a minute of standing there shivering with nothing but her jacket and her thoughts of reclusive billionaires, she gave in to boredom and wandered about the yard. Despite the lackluster landscape, he had an incredible view. She took in the panorama, marveling again at the sharp demarcation line of the border. Green met brown for most of the vista, and off to her left, the evergreen forest abruptly ended.

Ella’s heel dug into the dry yard as she rotated, following the line until the hill obstructed it from view. She’d noticed the shape of the border her first week in Keystone. Something tugged at the back of her mind, something about the circle was important. Her lip caught between her teeth in thought as she chased down the idea, but it slipped away before she could grasp onto it.

Ella shook her head and turned back to the house, noting the cellar or basement bulkhead doors at the base of the house. She glanced at the dull, lifeless windows above the basement entrance to be sure the coast was clear. 

Dry leaves crunched underfoot as she stole across the yard. The paint on the door was in the same state of disrepair as the rest of the house. However, she noticed the hinges lacked rust and shone with fresh grease. A combination lock held the double doors together, the dials worn and used.

Both Rose and Wink hoarded large quantities of produce, pickled foods, and dried goods. When the erratic shift in weather caused either bountiful or lean harvests, Ella couldn’t blame people for stockpiling goods. Perhaps the professor did the same?

She turned to leave when her ears picked up a steady hum. It took her a moment to locate the source as coming from the basement. 

Ella glanced up at the house again before dropping to her knees. Her ear pressed against the cold wood and began to vibrate. The air felt alive. The hair on her arms stood up, and the metal fillings in her teeth began to tingle.

Lifting her head, she reached for the lock. Before her fingers grasped the metal, the front door on the house opened with a creak. Deep, muffled voices moved over the porch.

Ella bolted to her feet and scurried to the corner. Her foot caught on a tree root that had broken through earth, sending her headfirst into a holly tree. Pain pricked her cheeks as the leaves scraped her skin like dozens of claws.

She allowed herself a groan and a moment to curse all vegetation before extricating herself from the plant.

She rounded the corner of the house as Chapman and Will were shuffling down the porch steps. She swallowed a couple ragged breaths before falling into step beside the inventor. All the while, her mind dwelled on the strange noise and electric air coming from the professor’s basement.

“That went ‘bout how I expected,” Chapman growled, shoving his hat back on his head.

“Well, he does have an alibi at least,” Will said. “You okay, El?”

“Huh? Yeah, fine.” 

A crease formed between his eyebrows as he plucked a holly leaf from her hair. “You’re bleeding,” he muttered, pulling out a handkerchief.

She eyed the snot rag.

“It’s clean.”

She promptly took it and wiped it over her face. Several small crimson streaks covered it when she pulled it away. 

“Who was his alibi?” she asked before Chapman caught on to her disheveled appearance.

“Says Wink came and checked on him before she went to bed, but I’ll have to confirm it with her,” the sheriff said. “‘Course, she’s on the committee too, so can’t put much stock into what she says.”

“Wink wouldn’t lie,” Ella said. She found his eyes under the brim of his hat and fixated on them.

Instead of getting angry, his expression softened. “No, you’re right. Wink’s one of the good ones. If she says she saw him the night of the storm, then she saw him.”

As they walked over the dried blades and leaves, Ella attempted to keep her tone light as she asked, “So, Will. What’s in the Absent-Minded Professor’s basement?” 

“His workshop and lab. No one’s allowed inside.”

“Because he’s making flubber?” She nodded to herself. “Yeah, he’s making flubber. Hey, maybe we’ll have flying cars sooner than you think.”

He stared blankly at her.

Ella let out a loud sigh. “Honestly, if anyone ever comes through with a DVD player and a truckload of movies, you’re going to watch them until your eyes fall out.” 

They’d arrived at the truck, and he held open the door for her. After sliding into the middle seat, she folded like a ninja. “What is it that he does exactly?”

“Teaches a class or two at the school.”

Beneath her, the seat vibrated as the engine roared to life. “There’s a school? I mean, of course, there is, but—never mind. What’s the professor working on in there?” She jerked her head towards the house now growing smaller in the mirrors.

He shrugged as he nosed the vehicle down the winding, corkscrew road. “Lots of different things. He studies everything from small particles to electromagnetism. Honestly, some of it goes over my head, but he’s been catching me up on the twenty-five years or so of science from my era to his. Right now, I think he’s working on an EM modulator.”

She tapped her finger on her chin and nodded sagely. “Yes. An EM moniker would rip a hole in the fabric of the multiverse—”

“You’re not making sense. All of those things you said are words, but they don’t make sense together.”

“Or do they?”

“No, no they don’t.”

She sniffed and watched the road dip in front of them. “Makes sense where I’m from.”

They lapsed into a silence that spanned a whole five seconds before Ella blurted out, “Why doesn’t he have a greenhouse?”

“How’s that?” Will glanced sideways at her. “He doesn’t need much. It’s just him since his rib passed away.”

“Huh?”

“His wife. She died. Happened before I got here. Don’t know how; he doesn’t talk about it.”

Ella twisted her head to look at Chapman, but the man’s deficient conversational skills extended to car rides.

“Anyway,” Will continued, “he’s got some aquaponics going in his living room. His tomatoes and cucumbers look like they’re taking to it real nice.”

The vehicle dodged a pothole, throwing the occupants to one side. Chapman’s hands had a death grip on the front of the seat, the man clearly not used to traveling in anything with a motor.

As the town began to roll past, another thought occurred to her. “Do any of the professor’s experiments require much power?”

Will didn’t respond immediately. His grip on the steering wheel tightened.

“Will?” Chapman leaned forward and faced the inventor.

“Not that much.”

“You sure?” both Ella and Chapman said at the same time.

Despite the fact that he didn’t move a muscle, Will seemed to droop. “Fairly certain.”

Ella tipped her head up, catching the micro expression of concern on Chapman’s face before it hardened.

Soon, the Chevy was pulling up to the curb outside the station, and the sheriff climbed out, stretching to his full height. He ducked his head back into the cab, narrowly missing knocking his hat off. 

“Stay outta trouble, both of ya.” He stared at Ella. “Don’t think I don’t know you’re poking around. Drop it. I mean it. If there’s something to the professor’s power consumption, I’ll look into it.” With that, the door closed, and he strolled into his office. 

Ella reluctantly scooted over, feeling the loss of heat from Will’s arm, as he eased the car onto the street. 

“How much power does one of those wind turbine thingies put out?”

“I thought Chapman wanted you to drop it.”

“I am. I’m asking for a friend.” She unscrewed the thermos and guzzled the last of the coffee.

He released a long breath of air that told her he didn’t believe a word she said. “It’s not quite that simple. The power’s stored in their batteries then goes through the hub station.”

The pickup slowed to a stop in front of the inn. 

“Look, I’m not the person to ask. I know I’m going to regret telling you this, but if you’re going to ignore the sheriff’s wishes and look into this anyway, then you’d get more information by visiting the hub station.”

Ella grinned. “Look at you being all helpful and ignoring the sheriff.”

“I didn’t—”

“Thanks, Will.” She hopped out of the cab. 

He looked like he wanted to say more but gave up, waved, and drove off. When his pickup disappeared down a side street, she bounded into the manor to quickly change into her diner uniform.

As she ran her hand up the cherry wood banister, she considered Stan’s death from a different angle. All along, she’d been looking for suspects and thinking of their possible motives. Maybe she should look at the possible motives, then use that to lead her to suspects.

Walking across the front garden, she could come up with only two motives to kill the man: the expansion of the wind farm and his supposed affair. 

As much as she hated to admit it, Sheriff Chapman was right. The affair was just speculation. She felt there was enough circumstantial evidence to corroborate her theory, but a small part of her wondered if she wasn’t wrong. 

Therefore, the motive with more legs—or at least the one easier to look into—was the expansion of the wind farm. But that presented a myriad of other motives. Was it the proposed site that someone took issue with? Who stood to gain from the expansion? Who lost?

In the diner, she refilled a customer’s coffee and cleared a table, all the while, the questions swirling over her like a cloud. As far as she knew, there was no monetary gain from the project—except for whoever built and installed the new turbines. But wouldn’t that have been Stan?

Ella tipped her head, absently staring at the pie case. Stan wouldn’t have done it himself, though. He would’ve contracted the work out. However, with Stan dead, the project was stalled, and whoever he would’ve used certainly wouldn’t be paid now. She mentally scratched that avenue off the list.

The lunch rush picked up, and she had little time to play Nancy Drew. When things had calmed down a smidge, Ella leaned over the counter, sipping a strawberry milkshake and watching a couple of kids try to feed Chester their fries. 

The squirrel cocked his head, jumped on the towheaded boy, then leaped back to the counter. They laughed, their reaction very different than Ella’s when the rodent had landed on her head. 

What she had thought was a clown outfit that morning looked more like a jester costume upon closer inspection. 

The squirrel grabbed a fry and gnawed on it, his narrow, brown eyes staring at Ella. She frowned and muttered, “I’m on to you.”

Chunks of fried potato scattered over the floor, and she was just about to shoo both kids and rodent away when the door jingled. Dot floated in and perched herself on a stool, the red cushion barely denting under her feather-weight. 

“Where’s Wink?”

“Welcome to Grandma’s Kitchen. Can I get you something?”

“You can get me Wink.” 

Ella noticed Dot’s eyeliner was smudged and her eyes were red. Her blonde hair was held in a loose braid that hung limply down her back, strands of straw broken free, like the hairdo was an afterthought.

“I think she stepped out, but I can check for you.” 

Dot pursed her lips, not saying anything else. Ella peered through the passthrough but only saw Horatio behind the fryer. 

“Hey,” she called to him, “where’s Wink?”

“Went to the bank then Stewart’s. Should be back in a half-hour.” His voice carried over the sizzle in the kitchen, and she had no doubt that Dot heard it too. 

Ella arched her eyebrow at the woman. “Want to wait?”

“Fine.” She let out a disgusted noise and brushed Chester’s crumbs away from her, her face scowling. 

Ella’s mind worked overtime. If she wanted to know if Stan was having an affair with Dot, then what better source of information than the ol’ mistress herself? 

Ella forced a smile wide enough for a toothpaste commercial. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

“No.”

“Some mud?” She held the coffee carafe aloft.

“Fine.” 

The liquid sloshed against the sides of the mug, and Ella slid it over the pocked formica countertop. She placed cream and sugar beside the steaming cup. “Blonde with sand? I think that’s how you say it. I’m still getting used to this diner lingo.”

Two customers approached the register, bill in hand. After Ella accepted tender in the form of a dozen tomatoes—still on the vine—and a rather large pumpkin, they left the diner, the two kids in tow. 

Now, Ella and Dot were alone with nothing but the sizzle of the fryer and Horatio’s humming to fill the silence. Leaning her elbows on the counter a few feet from Dot, Ella sipped at her milkshake, searching for a segue into the delicate topic. 

“I like your sweater.” 

Dot eyed her suspiciously. “Thanks.” 

The woman’s fingers fluttered over the periwinkle blue angora sweater as if trying to remember what she’d put on. Then, they fiddled with a gold locket dangling from her neck. 

Absently, she opened and closed the jewelry, her eyes unfocused. When she dropped her hand to her coffee, the locket lay open. 

Ella practically broke a blood vessel straining to get a peek inside the gold-shaped heart without making it obvious. There was a man’s face inside, but she couldn’t make out his features. 

“More coffee—I mean mud?” Ella shoved the coffee pot into her face.

Dot frowned. Her eyes fell to the cup in front of her, still full of the steaming brew. When she did, Ella stole a glance at the locket. Stan’s face smiled back.







CHAPTER 18







ELLA STARED AT the necklace.

“No, thanks,” Dot said.

“Huh?”

“You deaf? I don’t want more coffee.” Dot shoved the coffee away. 

“Oh. Yeah, sure.” Ella slipped the carafe back in its slot, her mind racing a mile a minute. 

The rumor mill had proven right this time. Stan had been having an affair with the moody woman. Both Dot and Mrs. Tanner were as easy to read as a tablet with cuneiform marks on it, but it was obvious to Ella that Dot’s grief ran deeper than Stan’s estranged wife’s did. 

“I’m sorry about Stan, by the way.”

Dot jerked her head up like she’d been slapped. “Excuse me?”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“My loss?” Dot’s grip on her cup tightened.

Ella took a breath, trying again with more tact. “You two were working together, weren’t you? I’m not saying you were close, but I’m sure it can’t be easy.” 

She considered societal expectations during Dot’s era—and most of the townspeople of Keystone. Men and women spent a fair amount of time alone together if they were either dating or were okay with the rumors that would fly if spotted together—even if they weren’t a couple. And it was certainly frowned upon if one of them was married.

Dot’s eyes glistened, and she looked away, pulling out an embroidered handkerchief. “He was a friend.” Dabbing at the corners of her eyes, she added, “And a visionary. He had great plans.”

“For Keystone?”

The handkerchief froze. “Yes.” Her tone gave the word away as a big, fat lie.

Ella leaned back into the soda machine and crossed her arms, reviewing every fact she knew of Stan. She burned through brain cells picturing Stan as a “visionary,” and in the end, decided, it didn’t jive. 

The back door to the diner opened, and Wink’s voice floated in from the kitchen. Ella opened her mouth to inform her she had a visitor, but Dot jumped to her feet and stomped the linoleum with her heels. 

“Pearl Winkel! You get in here, right now!”

Wink’s hot pink head popped up in the open rectangle of the passthrough. “Pardon?”

“Hey, Wink, you have a visitor,” Ella said helpfully.

“And an angry one at that.” Wink’s eyes twinkled. “You didn’t forget to throw out the old pie again, did you?”

Ella looked over at the pie case and began inching her way towards it. “Nope.”

“Wink!” Dot yelled. 

Ella stopped and braced herself in case the woman decided to jump the counter. She’d been dying to try more wrestling moves. Unfortunately for her, the diner was empty of customers and an audience.

Dot’s face turned red, her fists clenched. Her demure facade crumbled, and Ella glimpsed the true person underneath. 

Spittle flew from the woman’s lips as she said, “Mr. Boyer, the Millers, Mrs. DiMerco, and more signed our petition. Then, your stupid little committee got to them, and they reneged their support. What did you say to them?”

Wink ducked out of sight a moment before bursting through the swinging door. “The truth.” 

She marched forward. The lines in her face were hard and etched like granite. 

“I told them the truth, not those lies you and Stan spun for them. The footprint for the turbines would take up too much property. Half the proposed sites would have to have the houses demolished.”

“That’s a small price to pay,” Dot spat. “Now the whole town’ll suffer.” 

Ella gaped at her. There was no way this woman had the good of the town in mind. 

Wink’s mouth made a tsking sound. “Don’t be such a feminine wash.”

Dot recoiled, her face contorting in confusion.

“You heard her,” Ella said, coming to Wink’s rescue. “Don’t be a feminine wash.”

“You should leave,” Wink said, her voice barely contained. By now, the hue in her skin nearly matched her hair. 

Ella cracked her knuckles like a gangster in an old movie. “Ever hear of a pile driver? It’s a professional wrestling move.”

Horatio kicked the door out and stood beside Wink, spatula held out like a weapon and glaring at Dot.

Ella noted the strange choice of arms. “Really? In a room full of knives?”

Dot’s eyes darted between the three of them. Ella took a step closer to Wink, more to get a better angle of attack than to show solidarity. But the effect was the same.

“Fine! The coffee’s lousy anyway.” She whirled around and stomped towards the door.

“That’s ‘mud’. I believe you mean, ‘the mud tastes lousy’.” Ella glanced sideways at Wink. “Did I get that right?”

“Excellent, dear. You’re really coming along.” 

The bell over the door jingled pleasantly, incongruent with the nasty woman leaving. Once Dot disappeared out of sight in all her periwinkle glory, Ella let out a dramatic sigh.

“I didn’t get a chance to try out my wrestling move.” In all reality, she probably wasn’t strong enough to lift Dot off the ground, turn her upside down, and slam her head into the ground.

Wink eyed her. “You wrestle?”

“No.” Ella collected Dot’s abandoned coffee cup. “My coffee’s not that bad, is it?”

Wink chose that moment to smooth out an invisible wrinkle in her uniform. 

“Wink?”

“Hm? You say something?” 

“I can brew it stronger if you want.”

Wink patted Ella’s arm. “No, dear. Dot just likes it bitter.”

“I mean, it’s practically the consistency of syrup.”

“I know, dear.”

“You should have let me at her,” Horatio said.

Ella’s hands paused in grabbing the cream and sugar. “Should’ve let you? Who was holding you back? I wasn’t. Wink? Were you holding him back from letting him ‘at her’?”

Wink held the kitchen door open for them. “We need you in the kitchen, Horatio, not in jail.”

Ella dumped the coffee into the sink. It oozed from the cup and took several rinses to clean out the grounds. “Did you really get those people to side with you?”

“And more. Wait till she canvases Lake Drive again.” Wink snorted. Just then, the front door chimed. “I’ll get it, dear. You take a load off.” 

Wink squeezed past her, scolded Chester to get down from the counter, and swung through the door.

“You’re still coming over tonight, right?” Horatio asked. Ella stared at him. “You forgot?” His face fell.

“No, of course not.” She bit her lip. “Okay, maybe. Things have just been so crazy. But I’m looking forward to it. What should I bring? I can grab a—”

“Nothing. Just bring yourself.”

“Et tu, Brute? Calm down. I wasn’t offering to make anything. But I could bring vegetables or something from the market. Maybe one of Wink’s pumpkin pies, but since you so sweetly—”

“Sì, bring her pumpkin pie.”




Ella stood in front of a one-story Tudor house at the north end of town and knocked. A smattering of pumpkins in various stages of decomposition decorated the front stoop like a jack-o’-lantern graveyard.

The door opened, and Shelly’s face appeared, bringing a blast of warm air with it.

Ella pointed at the moldy orange vegetables littering the stoop. “Not ready to give up on Halloween?”

“We tried, believe me.” She glanced over her shoulder. “As a mom, you got to pick your battles most days.”

She welcomed Ella inside.

“Is that what I think it is?” Shelly asked, referring to the dessert cradled in Ella’s hands.

“If you’re thinking it’s a board game, then you’re wrong.” She handed over the pumpkin pie she’d brought from the diner.

After taking her coat, Shelly disappeared, leaving Ella alone in the living room. A warm fire crackled in the fireplace, and the air smelled of bread, cinnamon, and the holidays. 

Horatio floated in through a doorway, an adorable toddler in his arms. It was strange to see the cook outside of his uniform and apron and sans spatula. He wore slacks and a button-down shirt which currently had several wet spots she suspected was drool. At least, she hoped it was drool.

“The bread’s nearly done,” Horatio said as Shelly joined them. 

“Thank you, dear.” She grabbed Jack from the cook’s arms. To Ella, she said, “We made a mushroom risotto, cranberry walnut salad, rolls, and homemade ice cream.”

Ella’s mouth watered. “Both of you? How is it that neither of you is five hundred pounds? If I could cook like that, they’d have to cut me out of my house.” After a moment, she added, “You have a lovely home, by the way. How long have you lived here?”

“We bought it just after we got married about two years ago,” Horatio said. “It’s an older home. The couple who’d built it passed away shortly after the first flash. It had been vacant since.” 

Ella followed the couple through an arched doorway directly across from the fireplace and into the dining room. A lace tablecloth lay over the table, and two candlesticks flickered above decorations of gourds and garland. 

Ella settled into a seat as Horatio placed a dish of cheesy rice and mushrooms in front of her while Shelly strapped Jack into a highchair. 

Waiting until everyone was served up proved to be a challenge in patience. Risotto was her favorite. The moment Shelly picked up her fork, Ella plunged her own utensil in like someone who’d just broken a hunger strike.

Conversation began lightly, with Ella pouring compliments between bites over how amazing the food was. By her third helping, she began losing steam, and her stomach felt like it was creeping up her esophagus. 

More food ended up on Jack’s face than in him. 

“You like that there, buddy?”

Horatio and Shelly exchanged a glance, and the cook said gently, “He’s deaf.”

“Ah.” She switched to American Sign Language and repeated her question. Of course, the toddler didn’t understand, having never been exposed to the language. Ella paused periodically between bites to show Jack the various words for objects on the table in sign language, while at the same time explaining to Horatio and Shelly how important it was for their son’s development to acquire a language.

After the last grain of rice had been scraped from her plate, Ella tried to help clear away the dishes, but Horatio and Shelly insisted she stay seated which was good because she wasn’t sure she could walk without popping the button on her pants. A few minutes later, they returned with Wink’s pumpkin pie topped with homemade ice cream. 

As Ella dipped her fork into the vanilla bean and pumpkin flavors, Shelly brought up the newspaper article. 

“Have you given any more thought to that interview?” 

Ella gave a noncommittal shrug. The truth was, her mind had been so focused on other things.

Horatio bent to pick a piece of pie off the floor that Jack had dropped. “It’s really painless. Besides, every newcomer does one. I did. That’s how my petite and I met.” He gave his wife a warm look and a quick peck on the cheek. 

Ella took a sip of decaf coffee. “How many people read Keystone Corner?”

“Nearly the whole town,” Shelly said, and Ella’s eyes flew open. “There’s really not much for entertainment here. Look, if you’re still unsure, why don’t you go to the historical archives in the library and look up some old newspapers?”

Ella considered the suggestion. She’d visited the Keystone Library once before when looking into Kayline’s death. It would certainly be more convenient than peppering Wink, the town historian, with questions. 

She’d been meaning to drop in since the Romani had shown up. Whatever information she found in the library, outdated as it may be, could give her more insight into them. She was no stranger to pouring through texts for research, but it also made her miss the days when a quick Internet search would yield information in seconds.

Horatio tried his best to scoop up the ice cream soup off his plate using his fork. “Tell Ella what you told me earlier, about the committee.” Before his wife could respond, he said to Ella, “I was telling her about that dannata donna insopportabile—” His eyes darted to Shelly, and his face turned pink. “Pardon me. What I meant to say is I was telling her about Dot coming in and yelling at Wink about the committee. Anyway, she said—well, tell her what you said.”

Shelly pushed her empty plate forward and leaned in. “We’ve been working on a special piece about the expansion project, getting both perspectives. Anyway, I asked Wink if I could interview her about the ‘Save Twin Hills’ committee, and she told me it’d be better to talk to the person who started it.” She paused, waiting for Ella’s reaction.

Ella hunched over her plate, her eyes wide. “Wait, Wink wasn’t the one who came up with it?” They both shook their heads. “Then, who did?” 

“Jonas,” Shelly said, her voice tense. 

“Jonas? Scary Farmer John Jonas?” Ella digested the news. “He must’ve really hated Stan. Why else be against the project other than to burn him? He’s got no skin in the game, so to speak.”

Horatio shot Shelly a confused look. “What is this game? And what does his skin have to do with the wind farm?”

Ella waved aside the question. “Point is, why would Jonas start the committee in the first place? To what end?”

They both shrugged, and Horatio said, “Maybe Jonas was jealous that Stan had two women.” He twisted his head to look at his wife. “Wasn’t he sweet on Dot for a while?”

“What?” Ella said. The two were such an odd pair that she couldn’t even picture them together.

Shelly’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about that. But it was short, and it seemed the parting of ways was mutual.” 

Ella leaned back in her chair. “Crap on a cracker, is it such slim pickings here for single people?”

Neither answered her, both becoming far too interested in stacking their dirty plates together. After depositing them in the kitchen, Shelly said good night and took a sleeping Jack to his room.

Ella helped clear the table, then she thanked Horatio for the lovely evening. He tried to get her to stay longer, but she was afraid that between the warm, crackling fire and a stomach full of pumpkin pie and risotto, she’d be out like a light.

After Ella said good night, she meandered down the sidewalk, humming a few bars of a Christmas song. Nearly every house she passed had a wreath on its door, and a few had Christmas trees in their windows.

Another pang of homesickness swept over her. The holiday was definitely going to be hard this year without her family. Jimmy, Rose, Wink, and even Flo were quickly becoming family. And Will… he was becoming something, but she wasn’t sure what yet. 

Being with them for Christmas would be lovely, maybe even fun, but it wouldn’t be the same. The manor wasn’t her childhood home. Her room didn’t have posters plastered over the wall, and Rose probably didn’t cook a dry turkey or have lumpy mashed potatoes.

Ella took a deep breath, letting go of the pain. Maybe it wouldn’t be the same, but she could make new memories and new traditions. 

She’d just reached Main Street and wrapped her scarf tighter around her face when a shadow emerged from an alley.

Six’s cold voice crept over her skin. “Been waitin’ for you.” 

Ella stopped short, the scarf muffling her gasp. She took a step back, prepared to run. 

“What do you want?” 

Was this just going to be a repeat of their previous encounter?

His hand dropped to his waist where she could make out the faint outline of his gun. His fingers grazed the wooden grips, and a coy smile tugged his mouth. “Seems you got a lot of bodies stacking up. How many you find now? Two?”

“Three—well two and a skeleton. So, three.” She swallowed, unsure why she’d just corrected him. 

She made a move to walk around him, but he sidestepped in front of her. Tobacco and alcohol wafted off of his sweatshirt, making him smell like a walking pub.

That’s when she realized she hadn’t heard his familiar spurs. Glancing down, she saw his boots were bare. 

Ella silently cursed. That had been the only way to hear the outlaw coming, although it hadn’t served well in the past. He’d still managed to get the drop on her a few times. 

“What do you want, Jesse?” Anger edged her voice. What was it going to take for him to leave her alone?

“Name’s Six, woman. Six.” 

“I know, Jesse.”

He growled. As he shifted on his boots, lights from a nearby porch bathed him in a soft amber glow. His skin was clean-shaven, a foreign look since she’d met him. 

Ella was struck for the first time by how handsome he was—different than Will’s classic, old Hollywood appeal. The color of Six’s hair, the way he moved about, everything about him was wild as if the outlaw carried the frontier with him. 

His hand dropped from the gun and fished through a pocket. He brought out a rolled cigarette, and she caught a gleam in his eyes. It was the same look she’d seen in Fluffy when stalking Chester, and it finally dawned on her what a fool she’d been. This was just a game to him. A sick and twisted game. 

Anger coursed through her. She was not going to spend the rest of her days in Keystone afraid of this man, constantly scared of shadows and alleyways because he might be amongst them. 

Ella spoke through gritted teeth. “You know what I think?” He raised an eyebrow. “I think if you were going to kill me, you would’ve done it by now. I think you’re bored and lonely. You don’t have friends. So, you go around, hurting people, threatening them, breaking things, and terrorizing the town, because you’re all alone. All alone in that sad little cabin of yours.” 

Her voice had steadily grown louder, bolder. Another porch light across the street flickered on. 

“If you want to hurt me, Jesse, I’m right here.” She spread out her arms and took a step closer to him. 

His hands hovered near the unlit cigarette dangling between his lips as he stared at her. 

“You’re broken, Jesse. And threatening me won’t fix you. But when you’re ready for a friend, I’ll be waiting.”

“You think I wanna be your friend?” He released a throaty laugh. 

“Yes.”

His laughter died, and he studied her with a shrewd expression. “Darlin’, you don’t wanna be my friend. Trust me. I wasn’t lying ‘bout killing people.”

“I know.” 

Their eyes locked, and they stayed that way until a breeze broke the spell, a swirl of leaves traveling the gulf between them. 

“It’s your call,” Ella said, “but no more following me or threatening me.” 

She shoved past him, hitting his shoulder hard. Two steps later, he shoved her spine like a freight train and sent her flying into a rose bush. The tiny razor blade-like thorns ripped through her clothes and her skin. Ella grimaced as her hip jarred into the ground.

“Really? Again with the bushes?!” At this rate, she was going to have to bath in Bactine.

“Don’t you be tellin’ me what to do. You ain’t got no right.” 

Wincing, she climbed to her feet. “There’s nothing you can do, no threat you can say. I’ll still be your friend.” Her heart hammered in her ears, but she didn’t look away as she braced for another attack.

He jerked back as if he’d been punched. A deep crease ran between his brows. 

“Y-you’re crazy.” 

He stumbled back, bumping into a hedge, then turned on his heel. The leaves of a nearby hedge rustled, and he was gone.







CHAPTER 19







ELLA STRUGGLED TO breathe. She gingerly rolled out of bed, and the weight that had been on her chest fell to the wooden floor with a meow. 

She spent the next five minutes earning Fluffy’s affection back and plying him with one of the dehydrated fish treats she’d gotten from Stewart. 

As predicted, she’d been up late cleaning the dozens of scratches all over her body, burning through a third of a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. A deep purple bruise the size of her hand bloomed over her hip. 

In the light of day—and post-coffee—she replayed her encounter with Six and wondered why she hadn’t kicked him in his biscuits. If he didn’t have probably a hundred and sixty pounds on her, she would’ve tried her pile driver wrestling maneuver. 

However, last night, she’d glimpsed the real man underneath. It didn’t excuse his behavior, but it did shed him in a new light. In his eyes last night, she’d seen pain. A deep pain, full of demons and scars, of a life that she couldn’t possibly imagine.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Fluffy butted his head against her shin. “Now you forgive me?” 

She scratched behind his ears then under his chin. He moved his head until she found the right spot. A cloud of fur floated through the air and landed on the carpet. 

“Looks like you’re overdue for a brushing.” 

After fumbling into her uniform, she grabbed her coffee and headed downstairs for a quick breakfast.

In the kitchen, Rose handed Ella a plate with a stack of pancakes the size of her face. Her blonde hair swept over her head in victory rolls, and she wore pearls.

“I’m not sure how I managed to eat before coming to Keystone. Wait—no. I do. Lots of pizza and takeout.” Ella used her fork to point at Rose’s hairdo, perfect ensemble, and professional makeup. “Also, you should try dressing up more. You’ve really let yourself go.”

Rose brushed her hand over her apron. “Oh dear, I knew I should’ve pressed this dress.”

“Rose, I’m kidding. Honestly, you make the rest of us look bad. And by ‘the rest of us’ I mean every female on planet earth. You’d even give June Cleaver a run for her pearls.”

Rose’s crimson lips turned down, and Ella feared her sarcasm had gone too far. But then the innkeeper’s hand touched a particularly nasty scratch on Ella’s cheek. She couldn’t remember if it had come from the holly tree or the rosebush or even Sal’s hedge from her foray into hang gliding. All her run-ins with landscape plants were starting to blur together.

“What on earth happened?”

“I had a rather rude encounter with a holly tree,” she said. Rose winced. “Trust me, I came out on top. You should see the other guy.”

While Ella attacked her pancakes. Her gaze drifted out the window and caught a smattering of snow over the ground. Near the park, a festival of colors broke up the monochromatic landscape as small tendrils of smoke rose in the air from the Romani encampment.

“They’re still here.” 

Rose followed her gaze. “Yeah, the sheriff’s having a tough time getting them to leave.” She adjusted her cat eye glasses. “Can you imagine if they get stranded here? I’m all for town growth, but I’m not sure there’s enough resources for them.” She smeared butter over her pancakes. “There’s only a few vacant houses, and we’ve only got six empty rooms upstairs. I suppose if we really needed to, we could squeeze a couple people into the drawing room, morning room, and parlor.” Her penciled eyebrows squeezed together as if giving it serious thought. 

“I’m sure Chapman can get them out in time.” Ella chewed on a bite of pancakes. 

Despite the language barrier, there had been no doubt in her mind that the old man had understood they were allowed to stay a single night. Were they digging their heels into a town so foreign to them for the adventure? Ella had a feeling there was a deeper reason behind their reticence in leaving. 

After depositing her plate in the sink, she glanced over her shoulder to be sure Rose wasn’t watching. Her tongue licked up the homemade maple syrup.

“Family dinner tonight,” Rose said.

Ella jumped and dropped the plate with a clatter. “Sounds good.”

Outside, Ella walked over the dusting of snow, smiling to herself. Family dinner. She was now considered family. The thought lightened her heart, and she skipped the last few steps until she reached the back door to Grandma’s Kitchen.

Stomping the snow off onto the mat, she walked into the aroma of freshly baked donuts and strong coffee. She only had a moment to catch her breath before customers began to pour in, and she found herself scrambling through the door so often she wondered if Wink shouldn’t just take it out.

After setting down a plate of waffles, she poured herself a cup of coffee and retreated to the kitchen for a moment of respite.

Dabbing at her forehead, she leaned against the island and listened to Horatio and Wink argue about how to make a proper crepe. 

After listening to the verbal sparring a moment, Ella interrupted the match by greeting them. 

“Morning, dear—my God, what happened to you?” Wink made to grab at her face. “Did you try to cuddle a cactus or something?”

“Pretty close, actually.”

After studying her scratches a moment, Horatio’s face brightened. “We had a wonderful time last night.”

Ella smiled. “Me too.”

“What happened last night?” Wink asked.

“Ella came over for dinner.”

“Well, thanks for inviting me.” For a moment, Ella feared the older woman was actually offended, but then, she turned and winked at Ella.

“Maybe if you were able to come over without criticizing my cooking, I’d have you over more often.”

“I don’t criticize. I merely offer helpful suggestions.”

The kitchen was filled with Horatio’s rapid Italian.

“What’s he saying?” Wink asked Ella.

Ella feigned deep concentration. “Something about your mother…”

“I said no such thing!”

“Horatio,” Wink scolded, “you shouldn’t say such things about my mother, God rest her soul.”

The cook pouted and grumbled and turned his back. Ella and Wink exchanged grins. Then, Ella raised her hand for a high five which only left the diner owner confused.

Letting out a sigh, Ella said, “It’s okay. We’ll work on it.”




After the morning rush, she went about her morning routine of folding cloth napkins and refilling salt and pepper shakers. Her mind drifted to Stan’s murder and the new intel she’d been told the night before. She still couldn’t figure out why Jonas had started the “Save the Hills” committee, other than to pick a fight with Stan.

After placing menus in front of a family of four, Ella decided to follow up on something the farmer had mentioned. He’d implied Stan consumed the electrical equivalent to several houses’ worth. If true, that meant Stan had more incentive to build more wind turbines. What that had to do with him being murdered, she had no idea. But it was another rock she could turn over.

To find out if Jonas was right, she needed to go to the source.

Swinging the kitchen door in, she located Wink at the island counter, wrist deep in dough.

The older woman’s short, electric pink hair swayed over her shoulders as she rolled out either pie crust or pizza dough. Due to Ella’s lack of baking skills, she couldn’t be sure of the difference at this stage. 

She watched Wink’s gnarled knuckles clutch the rolling pin for a moment.

The older woman glanced up. “Did you need something, dear?”

“I was just curious. Where’s the electrical substation for the wind farm?”

The rolling pin slowed over the dough. “Out by the farm, of course.”

Ella hadn’t noticed the building when she had visited Jonas’s property. Then again, she’d been a little preoccupied. The thought of returning to the farm made a knot form in her stomach. Still, if she was going to get answers, she had to go.

“Why do you ask?” Wink looked up again, and something in Ella’s expression must’ve given her away.

“You’re going to look for clues as to who murdered Stan, aren’t you?” The older woman clapped, sending clouds of flour through the air. “Oh good, another investigative field trip. I’ve been bored out of my bloomers here. The wind’s not been right for flying, and I’ve reached my monthly limit so I can’t fish. When did you want to go? Never mind. I’ll call Flo. It takes her until the second coming to get ready, I swear.” She finally took a breath, bounded over to the telephone, and began dialing the inn.

So many different words fought to tumble out of Ella’s mouth first. They couldn’t leave the diner. Thanks for tagging along. Flo is only a few yards away; just walk over and talk to her. 

“Tell her, no weapons,” Ella called out.







CHAPTER 20







THEY MADE A plan to leave for the wind farm after work. Since the diner didn’t close until eight o’ clock most evenings, Wink had decided to close up early, claiming she needed the break. Around three o’ clock, after Horatio left and Ella turned the sign on the door, they waited rather impatiently for Flo.

Ella drummed her fingers over the lunch counter and let out another deep sigh. “Wasn’t it around noon when you called her? What could be taking her so long?”

“With Flo? Nothing good. Did you see her when you went to the inn to change?”

Ella shook her head. “Her door was closed.” 

“Back when my Donald was alive, I once made the mistake of going on a double date with her and her beau at the time… I think he ended up being husband number three. Anyway, we waited an hour for her. And do you think it was because she was primping? No. She came out looking exactly the same as usual.”

“Like a cast member from Night of the Living Dead?”

Wink smiled. “I don’t know what that means, but, yeah, something like that.”

“So, what took her so long?”

Wink blinked slowly, and Ella swore she saw the older woman shudder. “Well, let’s just say her idea of a fun date was going out to the quarry and testing a homemade explosive.”

“Yikes. And she was doing last minute prep on it?”

“I assumed so.”

Ella tilted her head. “I’m not going to lie. With as many bad dates as I’ve been on, blowing rocks up would be kind of fun.”

“Oh, that’s not what happened.”

Ella leaned forward then held up her hand. “Wait, hold on. I have a feeling this is going to be good, and I can’t fully appreciate it when my stomach’s making noises like a garbage disposal.”

She grabbed a slice of apple pie from the case.

Wink bounced over the linoleum after her. “Please tell me you ate lunch earlier. There’s leftover meatloaf in the ice box. I’ll just go get some of that.”

Ella tried to protest, but her mouth was already full of apples and crust. By the time she’d swallowed, Wink had returned with a plate of food, setting it on the table in front of Ella. 

“Okay,” Ella said after swallowing a bite. “Spill.”

Wink launched into a story involving several sticks of dynamite exploding from inside Flo’s purse in the middle of a restaurant. By the end, Ella was doubled over in their booth, tears streaming down her face. 

“Please tell me no one was seriously injured.”

“Not unless you count Shorty’s toupee. I never seen something burn so fast. You’d think it was made out of gasoline.”

Someone knocked on the front door, and Ella turned towards the bay of windows. Flo stood outside in her usual attire of slacks and a button-up shirt and Eiffel Tower of hair.  

Ella and Wink unlocked the door and slipped out onto the sidewalk. While Wink locked up again, Ella scrutinized Flo. After the story she’d just heard, she found it far more disconcerting that there wasn’t a visible reason for the old woman to be late.

“What took you so long?”

“What? Can’t a woman use the powder room?”

“For several hours?”

Wink slipped her keys into her purse and turned on her friend. Crossing her arms, she said, “Alright, where is it?”

“Where’s what?”

“Whatever it is that’s cause for you to be late.”

Flo sniffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, woman. Crazy, the lot of you. Now, can we get moving or were you waiting for spring?”

Ella exchanged a glance with Wink, whose pink hair shook slightly with a subtle shake of her head. Ella had no doubt the reason for Flo’s tardiness and dodgy answer would rear its ugly head soon enough.

Sticking her hands in her sweatshirt pocket, she led them to her jeep. Draped across the front of the vehicle was the most adorable hood ornament she’d seen.

Fluffy stretched and rolled his massive body onto his back. After scratching his belly, she laid him on the sidewalk and opened the driver-side door. Flo and Wink immediately started arguing about who got to sit up front. 

Before Ella could slip into her seat, Fluffy leaped into the footwell, and his large, summer green eyes stared up at her.

“Buddy, I don’t think you’d like this.”

In response, he jumped onto the dash and elongated like a noodle.

“Huh, I stand corrected,” Ella mumbled. 

The seat squeaked softly as she sat down and fished the keys out from the console. “For the love of cheese, you two, flip a coin.”

After listening to them bicker another minute over who got to flip the coin, Ella stomped back out of the car, flipped a penny she’d found on her car mat, and told Flo to sit in the passenger’s seat.

Both women huffed into their respective, assigned seats, Flo grinning from ear to ear. The expression melted the moment she sat down, however. Her mountain of hair hit the roof, sending her sprawling into the door. 

“I’m used to open tops,” she mumbled. 

For Ella, that moment alone had been worth suffering through the fighting. 

“What you’re saying,” Wink said from the backseat as Ella pulled away from the curb, “is that you prefer to go topless.”

Flo sputtered, too busy maneuvering her head around to retort. In the end, she settled for tilting her hair to the left and shoving her beehive into Ella’s ear.

Flo sighed. “Much better.”

“Really? You think so?” Ella scratched her skin and leaned into her door. 

The park whipped by, the visitors still sprawled over the green grass. They darted in and out of their covered wagons, more akin to tiny homes than the kind that traveled the Oregon Trail. With each passing sunrise, Ella grew more nervous that they would be stranded in Keystone. 

Without knowing their background or context in history, she wondered if they wouldn’t be better off stuck in the village, but she also knew Chapman and Rose were right. Maybe they didn’t require much by way of electricity, but their extra mouths and need for water would overload the carrying capacity of the town. The thought underscored Ella’s desire to hit the books and find out more about them.

Fluffy sat up suddenly and filled Ella’s vision with brown fur, blocking her view of the road. The car swerved.

Flo yanked him down in time for Ella to see they were headed directly for a power pole. Jerking the steering wheel, she straightened them back onto the pavement.

Flo let out a string of profanities.

“A little warning next time,” Wink said. “I think I might need to change my underwear.”

“You and me both,” Ella said.

Flo grunted. “Amateurs.”

“Really?” Ella’s eyes slid sideways before immediately returning to the road. “Is that why you screamed?”

“I did no such thing.”

“I thought there was a banshee in the car,” Wink said. “That shriek scared me more than Ella’s reckless driving. Sounded like an animal being slaughtered.”

“Hey, it wasn’t my fault,” Ella protested.

“Sure, dear.” A bony hand patted her shoulder.

Meanwhile, from atop Flo’s lap, Fluffy meowed. Ella couldn’t tell from his cries if he was happy to be traveling at twenty-five miles per hour or if he was upset that he could no longer be on the dashboard. 

When the turbines came into view over the snowy landscape, Ella sent up a silent prayer of thanks. Although the drive had only been a couple of miles, it had been touch and go, and her neck was developing a kink from keeping her head from battling Flo’s hairdo.

The jeep muddled along the gravel, and Ella’s eyes roamed the landscape for the electrical substation, turning the heat up in the car as she did. Wink guided her further down the gravel lane. 

Ella hadn’t noticed it on her first visit, but the road continued on past Jonas’s farm. Beneath the dusting of snow, she knew was a potato crop, a large part of which the diner depended on for fries, and she wondered how it would fair in the snow. Hopefully, the town’s greenhouses grew them as well. A fry shortage at the diner would cause the patrons to riot.

The road ended at a substation that looked like any number of electrical premises not open to the public, the kind she barely noticed because they looked important and dangerous and someplace she should be nowhere close to. This one was no exception. She knew because it was fenced in. Also, the “Danger” signs posted everywhere helped.

Ella eyed the mass of fur in Flo’s lap, debating on letting the cat out so far from the inn. They climbed out of the car, and she looked down at the feline and mentioned the snow outside. He purred in response, and before she could shut the door, he leaped into the snow. A half-second later, he took turns shaking each paw, mewing. 

“Told you.” She smiled and left the door open to see if he wanted back in. When he gingerly took a couple of steps, she shrugged and slammed the door closed.

Ella turned her attention to the substation and let out a disappointing “Huh.”

“What?” Wink wrapped a knit shawl around her shoulders.

“Nothing. It’s just, I expected more of a station. A building at the very least.”

Behind the fence sat a small housing surrounded by metal frames, wires, power lines, metal structures, and other things she could only guess the names of, like Coily Tube Thingie and Important-Looking-Box. She spotted what might have been a large transformer but could very well have been an old-fashioned ice cream maker.

 Flo massaged her neck. “Been a while since I’ve been out here.”

“Probably since they first installed it, right?” Ella said. “Around the time electricity was discovered?”

Flo flipped Ella off before hiking up her slacks and forging a path through the thin layer of snow.

Ella turned to Wink. “Now what? I don’t know what I’d expected, but I thought there’d be someone here we could ask questions.”

“Well, we won’t learn nothing by standing ‘round letting our lady bits get cold.” She waved towards Flo’s receding back.

“Ew,” Ella muttered.

Wrapping her arms around her waist, she proceeded to trudge after Flo and Fluffy, following the older woman’s sensible-shoe footprints and the cat’s adorable toe bean ones.

Oversized, fresh flakes began to fall from the gray sky. The trio plus feline stood in front of the chain link fence, staring at the top several inches overhead. 

Ella ran some back of the napkin calculations on her chances of success if she scaled the fence. They weren’t good. “I’m no lawyer, but I’m pretty sure a fence means we’re supposed to keep out.”

“Naw,” Flo said, shaking the metal, probably to test for a weakness. “That’s just to keep stupid people from getting hurt.”

“Like us?” Ella rubbed the side of her face. “I guess it’s not like we’ve never trespassed before.” She paused. “Wait, should I be worried that within my first month of being around you two, I’ve already broken the law?”

“That little gander onto Six’s property?” Wink said, roaming up and down the fence, searching for an entry point. “That doesn’t count. It was for the safety of the town.”

“Sure, sure. With logic like that, who can argue?”

Fluffy had lost interest and was currently pouncing at a random patch of snow, the white powder just past his paws. 

Wink had taken to circling the perimeter of the fence while Flo and Ella searched for a gap between the metal and the ground. The tallest spot they located was a mere three inches, and unless Ella was capable of turning to putty—or flubber—under wasn’t the way they were getting inside.

“Welp,” Ella said, rubbing her hands together, “up and over, it is.” 

She stared at Flo.

Flo stared back.

“What?”

Ella jerked her head at the fence. “I said, ‘up and over’.”

“I heard. What do you want me to do about it?”

Ella opened her mouth but stopped short. Getting a boost up from the old woman hadn’t worked out so well before.

“Never mind.”

Curling her fingers around the wire, she dug the tips of her shoes into the holes and began a cautious ascent. As she neared the top, her confidence grew. 

She swung a leg over, and that’s when her confidence came crashing to earth. As her other leg was rolling over the top of the chainlink to join the first, a part of the wire caught her jeans just over her left butt cheek. 

She pulled, but the material held fast. With another hard tug. The move threw her balance off which had the benefit of freeing her from the gate’s clutches. The downside, however, was that she heard a loud rip on her way to the ground. 

Ella landed hard on her back, the snow only cushioning the blow slightly. Something between a wheeze and a whimper escaped her lips, and she struggled to pull in a breath.

“Ella!” Wink ran towards her.

“I’m alright,” Ella managed to croak out. Slowly, she moved into a sitting position, the movement causing a few joints to crack and a muscle or two to let out a distinct creaking sound.  

Both Wink and Flo stood a foot away. On the same side of the fence.

“Wh-how did you get in here?” She swiveled her head around. They’d mounted the fence faster than Spider Man. And given Flo’s lack of physical fitness, Ella found it impossible.

Flo pointed across the way, at the back of the perimeter. “Through the gate.”

Ella glared at Flo, then Wink, then Flo again. “There’s a gate?”

Both of their shoulders rose in a shrug.

“Where’d you think I was heading?” Wink asked. 

“I thought you were searching for a way in,” Ella sputtered, “note the emphasis on the word searching.” She looked back at Flo. “You knew?”

Flo swept a hand up her beehive, a bored expression on her face. “Well, yeah. Been here before.”

“And you didn’t say anything because…?”

“Thought you were trying to get in some exercise.”

“No. No, I was not.” Ella brushed the mud and dirt from her hands and held them out. “Help me up. You owe me a pair of jeans.”

After they helped her to her feet, Wink told her it might be hard to find a pair in town and that she’d most likely have to patch them.

Ella craned her head around, trying to inspect the damage, but found it hard to see her own backside without a mirror.

“Is it bad?” She turned so they could see and felt a breeze on her rear that hadn’t been there before.

“Not if you like showing off your unmentionables,” Wink said.

Ella’s hand flew to the hole.

“Pigeons?” Flo said.

Ella lifted her chin. “Turkeys. It was Thanksgiving when I got stranded, remember?”

As they trudged towards the center, Wink asked, “Is all the underwear in your time so…”

“Ridiculous?” Flo said.

“No, so—”

But Flo wasn’t finished. “Scandalous? Cheap? Floozy-like?”

 “Hey,” Ella cut in, “these weren’t cheap.”

The rumble of an engine cut off the conversation. The blanket of snow that now reached their ankles muffled the noise, but there was no mistaking the approach of a vehicle.

All three heads turned and watched a dark speck on the lane grow. Ella shifted nervously on her feet. “Um, shouldn’t we be running? If this is Jonas—”

“We got a right to be here,” Wink said.

“You sure?”

Wink didn’t respond, and creases formed at the corners of her mouth. “If that’s Jonas, we don’t want him finding us here.”

“Call me crazy,” Ella said, “but maybe we should at least hightail it to the other side of the fence, the legal side.”

That shook the other two from their stupor, and all three split for the gate. Ella found exiting the place much easier than her entrance, as well as less painful. 

The short jog already had Flo huffing like a steam engine, but she managed to gasp out, “Don’t worry. I can defend us.”

In her hands was a device that looked like the love child between a rifle and a fishing pole. Something near the trigger emitted a high-pitched whine almost out of Ella’s hearing range and into dog whistle territory.

“What the—where were you hiding that?” Ella scanned the old woman’s body, noting the absence of a purse. Even the beehive couldn’t have hidden Flo’s device. “Oh, sweet mercy. Please don’t tell me you had that up your slacks. You did, didn’t you?”

“I think,” Wink said, “the more important question is, what is it?”

“It’s my first inter-dimensional prototype gun. I call it the Ghost Blaster III.”

“What happened to one and two?” Ella asked, the words leaving her mouth before she had time to regret them.

Flo fidgeted with the trigger pull and notably didn’t meet Ella’s gaze. “I had a couple of mishaps. It’s not a big deal.”

Ella swore under her breath. 

“Anyway,” Flo said over Ella, “I figured, I like exotic weapons, and I like guns. But I got nothing to protect me from the great beyond. So, I’ve been working on something that’ll shoot in this dimension and several others.”

“Yes, that is some fantastic thinking that in no way will burn this town to the ground. Now please don’t point that at me. I don’t want cancer.” Ella nudged the barrel of the lethal fishing pole aside.

Wink dropped her voice as the approaching vehicle slowed. “We will discuss this later. And put that thing away!”

Flo grumbled and dropped the weapon to her side. “You owe me. I been itching to test this blaster.”

“At least we know why she was late,” Ella said to Wink.

They gathered next to Ella’s jeep as a pickup pulled alongside them. Its tires crunched through the snow, and Ella let out a cloudy breath of relief when she noticed the driver wasn’t Jonas—not unless he’d aged forty years within a couple of days. 

The older gentleman swung out of his vehicle and tugged his hat down. His entire head was made up of earmuffs and white tufts of hair. Amongst the field of hair, extending from his head to his chin, was a small patch of skin where his eyes and a sharp hook for a nose sat.

“Whatcha doing out here?”

Wink stepped forward. “Afternoon, Bam.”

Ella mouthed the word Bam at Flo with raised eyebrows. 

“We just wanted to show Ella, here, where we get our electricity from.”

Ella took up her cue. “Yes, I’m new to Keystone and wasn’t sure how the wind farm worked, how it all hooked up to the power grid, and such.”

He grunted and trudged over to the fence, eyeing it as if he expected to find it broken.

“We were just looking around.” She hoped his eyesight was poor enough that he overlooked the three sets of footprints circling the fence or the sets inside the perimeter.

He grunted again as he stooped his back over a section of chainlink that had been damaged at one time. His skin sagged off his forearms, full of veins and sunspots. “Whatcha want to look around here for?”

After Wink repeated their lame lie, Ella asked, “Are you the… electrician foreman person here?” Three sets of eyes turned on her with varying degrees of confusion. “You know, the guy. That does the thing. With the electricity.”

“Ben Franklin?” Flo asked, speaking up for the first time.

“No, but thank you for contributing as always. Very helpful.” 

A smug smile spread over Flo’s face. “You’re welcome.”

“That wasn’t—forget it.” Ella pointed at the substation and said to the old man, “Do you do that?”

“Huh?” Bam pulled his earmuffs aside, revealing two raisin-like ears, complete with their own tufts of hair. “I’m the journeyman lineman if that’s what you’re asking.” He scratched at the veins in his right arm. “Listen, ladies. You all shouldn’t be out here. Ol’ Jonas called me, said someone was snooping ‘round, and doesn’t want you here. I think you should leave. Go on, now.” He made a shooing motion.

Ella crossed her arms, taking offense to being herded like cattle. “Jonas called you?” 

She scanned the field for the dark dot that was the farmer’s house. Why hadn’t he just come out and told them himself? 

Wink motioned for her to head towards the jeep.

“Yeah, okay.” Ella was slow opening the driver-side door. “Hey, I have a question. Has the town ever considered solar power?”

“Huh? You mean use the sun?”

Flo snorted softly. “That is what solar means, Bam.”

His eyes squinted up through the falling snow as if searching for the great ball of gas through the clouds. “One of them folks from a new time came through here. Suggested the same thing. Trouble is, it uses cells and requires all these materials we don’t have for manufacturing.” The word manufacture had several extra syllables and was spoken like he had marbles in his mouth.

Ella nodded. The answer came as no surprise to her. She called Fluffy over from his hunting ground. The cat’s ears twitched once before he bounded through the snow towards her. 

As she scooped him up and set him in the vehicle, Wink asked, “So, Bam, what’s your take on the new wind farm proposal? I’m collecting signatures to stop the plan from proceeding. Can I count on you?”

“I ain’t opposed to putting them turbines on the hills, but I have enough work to do as it is without adding them to the mix. I’ll tell you what I was opposed to, though, was that greasy weasel heading it up.”

“Stan? Why’s that?” Ella asked.

“‘Cause he’s sneaky. Up to no good, if you ask me.” 

They waited for him to continue. 

His cheeks filled with color as he seemed to warm to the topic, and his hawk-like nose began to drip like a faucet from the chill. “You go to enough houses, read enough electricity meters, you get a feeling for people, understand?

“In fact,” he continued, “I was reading the meters just now when Jonas called me raising cane about you lot being out here.” 

He tapped the passenger window on his pickup, and they drew closer to see what he was indicating. A clipboard sat on the seat with a list of addresses typed out. Beside each address was a corresponding number written in pencil, the handwriting in chicken scratch that would give a doctor a run for their money.

 A thought struck Ella, and she wondered why she hadn’t thought to check Stan’s meter. It would read that month’s power consumption, either corroborating Jonas’s accusation or proving him a dirty liar. Of course, that assumed Stan had only recently moved out of the house. If he and his wife had been estranged for some time, then the consumption would all be on his wife, Lilly.

Wink and Flo chatted with the lineman, but Ella tuned them out, focusing instead on the list. The header for the right-hand column was labeled kWh, and the scores of numbers below averaged in the five hundred range. 

As her eyes scanned the scrawling pencil marks, one number leaped out at her. It was nearly triple the others. She looked across the row for the address and let out a small breath of air that was only noticed by Wink.

Flo was in the middle of describing a haunting of a certain tree in the forest when Ella interrupted. 

“How many turbines does the town currently have?”

Bam rubbed the back of his neck as his eyes darted around. “Why you wanna know?”

“I was just curious. I know Stan wanted to add sixteen more, but I never heard how many the farm already has.” 

Why was he being shifty about it? Couldn’t she just count them herself? It wasn’t something that could be easily hidden. 

“And what is the town’s monthly consumption?”

“About fifteen hundred megawatts.” The words spilled off his tongue quickly—too quickly, Ella thought. 

She nodded and tapped her finger against her chin. “I see, I see.”

“You’ve no idea what that means, do you?” Flo asked.

“Sure, I do. Don’t be absurd. It’s fifteen hundred mega—yeah, I have no idea.” She wondered if that was a high number for the size of the town.

“Was Stan the biggest consumer?” Wink asked.

Ella caught her bottom lip between her teeth and peeked at the clipboard again, hoping she’d made a mistake the first time.

 The large number she’d spotted the first time—the largest number in comparison to all the other numbers on the first page—didn’t belong to a residence on Lake Drive, Stan’s street, but rather, Centerwood. Wink lived on Centerwood, but Ella was unsure of the house number.

“Can’t say,” the lineman said. Ella blinked at him, forgetting what they had been talking about.

 He began to shuffle around his pickup towards the driver-side door then paused. “But you wouldn’t be far from the truth if you guessed that.” 

The old man scratched over the white scruff covering his pointy chin. “Ah, you know what? I don’t care who knows. Never liked the scoundrel, and if you asked me, he got what he deserved. His house was the second highest consumer of the town with nearly a megawatt all to himself. What he needed all that power for, you got me.”







CHAPTER 21







ON THE DRIVE back, the car was mercifully silent, broken only by the scrape of the windshield wipers brushing aside thick flakes of snow. 

As Ella turned onto Main Street, she broke the spell. “Wink? Who lives at 1843 on Centerwood?”

“The professor, why?”

Ella’s grip tightened on the steering wheel, and she kept her eyes glued to the road. “No reason, really. The address caught my eye on the clipboard is all. He uses a fair amount of electricity.” More like he consumed enough for an entire office building.

“Hm, must be for his work.”

“Yes, his work in theoretical physics. Isn’t that supposed to be, I don’t know, theoretical? Like lots of Good Will Hunting stuff and writing on chalkboards or whatever? It’s not like he’s got a supercomputer in his basement for crunching equations or anything. At least, I don’t think so…”

“I’ll be honest, I don’t understand half of what you just said.”

“What else is new,” Flo mumbled in the backseat. Both Ella and Wink had insisted she sit in the back on their return trip, each for their own reasons.

Ella ignored the jab, lost in her own thoughts. Why would both Stan and the professor need so much electricity? If the professor was using almost 1,500 kWh a month, then why was he against the expansion project? 

Once they reached town, Ella dropped Wink and Flo off at Stewart’s to pick up a few items for dinner before she parked in front of the inn.

Inside, she found Rose in the kitchen, bustling behind the stove. The succulent aroma of a honey-baked ham permeated the air, and an upbeat ragtime tune floated out from the bakelite tube radio on the counter. 

“Smells amazing. Can I help with anything?”

“No.”

“You can take a minute to think about it first.” Ella shot her a mock scowl. 

The door swung in, and Flo and Wink each carried a cloth grocery bag as they bickered about Stewart’s prices.

“Wh—How did you do your shopping and get here so fast?” Ella sputtered. 

“Maybe you’re just a slow driver,” Flo said.

Wink rolled her eyes. “Rose called in ahead, and he already had most of it waiting for us, the dry goods anyway.” She began depositing the items from the bag onto the counter. 

Flo swiped the jug of milk. “You got the wrong one, Wink. I told you, you need glasses.”

“I didn’t get the wrong one.”

“Did too. You were supposed to get buttermilk. Buttermilk. You see the word butter anywhere on this bottle?”

“No. I was supposed to get heavy cream. Heavy cream.”

“Run away while you can,” Rose whispered to Ella. 

She smiled gratefully and retreated out of the kitchen. Upstairs in her room, she changed into a dry sweatshirt and glanced at the clock. She had an hour to kill, and as much as she wanted to lend a hand downstairs, she felt it better to fit her library trip in now. Also, if she spent any more time around the Troublesome Twosome, she feared she’d end up testing Flo’s Ghost Blaster III.

She stole down into the entrance hall as quietly as she could. Even several rooms and a hallway away, her friends’ bickering echoed around the cavernous space. 

Outside, the snowflakes had doubled in size as if trying to coat the town in a blanket. The precipitation capped the quaint buildings, reminding her of frosted gingerbread houses and holidays. Despite the hour, the street lamps were already on, casting their golden glow over the snowy sidewalks. 

The air tasted fresh and crisp, and she began to get excited for Christmas—until it hit her that she didn’t have presents for anyone. The realization sent her into a spiraling panic. It was a little less than two weeks until the big day. 

Bending into the cold, her frown deepened. She hoped everyone liked oranges and homemade cards because her options for shopping were limited to Stewart’s and the general store that looked like it had been a saloon at one time.

The last couple of blocks to the library, she racked her brain over presents. She was so focused, she hadn’t realized she’d arrived until her hand was gripping the knob. 

Inside, she stomped the snow off her boots and unzipped her jacket. She steeled herself for her conversation with the librarian, whom she’d met only once but that had been enough to leave an impression. Granted at the time, Ella had been searching for books on poison, so the librarian’s impression of her might well be the same.

“Boy, it’s really coming down out there, huh?” a pleasant voice called out. 

A woman about Ella’s age sat at the reference desk. Her auburn hair hung in a French braid that draped over her shoulder, her expression open and kind. 

“God’s dandruff,” Ella said. “Probably could use some Head and Shoulders. Hopefully, it sticks around long enough for a white Christmas.” Her voice turned wistful. “On the side of the mountains where I’m from, we rarely see snow on Christmas. Not unless it’s manufactured in a bottle.”

The young woman’s eyes widened slightly as she pushed a pair of wire-rim glasses up her nose. “They  make snow in a can where you’re from?”

“I think ‘snow’ is a bit generous, but it’s ‘snow-like’.” Ella looked the gal up and down, trying to peg what century she was from.

“You are the new girl, are you not?” the gal asked.

“Yes.” Ella introduced herself, and they shook hands. 

“Gabby.”

“Gabby?” Ella faltered. “Oh. Are you the librarian?”

“Yes, I know. I look far too pretty and young to be one.”

Ella grinned. “It’s just that, when I was in here before, I spoke with another woman who tried to help me.” Her voice caught on the word help. “She was…” Ella searched for an appropriate adjective.

“As amiable as a rabid badger?”

“Sure, we’ll go with that.”

“Ah, that would be my Aunt Agnes. She’s been the librarian for the past thirty years. She’s been teaching me so that I can take over for her. I know she seems unpleasant now, but when you get to know her… you find out she’s even worse.”

Ella laughed. “I know the type.”

“Is there something I can help you find?”

“Actually, Shelly Rossi told me the town archives are kept here with old editions of Keystone Corner?”

“They are.” 

Gabby led Ella on a circuitous path around bookcases, eventually reaching a dimly lit section in the back. 

“Sorry, it’s a bit dark here. I put in a—what’s it called?” She scrunched up her face. “A requisition for some new bulbs, but it seems the library’s lower priority whenever we manage to get new stock or Will fixes the filaments. Something about the doctor’s office being more important and Pauline wanting to see while she fixed up patients.”

“Sure, sure. Wouldn’t want any Frankenstein-type monsters running around.”

“I tell you,” Gabby said, “light bulbs are worth more than gold here.” 

Turning to the nearest bookcase, she pointed to several rows of binders and explained the catalog system for the old newspaper editions. After a rather thorough explanation that left Ella’s head spinning, the librarian lingered, seeming to enjoy the presence of another human being in the building, while Ella flipped through some of the old clippings. 

While Ella’s fingers fumbled with the thick-sheeted pages, Gabby prattled about the local radio show’s recent performance of A Midsummer Nightmare—their Halloween show, back by popular demand. 

The more she heard about costume failures and accidental fires, Ella found she liked listening to the librarian. She made an already funny story downright hilarious, up to par with Bob Hope or a pre-prison Bill Cosby. 

Grazing through the newspapers, Ella worked her way from one binder to another and passively scanned the articles while Gabby launched into a rendition of last Sunday’s show.

She’d become so engrossed in the librarian’s impression of Sal as Pluck, the barber with the magical power to make someone’s hair grow overnight, that it took her a moment to realize a familiar face stared back at her from the page. 

Gabby’s voice faded as Ella brushed a finger over a black and white picture of Will. His hair was different, and his face had a slight fullness to it, the lingerings of youth. His mouth was set in a firm line, and his eyes held pain and sadness. 

The article was one of the new arrival profile pieces Shelly was trying to get Ella to do. It was dated August 27, 1951. A few days after the jumping began. 

The title read, “Inventor Stranded.” She skimmed the piece, snagging on the last paragraph where it told how he’d left behind a younger sister.

“Handsome, isn’t he?”

Ella nearly dropped the binder. At some point, Gabby had stopped talking and began peering over Ella’s shoulder. 

“Have you met Will?” Gabby asked. “He’s a sweetheart and the town’s most eligible bachelor.” Her voice took on a wispy quality.

“Yeah, we’re friends. I didn’t know he left behind a sister.” Ella stilled, staring at a far-off point, and her chest tightened. A phrase Rose had once said referring to Keystone Village came floating back. 

Sometimes, the cost is too high.

Gabby stepped in front of Ella again and fiddled with her braid. “He doesn’t really talk about his old life.”

“I’m beginning to realize most people here don’t.”

The librarian moved to the bookcase and nudged the binders so their spines were flush with each other. “It’s a bit painful.”

Ella watched her, wondering what pain lay in her past, who she’d been ripped from. Was this Ella’s future? A happy present and future with a past of shadows and scars too difficult to talk about? 

Thinking about home, sometimes, made it difficult to breathe, and she’d spent more nights than she would admit crying herself to sleep. However, to bury the fact that she had a family, a life, before arriving in Keystone was like leaving a part of herself behind.

 She closed the binder, feeling like she was intruding on a private part of Will’s life, and replaced it on the shelf. Next, she asked Gabby where she could find information on European history, particularly during the thirteenth century. 

A tour down aisles and an armful of books later, Ella settled at a table while Gabby went to help a mother and daughter who had just stepped up to the desk to check out a couple of books.

Ella cracked open the hardback encyclopedia lying at the top of the stack and quickly found the section she was searching for. The minutes flew by as she entrenched herself in a bloody history of invasion and war spanning time and territory. 

The earliest mention of the Romani people in Romania was in 1385, a hundred forty-two years after the time Keystone was currently in. Furthermore, if they were in the year 1243, that meant two things. The conquest of Transylvania by the Mongols had happened two years prior, and these visitors might be the great-great-grandparents of the people on the page—which did not bode well.

Her finger brushed over a paragraph as she read their future again. The Romani mentioned in 1385 were slaves, valued for their various skills, and treated like a commodity. History was not on their side, and things were only going to get worse for them for the next couple of centuries. 

If they remained in Romania.

She set the third book aside and rubbed her temples, considering both Keystone’s and the Romani’s options. She needed to bring this information before the sheriff. Maybe they couldn’t keep the caravan long-term, but perhaps they could ride out a jump or two until they found a safer place.

She’d watched enough science fiction movies to know that it was dangerous to play with the timeline or something like that, but it was hard to just let them go, knowing their progeny’s fate.

Ella glanced up at the clock and jumped from her chair. It was nearly time for the inn’s family dinner. She hurriedly returned the books to their respective places, despite Gabby’s protests that she didn’t need to.

The librarian walked her to the front. As they passed the bibliography section, Ella noticed a large map of Keystone tacked to the wall. 

She paused and stared at it. “Do you have any more of these?” She inclined her head at the faded map.

“What? Maps?”

“Yeah, of the town.”

Gabby scrunched her nose, her glasses shifting up as she did. “Yeah, I guess. But they’re old, before part of the town was built. They don’t even have the school or the park on it. Or Lake Drive, come to think of it.”

“This is the most up to date one?” She couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice.

A thumbtack had worked its way out of one of the corners, and the map curled up like a finger reaching for her. 

Gabby told her it was the most current. 

“Can I borrow it?”

The librarian’s eyes widened slightly, and her eyes flitted over to the aged paper. “I don’t know. My aunt would kill me if she knew—”

“I’ll be careful, I promise. I won’t put pins in it, and I’ll bring it back as soon as I’m done with it.” When that was, she couldn’t say.

Gabby chewed her lip, nodding slowly. Together, they pulled the pins out and rolled the parchment up. Gabby searched a dusty closet and found a cardboard tube holding an old movie poster. After setting aside the poster, Ella slipped the map inside the cylinder. 

“Can I ask what you want with the map?”

Ella eyed Gabby a moment before responding, gauging the librarian’s reaction. “I want to map out the boundary line.”

Gabby’s eyes brightened. “That’s a great idea. Of course, it’s obvious where the boundary is most of the time. But on days like this, when everything’s covered in snow, it can be a bit…” Her voice dropped off. “But that’s not why you’re doing it, is it?”

“You’re very perceptive.”

“Well, I am a librarian.” She pushed her glasses up her nose again. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“Right, again.” Ella clutched the canister to her chest and reached for the door. “It’s probably nothing, anyway.” 

The librarian sighed. “Very well. But if it’s anything exciting, you have to tell me. All I have for entertainment is the drama club’s Sunday show.”

Ella winced. “This town should consider doing movies in the park or something. I’m sure there’s some old reels here somewhere. Or maybe plays or something.”

“Oh, we used to do movies in the park.”

“I’m afraid to ask, but what happened? Why do you no longer do them?”

“About three years ago, most of the town had gathered to watch Casablanca for the hundredth time when some of the locals crashed through with spears and slings.”

“I guess that put some people off—”

“Oh, no, they were fine. It was the grenade one of our townspeople threw. Landed under the projector and blew it to the heavens.”

Ella shook her head. “Flo?”

“That is what most of us surmised, but she’ll never admit to it.”

“Of course not.”







CHAPTER 22







ELLA’S BEDROOM DOOR closed with a soft click. As she turned around, she heard howling in the hallway outside and the rubbing of paws over her door. Sighing, she cracked the door wide to accommodate the cat’s girth and long fur. Fluffy slinked in, sniffed the rolled tube in her hand, then jumped onto her four-poster bed. 

After closing the door again, she glanced at the clock. One minute before dinner began. She didn’t want to be late, but this was more important. 

Slipping the map out, she unfurled it on the cherry wood plank flooring. With Fluffy claiming the bed, there was no other space big enough to accommodate the large parchment. At least the floor had been cleaned recently.

Using a vase, a couple candle holders, and a small bust of an unknown person, she set the objects on the four corners of the map. The yellowed paper crinkled but held. 

With her finger, she noted places she had for sure seen the line of demarcation for the town. Both ends of Main Street. The edge of Jonas’s field. 

North and south were easiest as the road left an open horizon. However, she was unsure how far the territory stretched west, past the apple orchards and Six’s homestead, as well as east of the forest.

Closing her eyes, she recalled the view from the heart attack inducing flight with Wink then traced a timid finger where she’d seen the evergreens end and the jungle of the previous location begin.

Jimmy called up the staircase to tell her it was time for dinner and that Flo had already started, despite the fact that they hadn’t said grace yet and please, for the love of God, hurry.

Ella scrambled to replace the makeshift paperweights, realizing she needed a better way to markup the map. She had promised Gabby not to damage it in any way, and sticky notes weren’t an option since she couldn’t go down to the local office supply store to get some. 

As she slid the rolled map back into the poster holder, she decided on taking a picture of it with her cell phone then mark it up in one of her apps. But the thought of straining her eyes at the small screen and zooming in and out all the time didn’t appeal to her. Not to mention the loss of battery power—especially if the town started implementing brownouts. 

However, having the map on a small, portable device would decrease the likelihood of someone spotting what she was doing. She didn’t exactly relish the conversation that would inevitably follow or want to explain her reasoning, especially since it was just a hunch. Keystone citizens were sensitive about anything having to do with the jumps.

As she walked towards the kitchen, lively voices floated in from the dining room. The table had been set with candles and china, as well as a center display of small pumpkins, gourds, and willow branches. 

“Well, isn’t this fancy,” she said. 

Something in her stomach fluttered when she noticed Will had been invited. Without his trademark fedora or straw hat, a lock of his chocolate hair escaped and curled over his forehead.

Ella settled into the chair beside him, admiring the decorations aloud. “Rose, if I’d known you were going to all this trouble, I would’ve helped instead of sticking you with Tweedledum and Tweedledee over there.” Ella jerked her head towards the two older women sitting across from her.

Wink stuck out her tongue, and Flo flipped her off.

“Nonsense, dear. It was nothing.”

“She had help.” Flo dug her fork into a mountain of mashed potatoes on her plate—the only plate with food.

“Thanks for waiting for everyone else, Flo,” Ella said.

“Honestly, ” Wink admonished, “you’d think you were raised in a barn.”

“I was.”

“I said barn, not farm.”

“I think you mean she was raised in a cave,” Will said.

“With all the other cavemen,” Ella added helpfully as Edwin handed her a basket of homemade sweet rolls.

After everyone served up and settled in, conversation flowed through dinner like wine, sweet and heady, filling Ella with a warm heart. Firelight from the candles danced over the tapestries, moving in a rhythm that synced with Bing Crosby’s buttery voice floating from the record player.

“Oh, here it comes,” Wink said, and the room fell silent. 

Ella was about to ask what was happening when the record skipped, and Rose sighed. 

“Why don’t you give that a proper burial, huh?” Flo said. “Want me to take it out back and shoot it for you?”

Rose dabbed a napkin at her crimson lipstick. “I can’t help it. There’s only so many in my collection.”

“That’s right,” Ella said. “You guys missed a few different audio formats. The CD was my personal favorite—until one got scratched. Then, it was a fancy decoration. Man, the music you must’ve missed. Let’s see…” She flitted through her weedy memory of musical history. “You missed the birth of rock and roll, didn’t you?”

Jimmy brushed a hand over his thinning hair, leaving a streak of butter behind. “Rock and roll. I heard that term bandied about on the radio just before the first jump. Means rhythm and blues or something, doesn’t it?”

Ella’s jaw dropped slightly. “My friend, that was just the beginning.” 

A sudden thought occurred to her. She jumped from the table, excused herself, and dashed upstairs to her room. When she burst into the room, Fluffy jumped and hissed. After taking a moment to placate him with a few well-placed scratches, she fished her suitcase out from under her bed. 

She had unpacked her clothes when she realized she wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon but had left a couple books and electronics stored away. She pulled out her Bluetooth speaker, hoping the batteries were still good, then raced back downstairs.

Will perked up when he spotted the oblong speaker system. “What do you have there?” His eyes shone with the same interest and hunger she’d seen when he played with her cell phone.

“Speakers.”

Jimmy half-stood to get a better view as she set it beside the record player. Even the technophobe, anti-progress innkeeper wasn’t immune to marveling at technological advancements.

Ella turned on the device then settled back at the table, pulling out her phone and connecting to the stereo via Bluetooth. Will watched over her shoulder. More than once, he reached out to touch the screen, forcing Ella to have to bat his hand away each time.

“Keep in mind,” Ella prefaced as her thumb scrolled through an Elvis album, “that not everyone was a fan of the later rock and roll, but this—and others I’ll play—changed music forever.” 

She tapped on one of the King’s more milder tunes, hoping to ease them into the next era of music for them. 

While Can’t Help Falling in Love rolled over them, Rose and Wink served up apple strudel drizzled in frosting and dusted over with powdered sugar.

When Burning Love blared from the speakers, Jimmy drummed his fingers on the table while Rose bobbed her head. Beside her, Edward dipped his chin into his chest in a losing battle with sleep.

Across the table, Wink attempted to get Chester to dance, and Flo was in the process of making her cloth napkin into a boat. Meanwhile, Will made another grab for Ella’s phone.

Rose cleared her throat. “I don’t know if it’s the music, but it sure is swell to hear a new song.”

Will squirmed, and Ella danced the phone out of reach again. She knew he was itching to play with it, but she was in the middle of creating a new playlist. 

The moment she set the device down onto the tablecloth, he scooped it up, asking her how the phone sent the songs to the speaker without a cord connecting the devices.

What followed was a halting, stumbling explanation on her part, ending with her telling him it was sorcery.

“Sending information wirelessly isn’t unheard of in the scientific community,” Will said, bypassing her explanation that it was magic. “But how is the music on the phone?”

“There’s a small record album inside. If you shake the phone, maybe you’ll hear it skip.”

He stared down his nose at her. “Really?”

“No.” 

Her eyebrows pinched together. Judging by his expression, he wasn’t going to let this go. She tried to decide the best way to describe digital files and computers and Bluetooth. In the end, she settled on just tackling the complex topic of computers. 

They discussed the subject in depth, pausing when Chester knocked over a candle and started a small fire. Flo tossed her water on the flame, missed, and doused Wink in the face. Meanwhile, Jimmy smothered the fire with his napkin.

After much arguing, a damp Wink and Chester left, and Flo and Edwin went upstairs. While Ella and Will helped the innkeepers clear the table, they picked up the thread of conversation again. 

Soon, they were alone in the dining room. The last song on the playlist died, and Ella became aware of the nasally sound she made while breathing. 

The remaining candles had burned down to nubs before she blew them out.

“It’s getting late,” Will said, though he didn’t look at all tired. 

“Actually,” she said, “before you go, I was wondering if I could pick your brain about something?” He indicated for her to continue. “Someone told me the town’s power need is 1,500 megawatts a month. Is that true?”

“Someone, huh?” His dark brows hooded his eyes in thought. “That’s way off.”

Ella pinched her lips together. Why would the lineman lie to her? “How much does each turbine produce?” 

“Well, it’s been a while since I did any work on them, so the details are fuzzy. But I believe around 17,000 megawatts a year. That’s at one hundred percent capacity, mind you.”

“And how much does the whole town actually need?”

“I don’t really know. I was only part of the original planning of the first farm. We factored in about two hundred eighty megawatts annually. But honestly, that was so long ago, I could be misremembering or our consumption needs could’ve changed since then.”

Ella felt the line between her eyebrows deepen, the math becoming too hard to do in her head. She scooped up her phone and opened the calculator app. 

Will’s eyes bugged out. “Is there anything that device can’t do?”

“Not really. So, if the town needs two hundred eighty thousand megawatts a year, and each turbine produces seventeen thousand…” She tapped the numbers in. Her jaw dropped. “That’s only sixteen turbines necessary to meet the town’s electrical needs.”

“That’s max efficiency, though. Remember what Stan said: they’re currently running around thirty percent—at best. And that, I can attest to myself. We haven’t had much wind recently. Also, keep in mind that we want a buffer because that’s only calculating public use of the grid. Not our infrastructures or greenhouses.”

“Right. So, seventeen thousand megawatts times thirty percent…” Her fingers tapped the screen. “Then divide two hundred eighty thousand by that number… Fifty-four point nine. Almost fifty-five turbines. How many are on Jonas’s property?”

“We installed thirty-two, but how many of those are still operational, I’m not sure.”

Her face fell. “And Stan proposed only sixteen more which would put the total hooked up to the grid at forty-eight.”

“Right. Which tells me,” Will said, “that he was confident that the new location would yield a higher efficiency.” 

Ella tried to hide her disappointment. She’d been so sure Stan had been lying about the turbines, that the current number of mills was more than sufficient. But he had been right. The town did need more electricity. He’d even been conservative in his calculations. So, why had someone wanted him dead?

She thanked Will and walked him to the door. He slipped his hat over his patent leather hair.

“Oh, one more thing,” Ella said, remembering the clipboard with the professor’s meter reading. “Do you have any idea why the professor would consume almost fifteen hundred kilowatts a month?”

Will shook his head. “No—wait, how do you know that? Did you also get that information from this someone?” His tone was light and teasing, but a trace of jealousy clouded his face.

“It was just a lineman I bugged. But that’s a lot, right?”

“‘Course it’s a lot.”

“Three times what most use?”

He nodded, his mouth turning down. “Why’re you asking, El?”

“Just curious.” 

Hesitating, she broke when he’d stared her down for what felt like a full minute. She recounted her, Wink, and Flo’s visit to the substation and her conversation with the journeyman lineman—leaving out the more colorful details. 

She finished, adding, “According to the lineman, guess who else had a high reading, with nearly a megawatt and second only to the professor?” She waited impatiently, watching Will’s expression shift to surprise.

“Not Stan?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“Why, indeed.”

Will shook his head. “I could maybe understand the professor’s consumption due to all of his equipment. But Stan?”

“Exactly. What was he doing over there on Lake Drive that requires more than the average household?”

Will shoved his hands into his trench coat, his eyes lost in thought. “Whatever it was for must’ve been important. To go through all the trouble of petitions and proposals, it’d have to be.”

“There’s only one way to know for sure.”

The lines around his mouth deepened. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Well, do you have any better ideas?” If she could just poke around the property, not even go inside Stan’s house, she might figure out what all the power was for.

“Poking around another person’s property is just asking for trouble. You should know that by now,” he said pointedly, his tone fraught with concern. “Remember what happened with the mayor? El, promise me you won’t go over there alone.”

She fidgeted with the hem of her sweatshirt, avoiding his gaze. He repeated his plea. 

“Yeah, fine,” she said finally. “I promise.”







CHAPTER 23







“HAPPY HUMP DAY,” Ella sang, bursting through the back door of the diner.

Horatio looked up from the griddle, a golden pancake perched on his spatula. “Pardon?”

“Hump Day. You know, the middle of the week.”

The cook made an “O” shape with his mouth. “That clarifies nothing for me.”

She shrugged. “Fair enough.” 

Wink strolled into the kitchen, whistling a tune. 

“Happy Hump Day,” Ella tried with her.

“Honey, that hasn’t happened for a while.”

Ella slapped her hands over her ears. “Oh, God. Forget I said anything, geez. Now I need to wash my ears out.”

Horatio poured more batter onto the griddle. “Why’s everyone so chippy this morning?”

Ella pulled her hands away. “I think you mean chipper. And that’s because it’s Hump Day.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Say Hump Day one more time and see what happens.”

When he rolled around to the griddle, shaking his head, she mouthed the words Hump Day to his back. Wink grinned.

Suddenly, the cook whirled around and for a moment, Ella feared he had eyes in the back of his head. 

“Wait a second,” he said. “I know why you’re happy.” He pointed the metal cookware at Wink. “You were with that Stewart fellow last night.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“Yes, you were. I saw you two at—”

“She couldn’t have been,” Ella cut in, rescuing her friend. “She was over for dinner last night.”

“What time?”

Ella scrunched her face up, recalling the time between Chester’s pyrotechnics and her conversation with Will. “From seven until nine.”

“Ah ha!” He made a swirling motion with the spatula like it was a wand.

“Easy there, Merlin. What’s ‘ah ha’?”

“I saw them together walking down the street at ten. Hand in hand, through the snow, like two lovebirds.” He smiled wickedly.

Ella opened her mouth then realized Wink wasn’t saying anything to defend herself. She whipped her head around. “Wink?” 

The diner owner’s cheeks flushed, clashing with her hair. She picked up a washrag and began scrubbing the island counter. 

“Shame, shame, I know your name.” Ella made smooching noises.

“Okay, fine.” Wink tossed the rag into the sink. “It’s no big deal. Honestly, you’d think we were in primary school. Yes, I was out with Stew—Mr. Benson.”

Ella clapped. “Stew! That’s so adorable. Oh—Swink. No. Winkstew. No, that’s not good, either.”

“What are you doing?” Wink asked.

“Mashing your names together. It’s what they do in my time. Two names become one. Well, mostly for celebrities.”

“That’s stupid.”

Ella nodded, half listening. “Stink!”

Horatio, who’d been dancing since Ella began combining their names, swung his hips with more flexibility than she would’ve given him credit for, as he sang, “Somebody has got a smash—”

 “Crush,” Ella said.

“Somebody has got a cruuuush.” 

Wink rolled her eyes. “Don’t you two have work?”

Horatio’s eyes bulged, and his hands flew back to the griddle. “My pancakes!” 

The scent of overcooked batter filled the kitchen.

Wink smiled. “Comeuppance is so sweet.”

Ella followed her pink-haired friend into the diner. “Where’s Chester?”

“At home. He hates this weather, and I didn’t have any clean sweaters to put on him.” 

Ella bit the inside of her cheek, restraining herself from asking how many sweaters the critter had.

Within a half an hour, she had little time to dwell on the squirrel’s wardrobe or Wink’s love life. The falling snow seemed to drive the townspeople from their cozy homes and businesses to the diner for hot coffee and warm apple pie and donuts. The railcar became more crammed than a Backstreet Boys concert, with every stool at the lunch counter occupied and the booths overflowing with patrons.

While Ella waited for her third carafe of mud to brew, she gazed out the window at the winter wonderland. The snow reminded her of Christmas, which in turn reminded her that she still didn’t know how to get presents for anyone. It wasn’t like she could bake gingerbread cookies or knit scarves. Past experience of both had ended in charred bits of gingerbread heads and a knot of yarn the size of Flo’s beehive.

Her mind drifted to her conversation with Will. If it weren’t for her promise to him, she would’ve planned a late night run over to the Lake Drive house in the shroud of darkness and poked around the property to see if she could figure out why Stan was using so much power. If it had been a household from her time; with appliances, electronics, and heaters; she wouldn’t have blinked at the usage. But in a town pre-technological revolution, it was a red flag.

With the pot still percolating, she turned to the cash register. “Did you have a good breakfast, Mr. Finley?”

“Excellent, miss.”

“That’s good. Will you be adding this to your tab?”

“What am I at now?”

“Uh, let’s see.” She dug underneath the counter and found the leather-bound ledger Wink kept. Scanning down the list, she said, “looks like thirty-one dollars and forty-three cents, including today’s meal.”

“Hm. I can’t pay on hand.”

“I can just add it to your tab. But I know Wink typically prefers to settle when it goes over thirty dollars.”

“That’s fine. I can pay up. What’s your trout stock like?”

“I’ll check with Horatio, but I think we’re okay.”

“Hm. Lightbulb then?”

Ella considered it. Gabby had said they were valuable in Keystone, but she didn’t know how much they went for. “How old is it?” She was unsure what else she was supposed to ask, having never dealt with it as currency.

Mr. Finley scratched his head. “Not sure. Traded for it a few months back. Still got a working filament, though. Better than them gas lamps we’ll all have to start using soon.” 

Ella wondered if he was referring to the electrical shortage or the fact that all the bulbs were burning out. After telling him, they’d accept the bulb as payment, she watched him leave. 

If the town’s energy situation didn’t change soon, they would be rolling back a few decades. She wondered if Will could re-create energy efficient bulbs. But even if she could remember what sort of gasses were used in them enough to help get him started, they’d still have the issue of manufacturing them. 

The bell above the door chimed merrily, and she looked up to see Sheriff Chapman stroll in. After kicking the snow off his boots, he seated himself on the stool Mr. Finley had vacated. He folded his legs sideways to accommodate his tall frame, reminding her of a very stern Gumby.

“Morning, Sheriff. Mud?” 

“Miss Barton,” he greeted, pulling his hat off. His thick, gray hair swept back over his head. “Yes, please. Draw one in the dark, as they say.”

“Cup of black coffee, right? I’m still getting used to the lingo.”

“Been a few years here, and I still ain’t used to it.”

She poured a cup from the fresh pot, her mind doing cartwheels as to his reason for being there. The two times she’d seen him in the diner were when Kayline had died and when he came in to question Wink the day of the Great Pepper Spray incident as she was now calling it.

“You haven’t found any more dead bodies in the last day or so, have you?” The casual way in which the question was asked, told her he was teasing.

“No. Well, not unless you count that dead chicken Mr. Burt brought in.”

After making a round of the diner refilling waters and coffees, she hunched herself across from the sheriff, leaning her elbows on the counter. “Everything okay?”

He stared at her as if he didn’t know how to respond. “Fine. Everything okay with you?”

“What? No, I mean, is something wrong? I know you didn’t just come in for my famous coffee.”

He swirled the dark contents of his cup, his mustache turning down slightly. “Tastes burnt.”

“That’s how it’s supposed to taste. Are you here to talk to Wink?”

The portly gentleman sitting on the stool next to Chapman—Frank something—turned his head. The sheriff did the same and stared him down until the man twisted his stool around to face the other way. 

“Just came in for a coffee,” Chapman finally drawled. “And to chat.”

Ella’s stomach tightened. Had he heard they’d been poking around the substation and talked with the lineman?

“Sure, I like a good chat,” she said. “I just finished a good book. It’s about this—” She stopped when she caught the look on his face.

He stroked his mustache, seeming to mull his words over. “I need your help.”

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you. It sounded like you asked for my help.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched as he nodded his head.

“Those words must’ve hurt.”

He smacked his mouth. “And tasted bitter. But that could’ve been the coffee. Anyway, our visitors won’t seem to leave, and I can’t get them to understand. They get the gist of what I’m asking, but they don’t seem to be in any hurry. Short of waving my gun at them—which I’m about to try—I don’t know what else to do.”

She let out a breath. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. I did some digging around.”

She gave him the Cliff Notes version of her research then jumped to the passthrough to deliver a plate of food before hurrying back.

The sheriff’s face appeared to sag, and his mustache drooped. Ella poured herself a cup of coffee and dumped in enough cream to make it palatable. 

She picked up their thread of conversation. “We can’t just let them leave to a life of certain hardship and slavery, can we?”

“You don’t know that this particular group will face that. Maybe they will be able to flee.” 

He let out a long breath and leaned in. The stony facade fell from his eyes. “Sometimes, the hardest part about living here is knowing the future and sitting back to let history take its course. I don’t like it. Not one bit. But if we start playing God…” He shook his head, leaned back, and the mask fell into place again. “Who are we to decide their fate? Stranding them in another time and place could be just as cruel.

“Also, and more importantly, it’s against our town bylaws to reveal our secret until a person’s already stranded. Shortly after I got here, there was a town meeting where the professor and Will explained the possible consequences of leaking our secret to those who only passed through and didn’t remain in Keystone. They’re not really sure what’ll happen exactly, but they made a point of stressing that it could be disastrous. Our visitors have to go, Miss Barton.”

Ella studied her cup, wanting to argue, wanting to scream at him and tell him he was wrong. Maybe Keystone had been cursed with jumping to prevent certain parts of history. Maybe they could change the course of the world. 

She swallowed a lump in her throat, and the gravity of that course of action sank in. They would be playing God, and not only that, but what if their tampering resulted in making the future worse? Their altering of history could set off a chain reaction, events woven together in an unforeseen way, that resulted in World War III or the zombie apocalypse for all she knew.

She hated what she was considering. She hated that Chapman might be right. But most of all, she hated what she was about to say.

“I have an idea to get rid of them. But it’s mean.”

“More mean than them getting stranded here?”

“Considering their future, yes. But if it means keeping history intact, then no.”

“More mean than me threatening them with my gun?”

“Good point. It’s close, though.”

One of the customers over Chapman’s shoulder waved to get her attention.

“I have to get back to work,” she said.

“Can you meet me at the camp after your shift?”

“Yes.” She remembered Stan’s suspicious meter reading. If she couldn’t look into it further, maybe Chapman could. “But before you go, there’s something I wanted to mention—” The waving customer became more insistent. Ella shot the woman a tired smile. “I guess it can wait until this afternoon. Three work for you?”

“Works fine.” He stood, his hair nearly brushing the low ceiling of the railcar. “I appreciate the help, Miss Barton.”

Ella nodded, her conscious weighing heavily on her for what she was about to do. 







CHAPTER 24







ELLA RAN UP the stairs and burst into her room, breathing heavily and scaring Fluffy. She had five minutes to change out of her work uniform and make it to the park. 

Her jeans felt snug and dug into her hips as she fought the zipper. She glanced at the feline sprawled in a ray of sunshine on her bed, the change in weather a relief from the near-constant snow. 

“I see you judging me. It’s Wink’s baking.”

She didn’t trust her balance running in snow, but maybe she could fit a hike in later.

Part of the reason she’d taken up the hobby the previous year was to combat climbing blood pressure. The fact that she could eat an extra cookie or two here and there was an added bonus.

She let the back door slam shut as she slid across the terrace then leaped over the two steps to the ground. She yanked the zipper of her jacket up to her chin and pulled her beanie down over her ears.

Ella cut across the lawn and hit the trail that skirted the lake. The sheriff’s Appaloosa was already at the encampment, tied off to a tree. The horse eyed her warily as she approached. Ella ran a hand down its mane and before searching out Chapman. 

Rounding a wagon, she found most of the inhabitants of the camp huddled around several fires with pots of bubbling liquid and roasting pigs. Ella spotted the sheriff seated on a log near one of the larger fires. He gesticulated wildly at the old man Ella had communicated with before, the one she dubbed Spokesman of the Caravan.

“I see you started without me.” She settled beside Chapman and nodded at the old man. He shifted on his log, and she could practically hear his bones creaking. 

Beside him, a young mother nursed her baby. All were wrapped in heavy layers of cloaks. Ella’s heart went out to them—to the whole caravan—and the dread she’d been feeling since her chat with the sheriff intensified.

“What’s he saying?” Chapman asked.

“How should I know?”

Chapman rounded on her.

“I’m kidding, I’m kidding. You ever get your blood pressure checked? I bet it’s higher than Mt. Everest.” Ella turned her attention to the spokesman. She understood about thirty percent of what he was saying, but her Marwari was rusty and her vocabulary limited.

“Miss Barton?” Chapman breathed out heavily.

“He’s saying, ‘Something something snow. Something stay something bathroom.’ Wait, no. Not bathroom. Castle maybe?” She snapped her fingers. “Shelter. And I believe there was mention of food in there. I think he’s asking to stay.”

The sheriff sighed. “Tell him, I’m sorry, but it just ain’t possible.” 

When she relayed this information to the old man, he frowned. He spoke only four words.

Our children will die. 

Ella’s eyes darted to the baby beside him. With a tight voice, she repeated what he’d said to Chapman.

“And we will die if they stay. We don’t have the resources to keep them, and we can’t strand them in another time. Miss Barton, we went over this.”

“What about canned foods?”

“Running low. We can scrape something together to send off with them, dip into the town’s food pantry, but that’s the best we can do.”

“Maybe we can ask—”

“You’re forgetting the longer they stay, the higher the risk of them getting stranded here.” Some of the edge left his voice. “You said you had an idea to get them out of here?”

She swallowed, nodding slowly. “Maybe if we were just honest, gave them the choice, not all would choose to stay. Then, we could help those who do.”

He rotated on the log to face her. “We’re not having this conversation again. It’s against the bylaws. Only those who stay can know. Even if we had the resources to take ‘em all in, who knows what effect it would have on history to keep such a big lot here.”

While she and the sheriff had been talking, the Spokesman watched them with an intense gaze.

Chapman wasn’t finished. “Imagine if we tell a whole group of people, years before this town was even founded, what would happen to us? Where you’re from, was time travel known about?”

She shook her head. “Only in books and movies.”

“Then it proves my point. We’ve been careful. The Romani must go. And they must leave without knowing that Keystone is a town out of time.”

She studied his cold blue eyes, full of an emotion she couldn’t read. 

With a heavy heart, she twisted her head to the old man and spoke first in Marwari then in Romanian. Her voice sounded strange and far away. “Our scouts have spotted some Mongols heading this way—” The words tasted bitter in her mouth. She looked at the fear in the old man’s eyes. At the mother. At the baby who’s children would most likely become slaves. She couldn’t do it.

Chapman fidgeted beside her.

Ella cleared her throat and spoke again in her best halting Marwari and then in Romanian. “I’m sorry. I was mistaken. But here is dangerous. More dangerous than where you come from. Danger comes for you if you stay here. Danger comes for you if you stay in these lands.” She swept a hand over the distant hills of what would become Romania. “Your children’s children will suffer if you remain. If you sail East and South, across the sea, you may be safe.” 

Then, to add urgency to her words and light a fire under their feet, she added, “Also, if you do not leave soon, this man will hurt you with a weapon of fire that can kill in a breath.”

The old man stared at her so long she was sure she’d failed in her discourse. Then, quite suddenly, he hobbled to his feet and shouted to those around the other campfires. What followed was a chorus of shouting back and forth, most of which Ella couldn’t follow.

Then, slowly, the camp came alive. The Romani rose to their feet, most of them mumbling as they put out fires and began the task of packing up their camp.

Ella was nearly knocked backwards as a large woman bumped into her with a kettle. Chapman’s strong grip on her shoulder was the only thing that steadied her as they both rose to their feet, watching the chaos unfold around them. 

“Not sure what you said to ‘em,” Chapman drawled, “but it sure got ‘em moving.”

Ella didn’t say anything. She was sure this decision would keep her up at night for weeks, wondering if she’d done the right thing. She experienced enough of life to know that there wasn’t always an honorable choice, and she had to settle for the least damaging.

Both she and Chapman helped pack. Ella worked on cooling their cookware with snow while Chapman put out their fires. Then, he mounted his horse, saying, “I’ll be back,” before galloping away.

She waved. “Yeah, don’t worry. I got this. I’ll just help them all by myself.” He’d already ridden out of earshot.

Twenty minutes later, with the camp nearly all broken down, Sheriff Chapman returned with a red pickup following him.

“Howdy, partner,” she greeted him.

He blinked at her.

Ella cleared her throat. “Thanks for coming back. You can help put—oh, wait. They’re all packed up now. Good timing.”

Chapman dismounted. “Good. Will they have room for this?” He waved a hand at the pickup.

“You’re giving them a truck? Doesn’t exactly blend in, in 1243, but talk about sending them back in style. Imagine the looks on their friends’ faces—”

“Not the truck,” he cut in, his mustache bristling. “Come see.” He motioned for the Romani spokesman to come too.

Dropping the tailgate, Chapman revealed several jars of canned food, nuts, beans, and rice. 

“Oh, you meant food. Yeah, that makes more sense.” Joking aside, Ella felt the urge to hug the sheriff. So, she did.

He shuffled uncomfortably and patted her back with a stiff hand before she pulled away. 

It took some linguistic gymnastics for her to convey to the spokesman that the food was for them to take. It wasn’t until Chapman began packing some of the jars into a wagon that he caught on. 

The old man’s eyes glistened, and he thanked them both so many times that she stopped interpreting it. They spent the next several minutes hurriedly dividing the goods amongst the caravan. Then, Ella hopped into the passenger side of the pickup while Chapman rode his steed and escorted the moving caravan to the north end of town.

The sun had disappeared again, and the sky was a bleak gray, threatening more snowfall. 

As they rode through town, faces peeked out through windows, watching the parade march past, and along the sidewalks, passersby waved a farewell to the visitors. 

Ella watched the town shrink in the side mirror. The driver beside her, a man she’d only seen in passing but never met, was silent. He chewed what looked to be a hand-carved toothpick and seemed as lost in his own thoughts as she was. 

As they passed Twin Hills, she tried to imagine what the peaks would look like with turbines covering them.

Once the hills were at their back, the roofs of the greenhouses came into view. They were mostly clear of snow, part of it melting off and part of it being cleared by a couple of workers with ladders and shovels. She wondered how much electricity was required to keep the structures warm during the cold snap they were experiencing.

When they reached the edge of town, Chapman and the pickup pulled off to the shoulder, letting the caravan pass. Ella waved a farewell to the old man, who gave her a toothy grin.

“They were good guests,” she commented to the pickup driver. They had certainly livened up the potluck.

“I live on Lake Drive. They set my backyard on fire trying to cook one of their chickens.”

“Oh.” Ella fidgeted with her sweatshirt. “Too bad we don’t have a fire department, huh?”







CHAPTER 25







THE TOWN FELT eerily empty when she climbed out of the pickup in front of the inn. After thanking the driver, she waited for Chapman to dismount his horse before she approached. 

His head swiveled in search of something. It became clear a second later that he’d been looking for a hitching post when he tied the reins to a lamppost.

She ran a hand over the horse’s mane, and his—or possibly her—baleful eyes blinked at Ella. 

Chapman thanked her again for the help. She shrugged, still wrestling with the guilt of what she’d done.

Since he seemed to be in a more affable, less Oscar the Grouch mood, she asked him a question that had been on her mind. “Did you ever find out whose skeleton we found?”

Chapman ran a hand down his leathery cheek. “All Pauline was able to determine was it was a male, mid to late thirties, and they’d suffered from polio.” 

Ella looked at him in surprise. Polio? In a town pre-polio vaccine, that didn’t narrow the list of identity much.

“That what you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked.

She tore her attention away from the horse, and it snorted at the absence of touch. “Huh? Oh, right. It’s nothing, probably. But I thought you should know.” 

He waited for her to continue, and it struck her that that was a quality she appreciated about him. With the exception of kicking someone out of town, he was never in a hurry.

“Stan was the second highest consumer of power, over double what the average house in Keystone uses.”

He frowned, rubbing a hand along his jaw again. “Do I even want to know how you came about this information?”

She shook her head.

“Hm, well, thanks for telling me.” He stared at the sky a moment. “I’m not sure how that fits in.”

“You could go to his house and see why.”

“Probably could. But that’s not your concern.”

She bit the inside of her lip. Just when she thought they were getting along. It wasn’t like she was kidding herself, thinking she was a detective or something. And it’s not like she was going to ask to go with him. 

“Not my concern because I’m a female? Because women can’t help with investigations?” The words surprised herself as much as him.

“Your gender’s got nothing to do with it. I want you to stay out of my investigation because you don’t have a badge. Don’t presume you know anything about me just ‘cause you know where I’m from. I’ll have you know, I had my daughter holding a gun before she was five. Could shoot the tick off a deer, she could.”

“You had a daughter?” 

A cloud of pain crossed over his face. He untied his horse and hopped into the saddle. 

“Just leave the investigating to me before you get yourself killed.” Flicking the reins, he galloped away.

Ella dropped her head in frustration. Why couldn’t she just leave well enough alone? Why did she assume the worst about people? 

Dragging herself through the inn’s doorway, she wondered if she should just let it all go. Let Chapman investigate the murders. Accept that the town traveled and she might never return home. It seemed to be how everyone else in Keystone operated. Why not her?

She wandered through the mansion’s first floor, not wanting to go up to her room. She found herself in the library and dropped to a chair, staring up at the vaulted ceiling. It was dome-shaped, full of glass window panes that let daylight pour in. Currently, the sky was gray, casting a light that matched her mood over the walls of books.

Ella spent the next several minutes sulking and trying to get into the book she’d picked off a shelf, but she kept coming back to Stan’s murder. She knew she was overstepping her bounds. But part of her felt responsible because she’d found the body, and the other part of her felt invested because she’d solved Kayline’s murder. 

But it was more than that. If she were being completely honest, she wasn’t overly confident that Sheriff Chapman could solve it. Her reasoning mostly due to the fact that he was an old law dog from the wild west, a time with little investigating and lots of shooting. 

Ella let out a loud sigh. Even she had her own biases. She should learn to have more faith in others’ abilities.

“I need a hobby,” she muttered. 

With her thesis research on hold—possibly permanently—Ella wondered if that wasn’t another factor driving her to investigate Stan’s murder. 

Rolling around in her chair, she set aside the book. Now was the best time to get that walk she needed before the clouds overhead followed through on their threat of snow.

Stepping off the terrace, she walked down the decline towards the lake. The crisp air bit at her cheeks, and not for the first time since arriving in Keystone did she miss her gym. 

Snow covered the trail, and she took a stab at where it was, her boots smooshing into grass half the time. Hitting a quick rhythm, she listened to the water lap against the shore as she sorted through her thoughts. 

The unidentified skeleton in the lake had had polio. Maybe the virus had been more common in the early days of Keystone, but why hadn’t someone filed a missing person report? A missing loved one and polio would help narrow down the identity considerably. 

Pulling out her phone, she updated her file, adding the details about the skeleton. When she got back, she would ask Rose if she knew of anyone missing who fit the description.

Trekking by the docks, she spotted Will as he pushed off in his boat. She waved, but he didn’t see her. She squinted, eyeing the lump of scuba equipment in the boat.

Her mouth turned down into a deep frown, and she pushed aside the pang in her chest over the fact that he hadn’t asked her to join him. It wasn’t a big deal. It’s not like they were diving partners. 

Still, it was dangerous to dive alone, and she couldn’t help but wonder if her lack of invitation had something to do with their propensity to encounter dead bodies while together. Maybe he thought she was bad luck.

Shrugging it off, she picked up her pace over the non-existent trail. It took her nearly ten minutes to reach the End of Lake Drive. 

Stan’s house drew her in like a magnet. Looking around, she took a step up the drive then stopped. Behind her, Will’s boat was a dot on the water, and the promise she had made pulled her back to the sidewalk again. But that didn’t stop her from throwing suspicious glances over her shoulder at the neglected house and detached garage.

In the park, the towering oak trees drooped with snow and ice. The frosted landscape looked barren without the travelers. Several patches of grass peeked out from the snow where the fires had been. Their charred remains and the surrounding trampled snow were all that was left of the Romani.

Just beyond, the wind turbines turned their slow march. Even at this distance, she could make out the blades crawling at a snail’s pace. Much like her walk was feeling.

Ella stopped in her tracks. Frowning, she looked from the farm back to the lake to the spot she’d seen Jonas fishing the morning after the storm. She recalled the worn path she’d found from his shop to the water. His bootprints had hardened in the mud, which was understandable given the rain they had had. But now that she thought back, they had been too deep, too smeared for a day after such rainfall. What if he’d gone out during the storm?

Ella dismissed the idea almost immediately, realizing it was ridiculous. Fishermen didn’t go out at night, and certainly not in the middle of a storm.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the farmer was hiding something. Her eyes traveled from the horizon back to the bare mud exposed from one of the Romani’s campfires. A worm crawled up and wriggled around. It wouldn’t be long before the ground froze, and the little guy burrowed deep underground.

Ella tipped her head and watched the creature, a tight line forming on her face. This was where Jonas had stood. She recalled this section of dirt on her first run after the storm. It had been dug up. At the time, she’d thought it was due to the squirrels burying acorns.

Puzzle pieces shifted around and fell into place, and a new thought burrowed its way through her mind, vying for attention. While questioning him, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the farmer knew more about that night than he had let on. And now, Ella was convinced that he did.

With a start, she turned her walk into a run towards Main Street. Without going inside the inn, Ella hopped into her jeep and took off towards the wind farm.




Ella slid to a stop in front of Jonas’s house. After knocking on the door, she impatiently danced on her feet, muttering, “Come on, come on.”

After another bout of pounding on the oak door without result, she marched over to the shop beside the red barn. The smell of grease and tobacco hit her as she stepped inside.

Jonas was bent over his disemboweled tractor. His head jerked up when he heard her come in. 

“Whatcha doing here? You ain’t welcome on my property.”

“I just want to ask a couple more questions.”

“Why? You ain’t the sheriff. I don’t have to tell you nothing.”

“Look, I don’t think you killed Stan,” she said. He narrowed his eyes as if he didn’t believe her. “But I do think you saw something that night.”

“I was in my house.” His gaze dropped to the wrench in his hands before he changed out the bit.

“What bait do you use?”

“Huh?”

“What bait do you use to fish with?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Just humor me, please.”

It took him a moment to answer. “Worms.”

“And where do you get them?”

“From here.”

“Really?”

“I’m a farmer, remember?” He let loose a wad of chewed tobacco. It landed with a splat that sent her stomach turning. “I plow these fields, well what’s left of ‘em. There’s more than enough in the dirt out there.”

“True, but isn’t it easier, can’t you get more by the lake? Especially when it’s raining?” 

His ears turned pink, and he didn’t respond. 

“Look, Jonas. I’m not sure why you don’t want to say you were there that night. Maybe you think Chapman will suspect you had something to do with Stan’s death—I mean, you made it clear at the meeting how much you disliked him. However, not saying anything makes you look even more guilty and helps a murderer go free.”

The farmer turned the rusted wrench over and over in his hands as if it were a Magic 8-Ball and would tell him what to do. The shop was growing darker by the minute, and Ella’s stomach rumbled.

“Alright,” he said finally, “I was there that night. I was gettin’ worms.”

“I’m sorry.” Ella shoved her ear forward. “You have worms?” She laughed then cleared her throat. “Heh, lousy joke. Sorry. Continue.”

“Anyone ever tell you, you’re a bit off?” He circled a finger near his temple, implying she was crazy.

“All the time.”

“Anyhow, I just don’t want the sheriff knowing, ‘cause then he’ll start pokin’ around and see that—that I maybe come back with more fish than I’m supposed to.”

“Ah. I see. Well, then it’s a good thing I’m not the sheriff. When you were out during the storm, was the boat out there?” she asked. He nodded. “What did you see?”

“You ain’t gonna tell him I was out there are you?”

Ella looked at the ground and rubbed her hand up her sleeve. She didn’t want to lie to him. “I’m not sure.”

“Promise me you won’t, and  I’ll tell you what I saw.” 

Ella looked back at him and nodded. 

He moved his massive shoulders up in a shrug. “I didn’t see much. It was too dark and rainin’ too hard, but I saw the boat move from the docks to the middle of the lake. Then they stopped and—”

“They?”

“Yeah, they. There were two people in the boat.”







CHAPTER 26







TWO PEOPLE. THERE had been two people in Will’s boat the night of the storm. Stan and the killer.

Ella turned on her headlights as she drove back towards town. She needed to tell the sheriff. But what good would it do? It didn’t provide more evidence nor point a finger at who the second person was.

As she turned onto Main Street, the hair on her arm stood up, and the sky began to light up like a reverse sunset. The town was preparing to jump. 

Her stomach knotted, the memory of their recent visitors still too fresh. She had been excited at the prospect of meeting new people, of traveling through history—and part of her still was. However, now there was the added ethical dilemma. 

What if the next flash took them to the Holocaust or the Crusades? What if Adolf Hitler strolled through town or Abraham Lincoln? Would she really let the dictator responsible for the deaths of nearly six million Jewish victims walk or not save the President, knowing he’d be shot?

A bright purple dome surrounded the town. Ella pulled over and jumped out of the car. She jogged through the field opposite Jonas’s property. The lightning-like lines became more frenzied and coalesced into a white-hot color.

She aimed for the border where the dome met the snow a quarter of a mile away. Her thighs burned, and she gasped for air.

Then, all around her, the dome flashed brighter than a hydrogen bomb. Shrieking, she shielded her hands over her face.

The light fell away as if flipped by a switch. Slowly, she lowered her hands and blinked away the spots in her vision. When she could see again, she took in their new surroundings. 

Snow. Lots and lots of snow. Had they even jumped? 

She spun a fast circle. The Romanian hillside was gone. As she rounded on Twin Hills, she gasped. Large, craggy peeks rose towards the sky, dwarfing the hills. 

Keystone Village was at the base of a mountain range that rivaled the Swiss Alps—actually, it might very well be the Swiss Alps. Snow began to fall in thick flakes, obscuring the stunning view.

Blinking, she remembered why she’d been running through the field in the first place. She jogged the rest of the way to where she’d seen the dome end, hoping by some miracle there’d be a line in the snow signifying the border. 

Ella crouched. The white fluff glittered in the new light in one unending landscape. Snow blended with snow, concealing any demarcation. 

She tried not to feel too discouraged. The terrains were just too similar. Maybe the next flash would make it more obvious.

Next, she did what she had done nearly every jump since arriving in Keystone. She pulled out her phone and checked to see if it would connect to any satellites. 

The roaming ate through battery power while the cell searched for a tower to connect to. Two minutes later, the “no signal” symbol continued to taunt her.

Kicking through the snow, her head down, she trudged back to her jeep and drove back to the inn. The sky was too gray to know what time it was in their new location, but for her, it was well past dinner. 

It had been a long day. Kicking off her boots, she went directly to the kitchen and dug through the refrigerator. 

Two people. The two words tumbled around in her mind as she dropped into a chair at the kitchen table with her ham and cheese sandwich. 

Lazy flakes fell outside the picture window as she looked out across the lake to the frosted cottages and glowing old-fashioned lampposts. It reminded her of a postcard, and she felt the tension leaving her shoulders. 

So, Stan had been alive when he was in the boat. All along, she’d harbored a suspicion that he’d drowned someplace else then had been placed in the boat. 

Her head began to ache. After washing her dishes, she set them on the rack then made her way up the stairs. She didn’t care what time it was, she was going to bed.




Ella awoke early Wednesday morning. It turned out the time difference in their new location was negligible. A couple hours at most. 

She padded into a dark kitchen and prepped the coffee pot. When it was on the stove, she yawned and peered out the window into the darkness. A faint glow came from the horizon by the park. In the twilight, she could see at least two feet of powder had fallen during the night. If the village stayed in place another week, maybe she would get her white Christmas.

The aroma of coffee filled the kitchen as it bubbled in the percolator. As she poured a cup, Rose came in, yawning, her hair still in curlers, finally proving she was human.

Jimmy followed a minute later, scratching his belly over his silk pajamas, eyes half-closed. Ella sipped her coffee and munched on toast. Her eyes scanned Twin Hills, and she wondered how Wink was fairing with the weather change. The hills were at least eight hundred feet higher in elevation.

“How many people live on the hills?” she asked.

Jimmy shrugged, his eyelids still heavy.

“How’s that?” Rose asked from the stove. It had taken only half a cup of coffee and a few minutes for her to transform into sunshine and rainbows. 

“Twin Hills. How many houses are up there?”

“I’m not really certain. Twenty maybe?”

Ella was surprised by the number. Driving up the winding road of the western hill, she hadn’t spotted many driveways. She supposed there were places tucked back in the trees and roads she’d missed. “I wonder how many of them are on Wink’s committee. Twenty houses give them a good number to begin with.”

“You’re assuming they’re all against the new turbines,” Jimmy mumbled.

Ella felt her eyebrows climb. “Wouldn’t they be?”

“Not the ones with large enough properties. Take that blonde-haired woman for instance.” He scratched the shadow of stubble over his cheek, his eyes popping open. “Honey, what’s that gal’s name?”

The sound of popping bacon nearly drowned out his voice. “What gal?”

“That blonde gal that hung around Stan all the time. The one that looks like she’s always sucking on a lemon.”

“Dot?” Ella offered.

“Yeah, her.” Jimmy nodded vigorously. Then his eyes glazed over, and he settled back into his stupor.

“I’m sorry. Are you saying that Dot lives on Twin Hills? Jimmy, stay with me.” Ella snapped her fingers in front of his face.

“What?” 

She repeated the question. 

“Yeah. The east one. Or right, since our directions always change here. It’s why Stan was able to get signatures from half the people up there. I guess they trusted that if one of their own thought it was okay, then they did too.”

“Where on earth did you hear a thing like that?” Rose had clued in to their conversation and stared at him, hands on her hips. “You’re not one to usually gossip Jimmy Allen Murray.”

His eyes widened, suddenly alert again. “It’s what Sal said. I went in for a haircut yesterday, and all the guys were talking about it.”

“Honestly,” Rose said, turning back to the sizzling bacon. “That barbershop is worse than hens in a henhouse. And you give me a bad time about my weekly bridge games.”

Ella swallowed the last bite of toast and brushed the crumbs off her lap, thinking. What if Stan’s affair with Dot had been part of his plan for the electrical expansion? If so, and she had found out he was using her to garner support, that would be a motive Ella hadn’t considered yet. 

Had Dot’s love turned to rage? But why continue to support it now that he was gone?

After breakfast, Ella arrived to work a couple minutes early. She stepped through the back door, shivering, and shook the snow off. Chester sat on top of the fridge in a ski outfit and hat, his gray ears sticking up through holes in the fabric. 

She fought the urge to find him adorable, somehow feeling if she did so, she was betraying Fluffy, Chester’s arch nemesis. A moment later, the squirrel made the decision easy by making angry noises at her then licking his nether regions. 

Ella scowled at him and retreated to the bathroom to change. Maybe it had been the second cup of coffee or the extra sleep, but she’d had the foresight to change into her uniform at work so as to avoid going through the snow in bare legs. Unlike Wink, she refused to wear pantyhose. It brought back vivid memories of her childhood, of dressing up and having to paint clear nail polish over the runs in her tights.

During the morning, she floated through work, going through the motions, but her mind was occupied by too many other things: Jonas’s revelation that two people had been out on the boat, the fact that Dot lived on one of the Hills, and the map rolled up in a poster tube under her bed. 

During a lull, Ella told Wink they needed to have a quick meeting with Flo and wondered if there was a way to get her there before sunset. Wink phoned the crazy lady and told her she’d just seen a ghost.

A minute later, Flo burst through the front door, one shoe on, covered in snow, and a sagging, damp beehive hanging from her head. Ella would’ve laughed were it not for the cancerous ray of death pointed at her. 

She swore. “Flo! Put that away!” Thankfully, the diner was currently empty of customers.

“Where is it? The apparition?”

“Keep your panties on,” Wink said. “There was no ghost.”

Flo’s mouth worked back and forth for several moments, registering Wink’s words. Finally, she dropped the weapon to her side. 

“Then, why the hell am I here?”

“Ella called this meeting. She needs to update us about Stan.”

“And she couldn’t have done it over the phone?”

“N-no. Oh. I guess I could’ve.” Ella laughed. “How about that?” 

Flo’s nostrils flared, and she looked about ready to test her prototype on Ella.

“But you look great,” Ella added, hoping some white lies would win her points. “I mean, for having run out the door, you look top notch. Honestly, I wish I could look that good having just rolled out of bed—you did just roll out of bed, right?”

Flo huffed and walked over to the lunch counter. Every other step was silent as her bare foot hit the floor. The uneven height in her legs caused by wearing one shoe only added to the effect of making her look like she’d gotten into a bar brawl then nearly drowned in a rainstorm.

Flo dropped to the stool, causing the cushion to sigh loudly. “Coffee.”

Ella poured a cup. The moment it was within arm’s reach, Flo dumped a third of the contents from her flask into the dark liquid.

“You want cream with that?”

Flo glared. “Out with it. Tell us what you know.”

Wink joined Flo, and together they sat on one side of the counter, staring at Ella. She rehashed her conversations with Jonas and Chapman.

“So,” Wink began once Ella had finished, “there were two people in the boat? It makes sense. I think we were all thinking that.”

“Agreed,” Ella said. “But it confirms that suspicion. How else could he have died in the boat?”

Flo slurped the last of her alcoholic coffee loudly, her mood considerably lighter than when she’d sat down. “And Jonas was sure they were both alive?”

“Unless the killer was re-enacting Weekend at Bernie’s, yeah.”

“So, the killer drowned him, got into another boat, and left,” Wink said, more to herself than the others.

“Jonas didn’t say he saw another boat. But it was dark,” Ella said. “So, what do we think about the skeleton found at the bottom of the lake?”

Flo took a swig straight from her flask, bypassing any pretense of coffee. “You said it was male, mid to late thirties, with polio, right?”

“Yeah, do either of you remember anyone who fits that description?”

Wink glanced sideways at Flo before focusing on Ella again. “A few people. The virus was pretty rampant before Pauline got here. Did she say how bad the victim had it?”

“Uh, no.” She should’ve asked Chapman followup questions. Maybe she could ask Pauline.

“Did any of these people disappear suddenly? Maybe you thought they’d left town?”

Both shook their heads. They drank their respective drinks in silence for a few minutes, lost in the mystery. Eventually, a customer wandered in.

“Just pick a seat, Frank,” Wink hollered. She pulled out the pen behind her ear and said in a low voice, “We’ll talk about this later, okay?”

Flo stood from her stool, teetered, then grabbed her ghost blaster.

Ella sucked in a breath. “Maybe you should leave that until you sober—”

The muzzle that looked like a megaphone lit up. An ear-splitting noise rent the air. 

Ella ducked. Air brushed the top of her head. The wall exploded behind her.

Hank let out a surprisingly girly scream for a man of 6’ 2” and bolted out the diner. 

Ella worked her jaw back and forth and wiggled a finger in her ear to shake the ringing. She slowly stood and stared at the damage behind her. 

A charred hole the size of Fluffy burned in the wall, the edges still smoldering. The smell permeated the air, and she had a fleeting fear of asbestos. 

“Ella, your hair!” Wink leaped at her, grabbing a nearby pitcher of water as she did.

Ella had only a moment to register the liquid flying at her before she was doused in ice water. 

She sputtered then wiped her eyes, mascara coming off on her fingers.

She looked over at Flo.

The old woman had the decency to brush out an invisible wrinkle. “Well, at least I know it works.”

“I hate you.”

“Maybe next time you’ll call.”

Wink threw another cup of water at the smoldering wall. “Look what you did to my diner!”

“It ain’t my fault the trigger pull’s a might sensitive.”

“It’s only sensitive if the one pulling it is two sheets to the wind!”

Ella inspected the damage closer, not even wanting to see how bad her hair was yet. With a little sheetrock—or whatever composite material she was looking at—some paint, and it wouldn’t even be noticeable. All in all, it could’ve been a lot worse.

“Aside from the fact that you nearly made me the Headless Horseman, I just want to point out that this is why we should have a fire department.” Ella pointed at the ginormous hole in case it wasn’t clear.

After several more minutes of bickering and Ella playing referee, Flo left, and Ella helped Wink clean up the mess. Horatio came back from an extended lunch just as they were relocating a Coca-Cola sign to cover the damage. 

After that, the rest of the work day went smoothly and became almost dull in comparison to Ella having her hair on fire. A small section of curly hair was extra curly and smelled like a blowdryer, but otherwise, it was mostly unnoticeable. 

Ella realized in the chaos, she’d forgotten to bring up the topic of Dot living on Twin hills. As the day wore on, she began to entertain the crazy idea of talking to the woman. 

But surely the sheriff knew Dot lived on Twin Hills and questioned her motive for helping Stan? If he’d already spoken with her, Ella would just be poking a hornet’s nest.

By the end of her shift, Ella had decided she could at least follow through with her mapping of the town’s boundary line. After changing back into her jeans, she left her waitress uniform hanging on a hook next to the aprons near the back door. It didn’t smell too badly, and she had a feeling that for the next foreseeable future, the walk to and from work would be through several feet of snow. 

After she hung up her uniform, Ella popped into the diner. “Wink? Can I take a couple of these loaves of banana bread?”

“Sure thing, dear.”

Ella grabbed the loaves, wrapped them in a towel, then pulled out Wink’s ledger under the cash register.

“What are you doing?”

“I don’t have cash on me. You can take it out of my wages.”

“Don’t  be ridiculous.” Wink tucked a strand of pink hair behind her ear and snatched the leather book away from Ella. “You’ll take those loaves and pay nothing.”

“Wink—”

“I’d just have to throw them out in a day anyway.”

“There’s no way these wouldn’t be eaten before that.”

“Well then, it’s a good thing I was planning on baking another batch tomorrow morning.”

Ella raised an eyebrow. “Nice try. And thank you.”

“I don’t suppose that’s all for yourself, is it?”

Ella instantly regretted asking for the bread in the first place. “Maybe.”

“Two loaves?”

“Yep. Got a big appetite.”

“It’s not also for a certain inventor, is it?”

“Gone on any dates with Stewart lately?”

Wink held up her hands in surrender. “Touché. Go have a good rest of your day. Tell Will I said hello.”

Ella smiled, squeezing her friend’s shoulder on her way out the front door. 

The snow was now just below her knees as she waded to the inn for a quick stop. She came out a minute later, carrying the cardboard tube that held the town map, hoping the falling accumulation wouldn’t dampen the exterior too much. 

As she walked up Will’s driveway, her stomach fluttered with a now familiar feeling that hit any time she was in proximity to the inventor. Instead of hiking up the porch steps, Ella aimed for the outbuilding around the side of the house. 

After she knocked, she heard a muffled reply and opened the door. Despite having been inside his shop a couple of times, it was one of her favorite places in Keystone. The structure smelled of grease and electricity, of innovation and dreams. 

She picked a path around the guts of a television set that looked like it had come out the same year her mother had been born. In an effort to step over some sort of motor, she nearly bumped over an entire crate of beakers. 

“Ella!” Will’s blue-green eyes lit up before they traveled to the bread and poster tube in her arms. “What brings you by?” 

“A few things, actually. First,” she said, holding up one of the loaves of bread. Every inch of workbench had been claimed, so she set it on top of a washing machine that had a tube sticking out the top. “Second, how did the testing go?”

“Testing?”

“Didn’t you take the diving gear out for more testing? I saw you on the lake with it.”

“Ah. I was just testing a new gasket I put on. The feed tank out back isn’t as big as I would like, so it’s harder to test the seal. It was just easier in the lake. Wait—you didn’t think that I went diving without you, did you?”

“No, of course not. You’re smarter than that. Well, most of the time. I question your intelligence any time you help Flo with one of her stupid ghost gadgets.”

He looked away, but the slight flush to his cheeks didn’t go unnoticed. “She told you?”

“No. But you just did. There’s no way she builds those all by herself. William Whitehall, what are you thinking? Do you know she’s branched out to making her own death rays?”

“What?”

“Well, she calls them inter-dimensional something. But she’s basically building her own exotic weapons. Flo with normal armaments was dangerous enough.” She leveled a glare at him. “You created a monster.”

He scratched his chin. “I guess I’ll have to cut off her supplies.” When he saw Ella’s expression, he held his hands up in surrender. “I just meant, I’ll stop providing her with parts.”

“Biscuits and gravy, of course you will. I don’t suppose you’re the one who gave her bear spray, too?”

He rubbed the back of his neck then pointed at the tube. “What’s that there?”

Ella narrowed her eyes. “Smooth. And this conversation isn’t over.” 

She searched for a space to unroll the map. He shoved aside what looked to be a deconstructed motor, and she unfurled it gently, careful not to get it dirty.

“Why do you have a map of the town?” His dark brows furrowed, and she noticed they made two small dimples in his forehead.

“Well,” she said cautiously, “I thought maybe you could help me. I was told that after the first hop, you took measurements around the town.”

His expression hardened, but he didn’t say anything.

“Anyway, I was thinking about mapping out the boundary line—”

“To what end?”

Because it might provide clues. Because I need to do something to try to get back home. 

She shrugged. “Wouldn’t it be helpful for people like me, the newcomers, to know? I’d hate to be hiking through the forest and not realize I’d left Keystone and be stranded in medieval times. Don’t get me wrong, it’d be a cool time to visit, but not to live.”

“It’s not as great as you’d think. I spent the entire week we were there plugging my nose and keeping Flo’s hands off the sword of a knight who traveled through.”

“Good call. She would’ve cut off her own toes. Also, a knight traveled through Keystone? So disappointed I missed that. Did he say, ‘Ni’?”

“What?”

“Never mind. So, will you help me?”

He fiddled with the screwdriver in his hand. “El, the professor and I spent years on this. We walked around taking samples and readings…”

“To figure out what was happening. Not to mark the boundary.” She chewed her lower lip. “Just show me the places you know for sure, and I’ll do the rest.”

With a long-suffering sigh, he relented. She stood on a chair on her tiptoes while Will steadied her, and she snapped a photo of the map. 

Then, they spent the next several minutes with him pointing at various spots while she marked them up in an app. Zooming in and out was annoying, but it was the only way she could think to make markings.

Twenty minutes later, she had a picture littered with red dots on the back side of Twin Hills, the forest, and just beyond the orchards. 

“Looks like it has the chicken pox,” she joked, but her voice was tinged with frustration. 

He chuckled. “So, how’s your investigation going?”

Ella’s heart hammered against her chest. Did he see through her and know why she really brought the map?

“What investigation?”

“Stan’s death. Unless you have another body I don’t know about?”

She let out a breath. “Not today, but there’s still time. I’m just kidding. I hope I go the rest of my life without seeing another dead body. How many does the average person see in their lifetime? Other than a mortician. I feel like I’ve hit that quota.”

For the next half-hour, she lingered in the shop, mooching off his loaf of banana bread and chatting about Stan’s death while helping him fix a grandfather clock. Through the window of the warm building, she noticed that the snow continued to fall.

“I should probably go,” she said reluctantly. “I still have another stop to make, and it’s a long hike.”

“Where’re you going?”

“Twin Hills.” She bit the inside of her cheek, hoping he’d assume she was going to Wink’s.

He frowned, glancing out the dusty shop window. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

She dropped her gaze to her down jacket and jeans. “Not really. But this jacket’s made for skiing, and these snow boots are pretty good. I’ll be okay.”

He seemed to struggle with his words as she rose off her stool. She grabbed the second loaf of bread and headed for the door.

“Be careful and have fun,” he called.

“I will.” 

Careful was the easy part. Fun was roller coasters and karaoke. This was going to be like a visit to the dentist.







CHAPTER 27







BY THE TIME Ella reached the edge of town, she regretted her decision. Who was she kidding? She definitely wasn’t dressed for this. 

Burrowing further into her black jacket, she considered turning around until the weather improved. Meanwhile, her breath had turned to ice inside her scarf.

Her right boot sunk into a drift, then the rest of her body followed. She lay on her back, buried in a few feet of snow. 

Bending at the waist and huffing like Flo, she attempted to dig her way out. When that failed, she flopped around like a fish and made surprising progress. 

Just then, a beautiful buckskin horse trotted across the road with Six guiding the mount’s reins. He pulled up beside Ella, leaned out, and watched her struggle with an amused expression.

“Need help?”

“Nope. Just making some snow angels.” 

The offer of help surprised her and made her skeptical. Finally relinquishing the banana bread, she used both hands and was able to climb on top of the bank. “And now I’m done.” 

The snow collapsed beneath her, and she was back to square one.

“Of course,” she muttered. Her legs were quickly turning to popsicles in her jeans.

“Yeah, you seem like you got this. I could lasso you out?” 

She searched his face under the brim of his hat. “A joke? I didn’t think you knew how to make one.”

He scowled then bent further, still mounted atop Duke, as he stretched out his hand. Ella eyed it suspiciously. 

“Why are you helping me, Six?”

“Dunno. Nothing better to do, I suppose. My offer’s good for only about five more seconds. After that, you’re on your own, darlin’.”

A breath later, she made her decision and clasped his hand. His fingers engulfed hers in strength and callouses. He hoisted her out of the snow in one motion as if she weighed nothing. He continued to lift her towards Duke’s back just behind the saddle.

“Wait, the banana bread.”

“Leave it.”

“You’re crazy if—”

“Hey, you can get off and grab it, but I ain’t rescuing you again.”

Ella sighed. “What a knight.”

“Dunno what that means, but you’d better hold on.” 

The words scarcely left his mouth before the horse started. Ella began to fall backward and grabbed Six’s sweatshirt. It was like hugging a rock, but the added warmth and blockage of wind made her loath to let go.

The horse turned and meandered down Main Street. “Thanks for the rescue. If it’s not too much trouble, can you take me to Twin Hills instead of back to the inn?” Again, he surprised her, pulling the reins and turning a one-eighty.

“Wink’s?”

Ella paused then said in a low voice, “No. The east hill. Dot’s place.” 

She felt, rather than heard him grunt. 

Glancing behind her, she noticed their tracks quickly disappearing in the heavy snowfall. 

“You’re like an Uber on hooves. Duke, the all-terrain taxi.”

“How’d ya know his name was Duke?”

“Hm?” Ella’s heart sped up. “Pretty sure I heard you call him that at some point.” It had nothing to do with the fact that she’d trespassed on his property, loosed the horse, and had overheard the outlaw hollering the animal’s name.

A gust of wind whipped past them, swirling the snow. She zipped up her jacket and used the outlaw as a barrier. If anyone looked out their windows and spotted the duo, they’d be the topic of gossip for at least a week.

“How can you see?”

“I can’t,” he replied. Ella’s grip on his mid-section tightened. “But Duke can.” He peeked over his shoulder, smirking.

They trudged up the steep, east hill in silence. So far, the hill looked the same as the west one with the exception of an occasional mailbox lining the obscured road. She was just about to ask Six how much further they had to go until they reached Dot’s place when he broke the silence first. 

“You were right.” His gruff voice came out soft, like a secret, and nearly carried away by the wind. 

Right about what? She vaguely recalled her words to him at their last encounter. She’d called him out and told him no matter what he did, she would still be his friend. 

“I got no friends,” he continued. “Because—well, it don’t matter. I just don’t trust people.”

“I get that. I have trust issues, too. It doesn’t mean you have to be friendless, though. I mean, I know it goes hand in hand. How can you have friends if you can’t trust them? But you can. Maybe the connection won’t be as deep at first. I guess, what I’m saying, Six, is that there are good people out there, and a lot of them live in Keystone.” She stopped herself from saying more. Who was she to give advice? It wasn’t like she was winning awards for friend-of-the-year.

“Lady, I don’t think your ‘trust issues’ as you call ‘em run as deep as mine. All your friends betray you? Abandon you and leave town? Your best friend ever blue you to the law dogs for a reward?” His body tensed in her hands.

“I’m assuming that means he or she ratted on you, yes? Is that what happened to you?”

“Don’t matter. Point is, everyone’ll let you down. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but they will if you give ‘em long enough. Ain’t no one you can count on but yourself.”

Ella’s hand fidgeted as she fought the urge to comfort him. The last thing she wanted to do was send him mixed signals. 

“Six, I’m so sorry that happened to you. I don’t know your life or these so-called friends, but a real friend wouldn’t do any of those things you said.” She breathed in the scent of snow and tobacco, picking over her next words carefully. “But there’s another aspect you should take into account.”

“Yeah?”

“Morality.” 

The buckskin slowed, and he guided Duke up a driveway—or at least she inferred a driveway by the lack of trees that followed a meandering path. 

“Let’s take your best friend ratting you out to the authorities. Imagine if I killed someone—” Poor choice of words, Ella. “—and my best friend knew. If I weren’t a very rational person, I would expect her to defend me and keep my secret at all costs. But think about it. Should I really expect her to keep something like that a secret? To not tell the authorities?”

“‘Course I do. What do you think happened between me and my posse?”

“Sorry, just want to clarify something. Are you saying you killed someone and your posse ratted you out to the authorities and that’s why you felt betrayed?”

“Well, yeah.”

He said it like it was the most natural thing and he had every right to be upset.

“Sure, makes complete sense.” Ella squeezed her eyes closed, silently kicking herself. Of course, he had a different perspective on murder. 

The man had to have some kind of moral compass. She just needed to find his true north. 

After a deep breath, she tried again. “Okay, so what in your mind is unforgivable? Besides snitching on you. Maybe in some warped sense you can justify killing a person depending on how they wronged you—and I’ll even take into account you come from the American frontier—but what about a plain old murder? What if some guy you’d never met before randomly came up to you and shot you? Would that be wrong?”

“Ain’t nobody can outdraw me like that.”

“For the love of—fine. What if some stranger randomly shot me?” 

He didn’t respond. She felt they were either getting somewhere or he cared so little about the hypothetical question, he couldn’t be bothered with a response.

Duke sidled up to a large, log cabin. Ella tilted her head around Six to fully appreciate the abode. It was not what she had pictured Dot living in, instead, expecting something more Malibu Barbie in style.

As she dropped to the snow, she shivered against the sudden onslaught of wind and cold.

“Thanks for the lift.” Her eyes traveled over the thick snow caking the roof and the smoke curling above the chimney. “You sure Dot lives here?”

“Yeah.” 

She felt his eyes on her, and she wished he would leave. However, at the same time, she dreaded the hike back into town.

“Mind waiting around so I can get a ride back to the inn?”

He leaned on his saddle horn and shoved his hat off his forehead. “What you wanna talk with that odd stick about? You planning on signing Stan’s stupid petition?”

“No. I just want to know if her property was one of the proposed sites.”

He sneered and hopped off his horse. “Well, why didn’t you say so? I ain’t missing this.” 

Ella let out a noise that was half-growl, half-sigh of resignation. She slumped up the porch steps while he tied off Duke to one of the supports. 

The wooden door was uneven, the boards looking like they’d been planed by a drunkard. Ella knocked.

“Who is it?” The question came from inside, sickly sweet like honey.

“Ella.” She glanced sideways at the cowboy towering beside her, deciding it was best not to mention him yet. 

“What do you want?” The honey was gone, replaced with anger.

“Just to talk.”

“About what?”

Ella bit her lip, searching for any excuse but came up dry. “It’s about Stan. And who killed him.” The last was a bit of a stretch. 

The hinges on the door squealed as she opened the door a crack. Dot glared at her. “What?”

Ella was tempted to joke about selling Girl Scout cookies or ask if she knew Jesus but refrained. “Can we come in?”

The word “we” triggered Dot to open the door wider and peer out. Her expression darkened. “What’s he doing here?”

“He’s my ride. My jeep couldn’t make it up the hill.”

“That’s why I got a snowmobile.” She nodded at the vehicle tucked beside the cabin. It looked like nothing more than a souped-up sled with a steering wheel and lacked any modern comforts, such as a seat. “You two an item now?”

“No,” Ella said at the same time he said, “Yes.”

Ella stared daggers at the cowboy, but he was too preoccupied inspecting a row of garden gnomes that stood on the snowless porch beside them. 

“What’s this?” He picked one up by its red hat.

Dot looked at him like he’d gone mad. “A garden gnome.” 

“What’s it do?”

“Nothing. Now, put it down.”

“In my time, they advertise an online travel agency.” Ella cleared her throat. “But that’s neither here nor there. Do you mind if we come in?”

“Yes.” Dot began to close the door. “Gotta go. I got a kettle on.”

Six sniffed his nose in the air. “That hot apple cider?” He shoved past Dot, ducking under the door frame, and waltzed into her cabin. “Love me some cider. ‘Course it’s better with an extra kick.” He threw a wink over his shoulder and patted a bulge in his sweatshirt in the shape of a flask.

“What—he,” Dot sputtered. “You can’t come in!” She rounded on Ella, “Get him out of here right now.”

“Six,” Ella called, but he’d already planted himself on her sofa, leaving a trail of wet bootprints from the door to the seating area. He set the gnome on the coffee table and turned it to face him.

Meanwhile, Dot’s face went through varying shades of purple. 

“He means well,” Ella said, trying to appease her. “Well, no that’s actually not true. But since we’re here, and he’s already inside…”

Dot was either terrible at picking up on social cues or blatantly ignoring Ella’s request.

“Right,” Ella said finally after Dot let the awkward silence stretch out far too long. “I’m just going to—” She sidestepped Dot. “Yep. There we go.” She wiped her feet on the first rug she saw. Unfortunately, it happened to be a bear skin. “Oops. Hope that won’t stain.”

Ella hadn’t thought it possible, but Dot’s face now resembled a blueberry in color.

“Smells delicious. We’ll only be a minute—” 

The kettle whistled from atop the wood stove, demanding Dot’s attention. 

“‘Bout time.” Six leaped from the couch, beating Stan’s mistress to the corner. 

He helped himself to the cider concentrate, pouring it first in the cup that had been sitting there—no doubt intended for its owner—then followed the concentrate with hot water. Steam swirled around him. He topped it off with a stick of cinnamon from a shelf. 

Dot watched the whole proceedings, her mouth agape, fists clenched.

Ella sidled into Dot’s view, searching for the best way to broach the subject of Stan. Her best opening was the woman’s sentiment for the man. “I’ve been doing some research about the town’s energy crisis. It turns out, Stanley was right. The town needs at least sixteen more turbines.”

Dot finally tore her eyes away from the large man in her living room. “Of course he was right. He was confident it would solve the issue.” 

Ella tried to maintain eye contact with the woman, but it became hard. Behind Dot’s back, Six fished out his flask and tipped it over the cup of cider, then he pretended to offer the gnome a nip.

“Did Stan already have the sites picked out where the new turbines would go?” she asked. Dot nodded. “Was your property one of them?”

Dot’s nostrils flared, and she gnashed her teeth together. “Don’t think I don’t know why you’re asking. Not that it’s any of your business, but yes. Not only was my property picked, but it would’ve been the one with the substation on it.”

Ella frowned. “How big is your lot?”

“Just under an acre.” Dot sneered as she spat, “Go on, ask it.”

“Your cabin would’ve had to have been torn down?”Ella asked. 

Dot dipped her head in a barely perceptible nod. Ella got the feeling the woman was itching to wrap her hands around Ella’s neck. 

“Did you know that before you signed the petition? Before you supported him?” If Stan’s plan for the property had been a surprise, she could see the unstable woman killing her lover for lying to her.

“Yes. And you’re still avoiding the real question.”

Behind Dot, Six lounged back on the sofa, sipping his spiked cider, boot stacked on top of the coffee table. But Ella noticed how alert his eyes were as he watched the exchange, how one hand drifted near his holster. 

Ella feared the situation was devolving quickly and heard an inaudible clock ticking down on their conversation. “I’m sorry, I just have to know. If you were going to lose your place, then why on earth did you support the proposal? Did he pressure you?”

“No, he didn’t pressure me.” Spittle formed at the corner of Dot’s mouth, and she took a lumbering step towards Ella. Her fists were clenched so tightly, her biceps trembled.

Ella tensed, ready for a fight. She tried to recall precisely how to do the pile driver move, but the details were fuzzy at the moment.

“Easy there, tiger,” Ella said, trying to placate the woman. However, her comment only seemed to aggravate her.

“I just wanted him happy. Unlike her. She probably didn’t even shed a tear.”

“I know. I saw his wife cleaning out the garage not too long after he died.”

Dot’s eyes narrowed. “Lilly was cleaning out the garage?” 

Ella shrugged and said, “Looked that way.” She had now successfully inched back a couple of feet. “So, why did you back the proposal?”

“For love. Because I loved Stan.” Dot’s gaze flitted around as she spoke. She was withholding something. 

Ella stopped mid-retreat. “Huh, you really did love him. That’s it, isn’t it? You loved him, but he didn’t love you. Maybe a little, but not enough to leave Lilly. Is that why you killed him?” 

Ella shut her jaw with a snap, instantly regretting her words. She swallowed, hoping they would climb back into her mouth. But Dot was a powder keg, and Ella had just lit the match. 

The woman let out a feral scream. Instead of attacking Ella, she lunged at the closet, tearing the door open so hard it flew off its hinges. Her arm swept inside the darkness and came out with a double-barrel shotgun. She trained the muzzle at Ella.

“Crap!” Ella jumped back, right into Six. She hadn’t realized he’d even gotten up from the couch. His gun was already drawn, and he pointed it at Dot. 

Ella’s heart hammered in her ears. She’d already been through one old Western shootout and wasn’t keen to experience another.

“How dare you!” Dot screamed. “Get out of my house!”

Ella tore out the front door with Six hot on her heels, moving sideways so as to keep his six-shooter on the deranged woman.

Once Ella hit the porch steps, she chanced a glance back. Dot’s eyes were manic and full of murder. 

“How dare you call that woman his wife?! How dare you question my love for him?! Wouldn’t leave her? He already had!”

Ella slid to a stop. “Wait, what do you mean she’s not his wife?”

Dot screamed. 

“Not the time, darlin’,” Six said.

The muzzle of Dot’s shotgun flashed a half-second before the wood frame holding up the porch roof exploded. Ella dropped to her knees as Six released a hail of gunfire. 

“Six! Come on!” She grabbed his arm, causing a shot to go wild. The bullet hit the cedar doorframe an inch from Dot’s head.

He pushed Ella down the steps. “She’s still got another round in.” 

Ella left the outlaw to do his thing and scrambled for Duke’s reins. She knew as much about handling horses as she did nuclear physics, but she wasn’t going to let that slow her down from getting the hell out of there. 

She clambered onto the saddle in a way that probably had John Wayne rolling over in his grave. “Six! Get on or I’m leaving without you!”

Dot’s continued screaming had escalated to hurling profanities at them—some of which Ella had never heard before. 

Still on the porch, Six bent to scoop up something before retreating into the snow. His outstretched weapon never strayed from Dot as he hollered, “You really think you can squeeze that trigger before me? Lady, I’ve killed more men than you’ve got teeth!”

Ella didn’t think that was something to brag about, but at the moment, she felt the comment warranted. She also didn’t want to know if he was lying.  

She bent low over the saddle and did her best to get the horse turned around. After a couple of full rotations, Duke now faced the driveway—mostly. 

Six swung a leg up behind her and lumbered onto Duke’s back with ease. Clasping the reins, Ella did her best to steer them down the driveway. For the most part, she succeeded, even if their path was more serpentine than straight. 

Six must have dug his spurs into the animal because after they’d gone a few yards, Duke poured the heat on. She felt, rather than saw, Six twist his body around to keep an eye on Dot until they turned a bend in the driveway.

Despite the chill, beads of sweat rolled down Ella’s back. Snowflakes and evergreens blurred past. Ahead, the driveway turned sharply. She pulled the reins, trying to get Duke to slow down.

“Turn right,” Six said in her ear.

Ella pulled a rein. 

“Your other right.”

At the last moment, the horse barreled around the corner, nearly spilling Ella over his head.

Six swore loudly. “How many times have you ridden a horse?”

“Depends. Do pony rides count?”

Six holstered his weapon, reached around her, and wrestled the reins from her grip.

“Hey—”

“When we’re further away, we’ll switch places.”

“I thought I was doing pretty good.”

“‘Bout as good as a dentist with pliers and a hammer.”

He leaned forward and spurred Duke to pick up speed. Something sharp dug into Ella’s back. For a moment, she thought it was his weapon, but then he held the reins in one hand while the other disappeared. A second later, he produced one of Dot’s gnomes. 

“Mind holdin’ this for me?”

“Six! You stole one of her gnomes?”

“Rescued him,” he corrected. 

Ella clutched the brightly colored figurine to her chest, trying but failing to summon some sort of guilt over Six stealing it. The woman had just tried to kill them. Although, she wasn’t sure the lawn ornament was better off with Six.

All around them, the boughs of the evergreen trees bent under the weight of the increasing snow. 

Six’s gruff voice was in her ear again. “Sorry I pushed you into that bush.”

Ella winced at the memory. Most of the scratches were still a vivid red, and the bruise had darkened. “It was a rosebush, in case you were wondering. And I forgive you.”

It wasn’t until they reached the bottom of the hill that they finally slowed to a stop and switched places before continuing on into town. Ella no longer cared if anyone spotted her with the outlaw. He’d just saved her life. She hated to think what would’ve happened if he hadn’t been there. 

Ella felt a little guilty for having pushed Dot over the edge. It wasn’t her job to investigate, and she’d been careless, resulting in her head nearly getting blown off—again. But she had learned something, even if she wasn’t sure what it meant yet. 

At the very least, Dot had moved to the top of Ella’s suspect list. If the unhinged woman had been that willing to shoot at them in broad daylight, it wasn’t too much of a stretch to assume she could kill a lover who’d spurned her.

A few weeks prior, a day full of getting shot at would’ve sent her for a change of underwear. Now, by Keystone standards, it had been a rather productive day.

Duke stopped in front of the inn, and Ella tried a graceful dismount that resulted in her butt landing in a snowdrift. 

She jumped to her feet, arms held aloft and made another attempt at a gymnastic finish. “Ta-da.”

“Graceful.”

“I thought so.” She handed over the purloined gnome. “I think he deserves a name for what he’s been through. What about Sleepy or Bashful? I mean, I know dwarves and gnomes aren’t the same thing, but dang it if they don’t look similar.” 

“Why not just ‘Gnome’?”

“No. Dopey?”

“No.”

Ella tapped her chin. “Okay, how about Amicus? It means ‘friend’ in Latin.”

“Amicus.” He tried the name on his tongue. “I like it.” He looked down at her with an expression she couldn’t read. 

“Welp, thanks for the ride. And for getting my back at Dot’s.”

“I didn’t touch your back.”

“No, it’s—why do I bother? Whatever. Thanks, anyway.”

Six shrugged. “Hey, that was a hog-killin’ time. I haven’t had that much fun since I loaded Sal’s fireplace with gunpowder.”

Ella went through a range of facial expressions before shaking her head. “You and Flo should hang out sometime. You both have a warped sense of fun.”

“And I suppose yours is curlin’ up with a good book?” He wrinkled his nose. “You need a friend who can show you how to live a little.” 

“I thought that’s what Wink and Flo were for?”

“Naw, they don’t count ‘cause in the end, they toe the line.”

“You mean, they follow the law. I like the law.”

They locked eyes and held a silent argument. 

The saddle creaked as he leaned forward. “Maybe they’re your friends and they’re a bit wild, but you think they’d do anything to help you? Sometimes, you need a friend who’ll cross the line, who ain’t afraid of gettin’ his hands dirty to keep you straight.” 

Ella swallowed, finding it hard to find a flaw in his words. His brooding stare and gruff voice were warming a spot in her heart for him. 

Around Will, she sometimes struggled to catch her breath and stumbled over her words. In that moment, she realized she wanted more from the inventor than just friendship. It had always been there, just under the surface, an emotion not fully realized. He made her question her resolve to return home and yearn for deeper things. 

Six, however, was like a childhood friend left behind, wild and adventurous. And dangerous. 

Yes, she decided. She had room in her life for a friend like him.

“I’d like that.”







CHAPTER 28







ANOTHER STORM HAD blown through sometime during the night, leaving behind a white, glittering landscape that reached Ella’s thighs. As she closed the back door to Grandma’s Kitchen, she brushed snow off her jeans and stomped her boots over the worn mat. At least she didn’t have to change into her uniform on Fridays.

Ella helped Horatio prep for the day, her hands alternating between cutting beefsteak tomatoes into thick slices and sipping coffee. Her conversation with Dot the previous day replayed in her mind.

“Hey Horatio, I’ve got a question for you. Did you already live here when Lilly and Stan arrived in Keystone?”

“Don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

“No reason.” But she couldn’t shake Dot’s words. How dare you call that woman his wife… After a moment, she asked, “Lilly is Stan’s wife, right?”

Horatio’s hands paused over the onion he’d been slicing as he looked up at her with a strange expression. “I guess? I mean, I didn’t go to their wedding or anything, but she does call herself Mrs. Tanner, so I’m assuming they were married.”

Ella hunted Wink down, who was in the middle of scrubbing the charred wall in the diner and asked the same question.

“I don’t recall a ceremony, now that you ask, and if they’d had one, I would’ve heard about it. They must’ve been married before getting here.” 

She dipped the sponge into the soapy water and attacked the singed edges of the hole in the wall with vigor. 

“You know, now that you ask, I can’t say as I remember them arriving, actually. ‘Course, back in that time, it was a little chaotic. It was easy to overlook the new arrivals.”

Ella left Wink to greet a customer. Later, she made a note of the questionable marriage in her app. Perhaps what Dot had said had simply been the ramblings of a mad woman—in both senses of the word. The woman had nearly blown her head off with a shotgun. Then again, so had Flo.

After work, Ella dug the map out from under her bed and trudged through the snow, poster tube resting on her shoulders, as she made her way to the library. Thankfully, Gabby was working again that day and not her cantankerous aunt.

“Thank you again for letting me borrow this,” Ella said, rolling the tube across the reference desk.

“Did it help?” Gabby’s eyes were eager as she nudged her glasses further up her button nose.

“We’ll see. I hope it does, though.”

“Still can’t tell me why you needed it?”

Ella tipped her head, considering letting the librarian in on her project. But if she was anything like the other townspeople, she’d probably discourage Ella from pursuing the matter. 

“Not yet. But if it looks like it’ll benefit the town in any way, you’ll be one of the first I tell.”

Gabby beamed. “Well, if you ever need help, you know where to find me.” 

Ella returned the smile. With nothing better to do and with four hours of free time stretching before her, she wandered into the town’s newspaper archives again. As she walked past the rows and rows of binders, a weathered brown spine caught her eye. 

Ella slid the cracked leather notebook from the shelf and held it up. “Hey, Gabs—can I call you Gabs? What’s this?”

The librarian looked up from the book she was reading and scrunched her nose as she squinted. “Town records. My aunt says that during the first few jumps, many people came and went, and in the chaos, they had a hard time keeping track of everyone. Many went missing, presumed left behind. And a lot of new people got stuck here. So, the mayor at the time decided more thorough record keeping or a census was in order. Now, it gets updated infrequently. Honestly, I think the council’s forgotten about it.”

Ella’s bottom lip caught between her teeth. “So, this would have the names of all the citizens for the past few years?”

“Mostly, yeah.” Gabby’s eyes fell back to the open pages before her.

Carefully, Ella combed through the leather-bound records book with anxious fingers. If what Dot had said about Lilly Tanner was true, that she wasn’t Stan’s wife, then this book might reveal the answer. Of course, if they’d gotten married after arriving in Keystone, then all bets were off, and she’d have to rely on Wink’s memory. 

Without knowing when they had arrived in town, she began with the most recent year of 1962 and worked her way backward.

Nearly an hour later, Ella angled the banker’s lamp on the table closer to the book then massaged a building headache in her temples as she flipped through the 1951 section near the beginning of the jumps. Her stomach grumbled in protest for having had a light lunch, and she was just about to call it a day when she spotted the name, Stanley Tanner. 

Ella took in a sharp breath and ran her finger over the faded paper to the name next to him. Lilly Fisher.

She hadn’t realized she’d let out a small gasp until Gabby’s head popped up. “Everything okay?” 

Ella could only nod.

What did this mean? It didn’t really prove much except that the couple wasn’t married prior to arriving in Keystone, did it? Maybe they got married after their arrival. Although, it would’ve had to have been a quiet ceremony for Wink not to have heard about it. 

Ella’s cynicism over relationships came up with a new explanation. Perhaps Stanley and Lilly had been having an affair and escaped to Keystone to start a new life, not knowing they would be trapped in the village. During the 1950s, an affair would have been an especially scandalous ordeal—one worth running and starting a new life for.

Replacing the book on the shelf, she selected one of the binders from 1951. If the couple were newcomers to the town during that year, Keystone Corner would have written a profile on them. Maybe it would hold more information about their relationship at the time, whether written or between the lines. 

Sitting at the nearest table, she let the binder fall open then flipped to the beginning and worked her way through 1951. Dust and years filled her nostrils and made her sneeze. Each turn of the page made a crinkling sound from the protective sheet that covered the aging, yellowing newspaper clippings.

Over the next half hour, a couple souls braved the weather and trickled through the library, coming and going, while Ella remained. Her stomach growled again, and she mentally kicked herself for not grabbing a snack before she’d left. 

As the late afternoon aged into a dark evening, Gabby wandered over to the table and plopped a bag of nuts in front of Ella.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your hunger and took pity on you.”

“Heh, you heard that?” 

Social convention dictated Ella should be polite and refuse the nuts, but her hunger would let her do no such thing. Grabbing a handful, she shoveled them into her mouth. It was nearing 5:00, and she should leave soon to help prepare dinner.

Gabby dropped into the chair next to Ella. It creaked from years of use or disuse, Ella wasn’t sure. Her copper braid fell over her shoulder as she said, “You’ve had your nose in those news articles all day. What’s so interesting about them?”

Ella glanced at her and popped another nut in her mouth. “A few things, actually. For one, Shelly Rossi wants to interview me for a profile. I thought reading past pieces would make me less nervous. It hasn’t. 

“Also, since I’m still new, these clippings are helping me learn the town’s history.” She paused and peeked over at the librarian. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but people aren’t exactly forthcoming about the past here.”

Gabby actually smiled, revealing a row of crooked teeth. “Yeah, we do like our secrets. Stay here long enough, and you’ll have some of your own.” Her smile quickly faded, and she added, “Honestly, I think it’s just too painful for people to talk about.”

“I get that.” She absently slipped through more pages of the binder. Then, she looked sideways at her new friend. “Did you know when Stanley and Lilly Tanner arrived in town, they weren’t married?”

Gabby’s eyes popped open. “What? Are you sure?”

Ella nodded and retrieved the records book from the bookshelf again. Flipping to the correct date in 1951, she turned it around so Gabby could see the name Lilly Fisher. 

The librarian’s eyes squinted as she took in the two names. Her expression shifted from shock to confusion. “Who’s David Fisher?”

“What?” Ella turned the book around, and Gabby pointed a thick finger at a name scrawled further down the list. 

David Fisher.

“Do you think he might have been Lilly’s brother?”

“Possibly,” Ella said. But a tight knot worked its way into her gut. “More importantly, where is he? What happened to him? Are you sure you don’t know anyone by the name?”

The librarian’s hand went to her braid as she mumbled the name softly a few times to herself, searching through her memory. “There’s a David Carter. He’s about ninety and wears his long johns everywhere.”

“The guy who leaves the butt flap open? The one who shot Sal’s dog, thinking it was a gopher?”

“That’s him. How he got a Saint Bernard and gopher mixed up, I’ll never guess.” The librarian clicked her tongue. “Oh, never mind. I remember his arrival. It was only about five years ago. In that case, I have no clue who David Fisher is. Maybe he got left behind in a subsequent flash?”

They looked at each. Both seemed to have the same thought as they launched themselves at the open binder of newspaper clippings.

Ella asked, “What was the date of their arrival in the records—”

“October 15, 1951,” Gabby said, her finger already marking the spot.

The Keystone Corner articles were organized chronologically. Within a minute, Ella found the month of December. The headline for that week related to an E. coli outbreak in the town’s water supply. 

The bottom half of the page was taken up by a list of names printed in a minuscule font of all who’d gone missing since the first jump. All lost. 

Ella recognized many of the last names, many were relatives of patrons who frequented the diner. She ran a finger down the list, but David Fisher wasn’t amongst them.

She flipped the page to the profile section for that week. There were a couple family profiles and one individual. It wasn’t until she flipped the page that she found the profile she’d been searching for.

Gabby craned her head around and read the piece aloud. “Stanley Tanner and Mr. and Mrs. Fisher arrived in Keystone Village the previous week. They hail from Michigan and have left behind no family or children…’ That’s good, I guess.”

But Ella had stopped listening. Her eyes were drawn to the black-and-white print photo above the article. She recognized the background as the bland living room in the Tanners’ house. 

Stan stood next to Lilly, a strange smile on his face. Lilly scowled at the camera, her right arm draped over the shoulder of a man in a wheelchair.

Gabby’s voice came back into focus. “…Mr. Fisher uses a wheelchair as a result of having contracted polio in his youth.’ Ella? Are you okay?”

Gabby nudged Ella and repeated her question. 

Startling, Ella scooped up the binder from under Gabby’s nose, keeping her finger on the page to keep her place. “Sorry, I have to borrow this.” 

She sprinted for the door, yelling over her shoulder, “Thanks for your help! I’ll bring this back, I promise!” Without another word, she flew outside.

Her mind reeled from the find. David Fisher had been Lilly’s husband. David Fisher was the skeleton from the lake. But who had killed him? 

She was grateful the sheriff’s office was next door to the library. Darting across the alley, she pounded on the wooden door. 

“Sheriff!”

The blinds were closed, the edges around them dark. 

Chewing the inside of her cheek, she blinked at the dark sky and used the amber glow from a nearby streetlamp to check the time. It was only 5:30. Where was he? He was always in the office. She was proud of him for finally leaving work at a decent hour, but the one time she needed him, he wasn’t there.

Still clutching the binder, she hiked over a snow berm and into the street. Thankfully, someone had plowed a narrow lane down it, and it made for quicker walking. She decided to run home and ask Rose where Chapman lived.

A light snow began to fall. She tucked the binder inside her jacket to keep it from getting wet. It held snugly against her stomach when she zipped up the jacket, freeing up her arms. 

Ahead, the sound of an approaching vehicle pulled her attention. Ella looked left then right. Unless she learned to fly, she was going to have to climb out of roadway-turned-luge track.

Muttering under her breath about crazy drivers being on the road during a snowstorm, Ella began to hike back up the berm to make room for the vehicle. 

Halfway up, her boots slipped, and she slid back into the street. The car was two blocks away now, traveling far faster than was safe given the conditions of the road. It revved its engine, and Ella could swear the driver pressed on the gas.

She used her hand to shield her eyes from a glaring single headlight while simultaneously flipping the driver off.

As she scrambled up the snow, the roar of the engine grew. She heard the vehicle a yard away, sliding and scraping the berm.

Ella reached the top and dived, landing on top of a parked car half buried in snow. She yelled and shook her fist like an old man at the driver, who she couldn’t make out. 

The runaway vehicle sped past, its back end fishtailing all the while.

“Kids these days,” she muttered, although she had no indication that the driver had been anywhere in the vicinity of “kid.”

Ella squinted, trying to make out the make and model and license plate. When it reached the halo of light under a streetlamp, she realized the strange, boxy vehicle wasn’t a car at all, but an old-fashioned snowmobile. 

Dot had just tried to run her over.







CHAPTER 29







STILL HUGGING THE binder inside of her jacket, Ella raced down the street after Dot, trying to get an idea of where she was headed while simultaneously not slipping and cracking her head open. Her boots thudded over the snow and ice, and her breath came out in wisps.

Where was Dot going in such a hurry?

Ella’s first thought had been that the woman had been searching for Ella, waiting to run her over in her ancient snowmobile. But the breakneck speed at which the vehicle continued to fly gave Ella the impression Dot had another destination in mind.

In the distance, the snowmobile took a sharp left towards the park, tipped onto a single ski blade, settled onto two again, then ran over a bank. It momentarily floated through the air before finding the ground again. The lone headlight bounced wildly as it careened through the park. 

She knew the woman was off her rocker, but this was a whole new level of crazy. This wasn’t a simple joy ride. Dot seemed like she was on a mission, driving with rage—snow rage. If she didn’t slow down, Ella would be looking at another body.

The door to Grandma’s Kitchen threw open, and Wink stepped out. She spotted Ella. 

“What on earth is that racket?”

“Dot. She’s on her mobile of death. I nearly became roadkill.”

Wink turned in the direction of the park. “Looks like she’s itching to do something.” 

The way Wink worded it triggered a horrible thought. Ella’s stomach plunged to her feet as she gripped the older woman’s sleeve.

“Oh no. I know where she’s going. Get Flo. Tell her if she’s got any more bear mace to bring it, bring anything non-lethal. Go! Hurry!” Ella began sprinting towards the park.

“Ella! Where are you going?!”

“The Tanners’ house!”

Ella made a flying leap over the section of bank where Dot’s snowmobile had veered off, doing her best impression of a superhero. She could even make out the ski blade marks as she sailed over them, could still see them as she landed face first in them.

Her nose stung. She rubbed it as she sprang to her feet and spit out a mouthful of snow, gulping down air. 

Ahead, Dot attempted to negotiate the turn from the park to Lake Drive. She appeared to have it under control then hit either ice or an obstacle under the snow. Both she and the snowmobile crashed into a hedge in someone’s front yard. 

Ella let out a strangled cry and propelled her feet, her lungs burning with daggers from the icy air.

“Dot!” she gasped, still a few yards from the crash site. “You still alive?”

The Tanners’ front porch light flipped on, and Ella prayed Lilly wouldn’t open the door. 

She arrived at the hedge just as Dot was tumbling out of the shrubbery. The crazy woman staggered forward like a drunkard. Then, she stretched to her full, short height and straightened her jacket. Her light blonde hair held clumps of snow. 

The snowmobile—which Ella still thought too generous of a word—appeared totaled. Like a cow gone to pasture, it had mercifully been put out of its misery.

Dot bent over the wrecked vehicle, searching for something. A second later, she brandished her shotgun in the gleaming light from the porch. 

Ella slid to a stop when she spotted the weapon. “Dot! What are you doing?” 

Where was Flo with her arsenal of weaponry? Forget the non-lethal. Ella would settle for the crazy woman’s ghost blaster or even the howitzer she claimed she had but Ella had never seen. A heavy artillery cannon didn’t seem so bad at the moment.

Dot checked the double barrels of her gun as a tall shadow emerged from the park. Ella’s heart sank when she realized it was neither Wink nor Flo.

“What’s going on here?” Jonas’s large frame lumbered forward. 

His eyes traveled from the wreckage to the shotgun then to Dot. If what he saw surprised him, he didn’t show it. He spat a wad of tobacco and made like he was going to stroll away.

“W-what are you doing? Get the sheriff!” Ella yelled at him. 

He rolled his gaze in her direction, shrugged, then wandered off. However, he didn’t retreat in the direction of his farm, but instead in the direction of town which Ella took as an encouraging sign. Whether or not he would actually get Chapman, she couldn’t be sure.

She turned her attention back to Dot only to find the woman’s cold eyes—and gun—trained on her. Her perfectly straight blonde hair was a tangled mess of brown roots and dried twigs and snow.

Ella cleared her throat and slowly raised her hands. “Hey, Dot. Nice night, huh? A little cold for my taste.” While talking, her eyes raked the surroundings for cover—anything other than the hedge she could use to dive behind.

“What are you doing here? This isn’t your fight.” Dot’s voice came out shrill and wild. “Oh, well. No matter. I’ve been itching to get rid of you, anyway.” She trained her front sight over Ella and closed one eye. 

Ella froze and held her breath. “Well, that hurts. I’m deeply offended. I mean, I know we’ve gotten off to a rocky start, but nothing a good cup of coffee and some of Wink’s rhubarb pie can’t fix.”

Dot’s expression flitted through a range of emotions. Then, for some inexplicable reason, she turned and marched up the walkway to the Tanner residence. Ella could only guess the woman didn’t want to waste any ammo on her.

The deranged woman banged on the door, screaming, “I know you’re in there, Lilly! Get out here, or I’m coming in!”

Ella’s brain went into overdrive, trying to consider the best course of action. There was no doubt in her mind that Dot intended to use the gun on Lilly. 

She had to act fast. 

Creeping over the snow, she slipped the binder out of her jacket and shoved it through a hole in the hedge that the snowmobile had created to keep safe. 

All the while, Dot continued her rampage on the stoop. She’d taken to using the gun like a battering ram and swung it against the door frame. Splinters sprayed through the air like shrapnel. Ella ducked, narrowly missing a chunk of wood in the eye.

The front door flew open. 

“What on earth?!” Lilly Tanner’s muscular frame filled the entire doorway. 

In a blink, Dot aimed her shotgun at the widow’s face.

Ella barreled up the walkway. Fortunately, her boots crunching over the snow caused Dot to whirl around and move the gun off Lilly. Unfortunately, she fired at Ella instead. 

A boom split the night air as Ella made another Superman dive to the ground. Sharp pain ripped up her left bicep, followed immediately by heat—heat like her arm was on fire.

Dot screamed at her. “Why can’t you mind your own business?!”

Ella was beginning to wonder the same thing. Her fingers groped at her jacket, searching a wound. There were only two holes in her sleeve, most of the spray from the buckshot having missed. 

She struggled out of the down coat, wincing. Blood dribbled down her arm, but the holes were small like she’d been peppered with a BB gun. 

Relieved, she gulped air, forcing her hammering heart to slow so she could assess the situation.

She looked back at the house only to find the stoop empty. The two women’s screams at each other blared from inside the house. For a brief moment, Ella entertained the idea of taking Dot’s advice and actually minding her own business. She should let them duke it out and just wait for the sheriff or Flo’s armament.

She let out a frustrated growl and jumped to her feet and finally answered Dot’s question. “Because I’m nosy, that’s why.”

“That ain’t news,” came a creaking voice from behind her.

Ella let out a strangled cry and clutched her chest. “Crap on a cracker, Flo. Don’t scare me like that. And where have you two been?”

Wink nodded at Flo. “It’s this one’s fault. She wouldn’t let me help her retrieve any weapons, saying she didn’t want me knowing where her cache was, so I had to wait outside the inn for her.”

“Wait, her stash is at the inn?”

“No,” Flo said at the same time Wink said, “Yes.”

Ella’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times before filing away the tidbit of information for a later date. “What’d you bring?” Another shot rang out from inside the house, followed by more shouting. “Know what? Surprise me. Just give me the bear spray and go around back. See if you can’t get in that way.”

Flo handed over another dispenser of pepper spray, markedly different than the one the sheriff had confiscated.

“Good idea. You two take the front. I’ll take the back.”

“That is literally what I just said.”

“She can’t hear you,” Wink said. Flo had already moved to the corner of the house in, what was for her, a surprising speed.

Ella located the nozzle on the canister and held her thumb over the top. She leaped to the top of the stoop and edged through the doorway with Wink hot on her heels.

“Did she give you anything?” Ella whispered.

Wink held up her fist.

“A manicure? Be honest, that’s really what took so long, huh?”

“No, dummy. She gave me these.” She rotated her bony fist to reveal a set of brass knuckles.

“Wh-how is that supposed to help? She’s got a shotgun. Also, I’m pretty sure your wrist would shatter if you punched a pillow.”

“Hey—”

A rather ugly vase shattered against the wall between them, already improving the interior aesthetics.

“Oh, good Lord. Where did Lilly get that? It looks like something dug up from the bargain basement at—”

“Focus, Wink. And yes, Martha Stewart she is not.”

 Ella darted into the hallway before carefully peeking her head around the corner. 

Dot and Lilly circled each other in the living room like feral animals with Dot training the shotgun on Lilly. Here and there, the widow would pick up a random object and send it flying at Dot.

“How could you?!” Dot’s face was red, veins popping out in her neck. “That was my ticket out of this hell hole!” She aimed and squeezed an eye shut. 

Lilly lunged to the side as the gun went off. The smell of gunpowder filled the small space. 

Ella fumbled with the spray canister. Unless she wanted to use the deterrent as potpourri, the two women were too far away for it to be effective. 

On the other side of the living room was the kitchen door. And where there was a kitchen was usually a back entrance—and hopefully Flo on the other side.

Dot swung the gun like a club, knocking over a lamp. 

Lilly screamed and stocked towards her, spittle flying from her lips as she shouted, “Why couldn’t you just take him and leave?” 

Her fists twisted with rage, and she darted forward. Dot stumbled back, wielding the gun-turned-bat. On her second attempt, the butt of the weapon hit the widow in the gut. 

Lilly’s face paled, and her eyes glistened with pain. Pound-for-pound, she was nearly double the size of Stan’s mistress, but the well-placed jab had leveled the playing field. 

She heaved to the floor near the kitchen door, clutching her stomach and gasping for air. Meanwhile, Dot rummaged through her jacket, pulled out more ammunition, and began reloading.

“Grab Lilly and go through the kitchen,” Ella hissed to Wink.

Without waiting for a response, Ella covered Wink and trailed behind, aiming the spray at Dot. The moment she heard the kitchen door swing in and the two stumble through, Ella mashed her thumb down.

What should have been a torrent of eye-burning mist that would send a grown man into the fetal position came out as a sputter of green goo. Then, for reasons Ella couldn’t even begin to guess at, it tooted like a fog horn.

She swore.

She shook the dispenser and tried again.

More green goo shot out like projectile vomit and hit Dot square in the chest. Once again, the end note was a resounding horn, this time more akin to a dying goose.

“Well, that’s just…” Ella licked her lips and gave out an awkward chuckle. “Yep.”

Dot looked down at her chest, her expression filled with disbelief. “This was my favorite coat.”

“Really? That thing?”

Dot clicked the double-barrel closed.

Ella tossed the useless pepper spray and dived through the kitchen doorway, landing beside a crumpled Lilly. 

“‘Bout time. Help me.” Wink dragged a couple of barstools over in front of the door.

“What are you doing? That won’t hold Dippin’ Dots in there. Run!” She shoved Wink towards the back door. “And warn Flo you’re coming out so she doesn’t blow your head off.”

Wink inched the door open. 

From inside the living room, Ella heard Dot’s heavy footfalls draw near as she hurriedly finished Wink’s barstool barricade then crouched beside Mrs. Tanner.

“Lilly? Can you stand? We have to get out of here.” 

Lilly didn’t respond. 

“Forget this.” Ella grabbed the widow from under her arms and dragged her like a sack of potatoes towards the door. “You weigh more than an entire Zumba class—not that I’m not impressed.”

The cold air hit Ella’s face and seemed to stir Lilly from her stupor. Wink stood at the ready, her metal-sheathed knuckles glinting in the light from the kitchen window. Beside her, Flo pressed her ghost blaster to her shoulder and trained the weapon on the door.

“Run!” Ella hollered at all three women. 

They jostled each other before sprinting across the yard.

“Hide in the forest,” Flo panted.

“It’s too far,” Ella said. The tree line was still twenty yards away. They’d never make it.

A ruckus came from inside the house. Dot had broken through Wink’s barstool barricade.

Wink angled away. “The garage!”

The back door to the house blasted open, and the four women pressed themselves against the side of the garage. There was no moon, and the wan light from the kitchen window didn’t touch the detached building.

“You realize she’s gonna know where we are once she spots our tracks,” Flo said, a little too loudly for Ella’s liking.

Wink clamped her veiny hand over her friend’s mouth. Ella’s gaze went from their feet to the house, and she inwardly cursed. Flo was right.

Turning, Ella clawed at the doorknob for the garage, finding it locked.

“Where’s the key?” she hissed at Lilly, her voice full of panic.

Lilly mumbled that she had it and began to root around in the pocket of her apron. 

Meanwhile, Dot hovered near the back door of the house, cooing into the darkness for them to come out of hiding. A rectangle of light spilled over the snow from the open doorway. It wouldn’t take the loony woman long to discover their tracks.

Lilly fumbled through her pockets, failing to produce a key. 

“For the love of…” Ella batted the woman’s hand aside and jammed her own hand into the apron pocket, violating social protocol. She felt the cold metal of a key and stabbed it toward the doorknob. 

Dot was twenty feet away. Ella’s hands trembled, causing her to miss the keyhole. It didn’t help that Wink and Flo pressed against her, practically smothering her against the door.

Dot sang out, “Marco?”

Without thinking, Ella responded with, “Polo!” She ducked. “Oh, crap. Sorry guys. It was reflex.”

Dot let out a maniacal laugh. “I see you.”

“Yeah?” Flo hollered. “Well, I see you too.” She raised her weapon at the same time Dot raised hers. The ghost blaster whined as it geared up to do its thing.

Three things happened simultaneously. The muzzle on Dot’s shotgun flashed and a crack rent the night air, a blue blast of light and something unidentifiable coned out from the ghost blaster, and Ella jammed the key into the hole. 

Buckshot sprayed past them, putting divots in the snow like cellulite. She wrenched the knob and kicked in the door. Grabbing Lilly, she shoved her inside first. 

Back in the yard, Dot stumbled back, clutching her head after Flo’s shot. 

“Inside,” Ella yelled at the Dynamic Duo. 

Wink ducked through the dark doorway, followed by Flo. As Ella plunged inside, she said, “What did you hit her with?”

“I added a mechanism—”

“You mean you had Will add a mechanism.” In one move, she slammed the door and locked it.

“Same thing. Now, I can adjust the setting of my inter-dimensional beam. Wink said you wanted non-lethal.”

“And the beam is what, sound waves?”

“Something like that. Mixed with electro… something or other. Wasn’t really paying attention when he explained it to me.” 

“Sure, because why pay attention when someone’s explaining a potentially deadly weapon to you?”

The air boomed with another blast as the door was sprayed with more pellets. Dot was just outside the garage.

“She’s reloading,” Ella said, for some reason whispering as if Dot wasn’t aware they were there.

“That what that sound is?” Flo’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Quiet, you two. Lilly, are there any flashlights in here?”

Ella blinked in the near-absolute darkness. She took a step forward, immediately stubbing her toe. She let out a hiss then began probing her pockets for her cell phone. At least they’d get some light from the dinky flashlight on it.

As she focused more on her surroundings, one thing immediately became apparent. The garage felt like a sweat lodge.

Beside her, Flo sniffled loudly. “What’s that smell? That a skunk?”

Ella froze. The last thing she wanted was to get sprayed. That’s when she noticed the distinct odor Flo mentioned, something Ella hadn’t smelled since her party-going college roommate.

From the inky blackness behind her came a metallic sound. Suddenly, the room flooded with light. 

Ella whirled around on her heel to find a lone bulb swinging back and forth, Lilly’s hand grasping a pull-chain.

“Much better,” Wink said. 

Ella had stopped listening. Her mouth fell open as she took in the garage.

Lilly let out a heavy sigh. “You weren’t supposed to see this.”







CHAPTER 30







THE ENTIRE GARAGE was trashed. Piles of dirt and broken pots lay strewn everywhere like a tornado had managed to hit inside but left the roof unscathed.

“Were you robbed?” Ella asked before she could stop herself. Then, she turned to survey the rest of the room, and all thoughts of tornadoes and theft left.

Several strips of grow lights ran the entire length of the room. Broken and shriveled plants lay scattered all over the ground amongst clumps of dirt.

Ella shifted on her feet, searching for a topic other than Lilly’s poor housekeeping skills. “Don’t worry. That door should hold Dot. And Chapman will be here soon. I think.”

Lilly shrugged. Her demeanor had completely changed. Inside, faced against Dot, she’d been like a feral cat, but now, she seemed indifferent to their survival.

Flo, ever tactful, pointed to a shriveled plant near her foot. “I ain’t a horticulturist, but I think you might want to put that in some dirt. Maybe sprinkle some water on it.”

Ella’s boot nudged the shriveled plant. Then it all clicked. The odor, the grow lights, the star-shaped leaves. She was standing in a massive marijuana grow house. 

She turned slowly, taking it in. Bags of fertilizer were stacked in the corner. A large section of the wall had been cut out near the ceiling and a fan placed in it, along with another industrial-sized one at the opposite end. Conduit and exposed wires snaked every which way in a way Ella was sure wasn’t up to code.

Mrs. Tanner watched her with a far-off look. Ella locked eyes with her, seeing the woman in a new light.

“This was Stan’s, wasn’t it?” 

The widow nodded, her eyes full of defeat. Despite her size, she shriveled like a wounded animal. 

“This was Stan’s greenhouse?” Flo said, shifting her weapon to her other hip and inadvertently pointing the muzzle at Wink. “Honey, I don’t blame you for trashing it.”

Wink shoved the Ghost Blaster III out of her face. “Nincompoop, that’s cannabis.”

Flo stared around in confusion, then her eyebrows rose to her hairline. “Oh, yeah that makes more sense.”

The sound of the doorknob jiggling made them all jump.

“You don’t really think a little old door will stop me, do you?” Dot’s muffled voice came through. 

“Yeah, kind of,” Ella shouted back.

“Ella, if you unlock this, I promise not to shoot you.”

“You already did.”

Where was Sheriff Chapman? Surely the whole town had heard the commotion by now.

“I promise not to shoot you again.”

Ella made a weighing motion with her hands. The offer seemed reasonable. “What do you think? You think she’s bluffing?” Both Wink and Flo blinked slowly. “Yeah, she’s bluffing.”

“Why not use the Meltinator 3,000 on her?” Flo asked Ella.

“Pardon? The what in the who?”

Flo let out an exasperated sigh. “Where’s the canister I gave you?”

“You mean the pepper spray that shot out goop? Thanks for that, by the way.”

 “That goop, as you call it, is highly toxic and unlinks her spirit from her body, sentencing her to forever drift through—”

“Well, I hit her in the chest, and it did nothing. Wait, how toxic are we talking? Like, will she turn into the Incredible Hulk?” Ella glanced at the door and took a step back.

Wink stationed Flo in front of all of them since she was the only one with a veritable weapon. Ella needed a distraction from their predicament and the possibility of a she-hulk on their hands, so she decided to have a chat with Lilly.

Huddled in a corner, Mrs. Tanner sat between shards of pottery and a tipped over shelving system.

Ella swept her hands over the room. “Is this why you killed him?”

Lilly’s eyes shot open, and she glared at Ella. For a moment, she became the enraged woman Ella had seen in the living room, the one who had taken on an armed lunatic. Then, the storm passed. 

“That’s not why,” she whispered.

Ella’s jaw dropped, and she looked over at Flo and Wink. “Holy shiitake mushrooms, did you hear that? I just got her to confess. I honestly didn’t expect that to work.” Looking down, the sight before her gave her pause. She saw a broken woman, not a killer. “I mean, carry on.”

She slid to the ground and sat across from the woman who’d just confessed to killing her husband. Leaning against a raised bed of dirt and dead plants, Ella asked, “Who killed David?”

Lilly’s head whipped up. “How do you know about him?”

“I saw a photo taken right after your arrival in Keystone and read your profile.”

Lilly snorted. “I’d forgotten about that.”

“He was your husband, right?” Ella asked. 

Lilly’s hair fell across her face as she nodded slowly, her eyes glistening.

Events had transpired, Ella thought, one of two ways. Either Lilly killed husband number one to be with Stanley or husband number two killed David—probably out of jealousy or rage. She had a fifty-fifty shot of guessing it right.

“Did Stan kill David?”

Lilly’s head drooped, and she nodded again. Ella turned her head aside and pumped her fist then felt guilty and focused on the defeated woman in front of her.

“Why didn’t you tell someone?” Wink asked. 

Based on the fuzzy puzzle pieces of history she was putting together, Ella knew Chapman hadn’t flashed into town yet, but surely there had been another sheriff back then.

“If I so much as thought it, Stan would’ve killed me. You don’t know what he was like.” Her voice turned dark and bitter, and her hand brushed her face like fending off invisible punches.

“He beat you?” Ella said softly.

She blinked at Ella, eyes void of emotion. “In every way possible.”

A shiver traveled up Ella’s spine as much from the cold as from the confession. Stan had killed David, and in turn, Lilly had killed Stan. But why now? Why after all this time? Had the affair with Dot been the last straw?

Another shotgun blast peppered the door. The wood splintered, and the door burst in, rocking on old hinges. 

Ella spun around, crouching behind the planter. Across the room, Wink and Flo ducked behind another.

Lilly jumped to her feet as Dot stalked forward, gun raised. “You got nowhere to hide.”

“Why are you doing this?” Lilly asked.

Keeping low, Ella crawled around the wooden box to stay out of Dot’s field of vision. Her palms pressed into dirt and dried-up cannabis as she crept along until she was positioned behind the mad woman.

“Because I loved him, and you killed him. And because you robbed me of my ticket outta here.”

Ella glanced back at Wink and Flo, mouthing, Ticket out of here? 

Both sets of shoulders shrugged in response.

Shouts in the distance drew Dot’s attention. She tipped her head, turning her ear toward the door. A horse whinnied, and Ella let out a silent breath. The cavalry had arrived—quite literally. She owed Jonas a beer or a new can of tobacco or whatever.  

“Time’s up,” Dot said. Her finger flirted with the trigger pull.

Ella’s breath hitched in her chest. Chapman wasn’t going to arrive in time. Three feet off to her right lay a shovel. Her fingers curled around the handle, and she leaped from her cover, swinging as hard as she could. She brought her hips around just as she did when she played softball in high school years back. Rolling her wrists and pivoting her foot in a way that’d make any coach proud.

Dot saw the swing a mile away. She jumped out of range, the tip of the shovel-turned-bat narrowly missing her perfect little nose.

Ella stumbled on her feet, her momentum throwing her off balance as Dot brought the double-barreled muzzle around on Ella. 

Thunder erupted behind Ella, and a blue wave flew past Dot and struck the wall. It was as if a bomb exploded the plywood and insulation. When the dust cleared, a hole the size of Texas appeared, laying the garage bare for all the world to see.

“Oops,” Flo said. “May have turned it up a bit too high.”

“Give me that.” Wink ripped the Ghost Blaster III from Flo at the same time Dot let out a mangled cry of rage.

Before the woman could unleash her shotgun, Wink fired the ghost blaster and hit Dot full force with the supposedly non-lethal weapon. The woman flew through the air like a rag doll and slammed into the wall with a splat. A small whimper escaped her open mouth before she slid into a crumpled position.

There was a clatter as the shotgun hit the ground, and a stunned Dot blinked several times. Slowly, she grappled for the gun.

“I got it.” Ella grinned and strode forward.

Instead of kicking the gun aside, she felt this the perfect opportunity to try out the pile driver wrestling move she’d been dying to attempt.

She started to lift the woman upside down. Light as she was, Ella still couldn’t deadlift one hundred twenty pounds. She ended up pulling the woman’s feet up until she was in a handstand.

“That’s pretty close, actually,” Ella muttered, satisfied with her attempt.

“What on earth are you doing?” Wink cried. “Forget her. Help us.” Both she and Flo crouched beside a prone Lilly.

Ella dropped Dot who landed in a heap. As she hustled over to the corner, she kicked the shotgun across the room.

Lilly slumped against the wall, clutching a bloody chest. Crimson bloomed across her white, button-down dress. Ella tore off her jacket, wadded it up, and pressed it against the wound.

The sound of voices outside reached a crescendo, and Will hollered her name.

“In here! Hurry!” she shouted. Lilly’s eyelids fluttered. “Stay with us. You’re going to be okay.” She bit her lip and exchanged a concerned glance with Wink. The woman was a murderer, but she’d also not tried to kill any of them tonight.

Sheriff Chapman jumped through the doorway first, gun drawn. Will flew inside a second later. 

“I told you to stay out there,” Chapman barked at him. He took in the scene in one sweep. Immediately, he holstered his revolver and sent Will to get Pauline. 

Will hesitated.

“Ella will be fine,” Chapman said. “I’ll keep her safe. Now go.” 

“We’ll be fine, too, Will,” Flo called at his retreating back. “Thanks for the concern.”

Chapman glanced at the shotgun, then he inspected both Dot and Lilly.

“You okay?” he asked Ella, Flo, and Wink. He scowled when he eyed Ella’s bloody arm.

“My back’s a bit sore,” Flo complained. “And I think my bunion’s acting up.”

Both Wink and Ella glared at her.

As the adrenaline dissipated in Ella’s body, she became acutely aware of the throbbing in her arm. But she knew it was nothing compared to what Lilly was experiencing. She drifted in and out of consciousness, hanging on, but only just. 

“Someone want to tell me what happened?” Chapman growled. “And why the hell is part of the wall gone?”

Ella, Flo, and Wink took turns narrating what had transpired as Chapman secured Dot in antique manacles. The story meandered a bit and was embellished in parts, largely Flo’s involvement in the takedown. Ella noticed that during their discourse the ghost blaster mysteriously disappeared from sight, and Flo crept amongst the shadows at the back of the garage before returning.

At some point, Will arrived with Pauline in his pickup, and a 1950s ambulance followed a few minutes after that. The emergency vehicle came as a bit of a surprise to Ella since she was unaware Keystone had an ambulance. 

They loaded Mrs. Tanner onto a stretcher, and a shackled, semi-conscious Dot rode up front with someone Ella vaguely recognized from the diner. Huffing, Pauline squeezed into the back, fished out a stethoscope from one of her many pockets, and bent over Lilly as the ambulance tore out of the yard. 

The wheels spun in the snow, and for a brief moment, Ella feared it was stuck. Then the volunteer got the vehicle under control and crept forward at a more appropriate speed.

“You three, with me.” Chapman jabbed a thumb at Ella, Wink, and Flo.

Ella eyed his Appaloosa rooting through the snow, probably in search of food. Despite her thawing relationship with Chapman, the thought of sharing a ride on the horse didn’t appeal to her, especially since her backside still smarted from her ride with Six.

“You planning on us walking?” Flo asked. “I don’t think we could all fit. Well, I might, but Ella—”

“She’s half your size,” Wink cut in.

Chapman held up a hand for silence. “Will, mind giving us a ride?”

“Duh, Flo,” Ella said. “Of course, we’re not all riding on the horse. Don’t be ridiculous.” She turned to Chapman with a sudden thought. “Hey, does he have a name?”

“Horse.”

“Yeah, does your horse have a name?”

“It’s Horse.”

Ella blinked at him. “Huh. You must’ve stayed up all night coming up with that one.”

He opened the door to Will’s pickup, and Ella climbed in. There was a full minute of arguing about who got to ride in the cab before Chapman ordered both Wink and Flo into the bed while Will rode Horse.

“You’re going to make two old ladies ride back there?” Flo stabbed a finger at the back of the pickup.

“If those two old ladies are you two, then yes. It’s the only way I won’t shoot ya.”

After much grumbling, they climbed into the bed. 

Once Chapman had climbed in behind the steering wheel, Ella said, “Hey, are there any speed bumps we can go over?”

He never responded, but he did, however, press down on the gas pedal when going over a mound of snow. 

At some point during the short ride, Ella nodded off. The warm car, the scent of lingering sandalwood, and the feeling of security lulled her into a deep peace. 




Ella woke up in her bed the next day with no recollection of how she’d gotten there. Sunlight poured through her windows, revealing a bright, late morning. 

She sat up, wincing, and the memories of the previous night flooded back. Lifting the sleeve of her pajama shirt, she eyed the bandage wrapped around her arm. 

She vaguely remembered Pauline digging buckshot out before patching her up. Ella felt the dressing overkill, but the doc had wanted to take precaution to prevent infection. 

After splashing her face with cold water, Ella descended the stairs. The smell of bacon and fresh coffee lured her like a sailor to a siren. Laughter floated down the hallway. When she opened the kitchen door, she found it full of people. Rose, Jimmy, Flo, Wink, and Will sat around the table.

“Well, good morning, dear,” Rose said. “I was just about to clean off the table. I can heat up some of this stuff in the oven if you like.”

Ella shook her head, folding a slice of thick bacon into her mouth. “Lukewarm’s good enough.” 

After grabbing the biggest mug she could find, she emptied the percolator of coffee and sat at the table.

The room quieted, and all eyes turned to her. “What?”

“What do you mean ‘what?’” Flo said in a mock tone that was supposed to be Ella, although she felt it far too high. “Everybody’s here because they’re worried about you. Me? I’m here for the food. And frankly, I’m beginning to regret it.” She made a face at the scrambled eggs on her fork then jerked her head in Will’s direction. “This one slept in one of the empty rooms upstairs.”

Will didn’t look up from his hash browns as he pushed them around his plate. His ears turned pink.

“I’m fine,” Ella said. “We should be far more worried about Lilly or the hole in her garage or Flo’s branching out to making exotic weapons.” She fixed Will with a pointed expression, while simultaneously reminding herself to search the inn top to bottom for G.I. Jane’s arsenal.

“How are you feeling, really?” Will’s eyes flitted to the bandage on her arm.

“Sore, but happy to be alive.”

“Dot and Lilly are fortunate to be alive,” Rose said.

Jimmy stirred his coffee and let out a harumph. “Good riddance, I say.”

“How injured were they?” Will asked.

Ella doused her strong brew with more cream. “Dot has a nasty concussion, which is helping her disposition, as you can imagine. I heard her threaten Pauline with a tongue suppressor. Anyone hear an update on Lilly?”

“She lost a lot of blood,” Wink said, “but she made it out of surgery alright.”

Ella digested the news as she bit into a homemade blueberry muffin. Enough people had died already. But the woman had murdered her estranged husband, and since Keystone didn’t have a prison, her punishment would most likely involve getting stranded in a random time and location. She had no love for the woman, but she did hope it wasn’t in whatever frigid arctic they seemed to be inhabiting at the moment.

The breakfast conversation was interrupted by the sudden appearance of Chester. He popped out of Wink’s purse and leaped onto the table, wearing a marching band outfit. With twitching whiskers, he crept over to a plate of pancakes and sniffed.

“Wink!” Rose shrieked. “What have I told you about bringing that varmint into the kitchen?” 

“Don’t? He’s not hurting anything, though. He’s just a bit peckish.” Wink reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of nuts and dried fruit.

“Get that thing out of here before he messes on the table.”

“He doesn’t mess,” Wink said, jutting her chin out. “He’s litter trained.”

Flo’s empty fork hovered over her plate. She stabbed it through the air, pointing it at Chester. “What do you suppose a squirrel omelet tastes like?”

“A bit greasy, I’d think,” Jimmy replied without missing a beat.

“Besides,” Will added, “it’s bad for your cholesterol.”

Flo slumped back. “Too bad.”

Wink leveled a glare around the table and scooped Chester into her arms. Her mouth opened with what Ella was sure to be a good rant when the back door opened, bringing with it a burst of cold air.

Sheriff Chapman stooped as he stepped inside and shut the door.

“Morning, folks.” He slipped his derby hat off and massaged it in his hands. “How’re you feeling, Ella?”

“For goodness sakes,” Flo said. “You’d think she was the one who had surgery and got shot.”

“I did get shot. Well, barely. But it counts. And I’d like to remind you that I almost died at least twice thanks to you and that stupid ghost blaster.”

“Pardon?” Chapman drawled.

Ella stirred her coffee so hard it sloshed over the sides and made a point of avoiding Flo’s harsh glare. “Doesn’t matter. Anyway, I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”

Rose poured a cup for Chapman and set it on the oak table. After thanking her, he dragged a bar stool over from the island and lowered his lean frame until he was perched on top. “Just finished questioning both women. I’d like to hear your side again, ladies, if you don’t mind. Lot of loose ends I’m unsure about.” He locked eyes with Ella. “When you’re finished eating, maybe we can go into the other room?”

Ella nodded, but Flo answered for all three of them. “Why? I’ll tell ya all about it right now.”

Jimmy and Will groaned, and Ella got the impression they’d already heard the story multiple times.

“Let Ella tell it,” Wink said. “She got there before us, knew about Lilly’s first husband, and such. She should be the one to start.”

Flo slumped in her seat and mumbled, “Whatever.”

The sheriff frowned at both older women. “I reckon we can chat now if it’s alright with Miss Barton.”

All eyes turned expectantly to Ella for the second time that morning. A bite of bacon stuck in her throat. It was probably better they were all there, anyway. Then she wouldn’t have to repeat her story for a third, fourth, or fifth time. 

Ella gulped her coffee, the hot liquid burning her throat, as she dislodged the bacon. With a deep breath, she launched into a recount of events over the past couple of days, starting with going to Dot’s cabin with Six and ending with her attempt to hit the crazed woman over the head with a shovel in the grow house. 

When she mentioned the shootout at Dot’s cabin and riding up there with the outlaw, she was careful to avoid looking over at Will. A muscle in the sheriff’s jaw twitched, but he didn’t interrupt. 

When she got to the part about finding David Fisher’s name in the records book, seeing the picture of him, and figuring out that he was the skeleton at the bottom of the lake, she remembered she’d left the binder with the Keystone Corner clippings in Lilly’s yard. 

Ella jumped from the table, but Chapman pulled her down, telling her he would retrieve the binder later. After taking another swill from her mug, to stall as much as to quench her thirst, she explained how Lilly had confessed to killing Stan.

Ella leaned back against the chair and swallowed. Her mouth was dry, but she felt a weight lifted from her chest, despite leaving out the more colorful bits and glossing over Flo’s experimental weapons. 

The kitchen fell quiet, filled only by the sound of Chester’s chewing.

“You said you already talked to Lilly, right?” Ella asked Chapman. “Did she confess?”

Chapman ran a large hand over a whisker covered face. “Yeah, she did.”

“Did she say why she did it? That’s the part I’m still fuzzy on. I’m assuming the affair set her off.” 

Chapman nodded. “Apparently, Stanley had been in love with her for years. When they arrived in Keystone, Stan took advantage of the lack of law enforcement at the time and killed David. Story as old as time. Jealous lovers.” He shook his head.

Will steepled his fingers together, speaking for the first time in a while. “What I want to know is, how did she do it? How did she kill Stan?” 







CHAPTER 31







SQUINTING, CHAPMAN STUDIED all of their faces as if trying to decide if he should divulge that information.

“She used Will’s scuba equipment, didn’t she?” Ella asked. 

The sheriff eyed her as he slowly nodded. 

Flo grunted. “Lucky guess.”

“Not a guess.” Ella preened as if they should all be impressed that she knew. 

When no one batted so much as an eye, she said, “Tough crowd,” and turned to Will. “Remember? When you went on your first dive, right before we found Stanley, the mask was too tight and still wet despite being stored in that boathouse of horrors?”

The confusion in the inventor’s expression cleared.

“Miss Barton’s right.” Chapman tugged at his handlebar mustache. His eyes sagged as if he hadn’t slept in days, and Ella wondered if the town wasn’t pulling him apart at the seams a little bit. 

Rubbing the bags under his eyes, he relayed the broad strokes of what Lilly had said during her interrogation. Her official married name was Lilly Fisher. When both she, David, and Stanley had arrived into town, she was happily married to David but hid a terrible secret from him that ate at her. 

Stan, David’s best friend, had been pining for her for years and didn’t bother hiding it from Lilly. Wooing her with flowers, secret love letters, and poems, he wore her down, his jealousy over David only increasing. 

They had been traveling across the country, bootlegging just enough for gas money to the next town. Getting stranded in Keystone Village became Stan’s breaking point, and the event triggered a jealous fit of rage. 

One night, while the Fishers lay asleep, Stan burst into their bedroom and slit David’s throat with a hunting knife. Lilly freaked out and attempted to run for help, but Stan threatened her too, saying that she was his now. 

They were still newcomers, and things were so crazy in Keystone during that period of time that David was counted among the missing, someone left behind in a jump.

Stan locked Lilly in the basement then disposed of Mr. Fisher’s body. She never knew what had become of her husband’s remains until recently. 

When Stan saw Will’s diving gear and realized the inventor would be exploring the resting place of his victim, he visited Lilly in another one of his violent fits. He knew it was only a matter of time before the body was discovered. So, when he overheard Ella and Will talking about diving in the lake the next day, he had no choice but to go out in the middle of the storm and dredge up the body using Will’s gear. 

Despite Lilly initially refusing, he managed to enlist her help, threatening to tell Chapman that she’d killed David.

In the middle of the torrential rain and lightning, they rowed out to the middle. When Stan emerged from the water, saying he’d located the bones, Lilly chose that moment for her revenge. 

She fiddled with his air mixture before he dived back down to retrieve them, causing oxygen depravity—

At this point, Ella interrupted and wondered if he hadn’t meant oxygen deprivation.

“Yeah, sure,” Chapman drawled. “Whatever Pauline said. Anyhow, it didn’t take much for him to become disoriented. After that, all it took was holding his head underwater. Then, she stripped the gear off him. Dragging him into the boat had been a challenge but not impossible for her, given her…”

“Gladiator build?” Ella helped.

Chapman nodded before continuing. Using the diving gear, Dot had swum back to the dock and deposited everything in the boathouse where she and Stan had taken the gear. She didn’t care about hiding Stan’s body, because she didn’t think anyone would ever figure out how he died or who had killed him.

Chapman paused, sipping at his now-cold coffee. A heavy silence, the kind only heard during a tragedy, filled the space. Ella couldn’t imagine hating someone enough to kill them. What Stan had done wasn’t right, but to murder him? 

Her plate made a scraping noise as she pushed it away, too nauseated to eat the remainder of her pancakes. “How long had Stanley been having an affair with Dot?” 

“About a year, according to Dot,” Chapman said. “Lilly says she didn’t mind it because it took his attention away from her. Says he beat her less and was thrilled when he moved out.”

“What about the grow house?”

The finely combed hairs of his mustache bristled from a heavy sigh. “It was Stan and Dot’s idea. They’d heard from one of the locals how lucrative the marijuana industry was in the early twenty-first century, so they stockpiled the product. The next time we jumped to that time period, their plan was to get outta here with all of it.”

Ella’s eyebrows drew together. “Um, well they failed because they could’ve crossed the border when they hopped to my time.”

“When I asked Dot about that, she said they didn’t know what time period we were in until you were introduced at the town hall meeting. Then, they scrambled to gather what they could and ran. They made it a mile down the road before their car broke down.”

“Must’ve gotten it from Lou,” Ella muttered bitterly. All around the table, heads nodded in agreement.

Chapman’s mustache twitched. “They did. They ran towards the boundary line on foot, carrying what they could, but still missed getting out before the flash by a hair.”

Ella’s chair creaked as she leaned back. “Hm, I’m trying to feel sympathetic—should we be sympathetic? Anyway, I’m failing.”

The room fell still, all of the heads around the table shaking. Eventually, Rose and Jimmy began clearing the table. Chapman asked Ella if they could have a private conversation.

Her stomach twisted as he led her into the study and closed both doors. Embers glowed in the fireplace. Ella stoked the glowing remains then added another log. After blowing on it, flames crackled to life. Breathing, she faced Chapman, no longer able to stall.

His thumbs threaded through his belt, and if anything, the set of his mustache grew more firm. “You should’ve waited for me to arrive before going in that house. What were you thinking? You could’ve been killed.”

Ella gaped at him. “You’re kidding, right? Dot was going to kill Lilly.” She dug her fingernails into her palms, getting more worked up by the moment, and she fought to maintain composure. “If I hadn’t gone in when I did, she would be dead. Maybe if you had been in your office or hadn’t taken so long to get there—why did you take so long?”

His clear, blue eyes flashed dangerously. “That’s none of your business.”

“It isn’t? I almost died because you didn’t do your job.” She ground her teeth, trying to keep more of the words in her head from spilling out, but he’d pushed a button. “Even if you lived all the way across town, it shouldn’t have taken you, what, a half-hour to get there. And that includes horseback. I want to know what was so important, why I risked my neck doing your job.” 

Ella heard the way she sounded: bitter, selfish, and annoying, and hated herself a little bit for it. Even if he had been in his office, she still would’ve inserted herself into the situation because that’s what a person with a semblance of humanity does when there’s a psycho woman running around with a shotgun. 

Chapman’s cheeks rippled as he clenched and unclenched his jaw several times.

Pinching her nose, she took a long, steadying breath. “I’m sorry. I had no right to say that. I’m still worked up from last night.”

“It was my daughter’s birthday,” he said, softly. 

Ella lowered her hand, her anger deflating. In the recent chaos, she’d almost forgotten he’d mentioned a daughter. “She got left behind?”

He nodded. “She would’ve been twenty-eight. Every year on her birthday, we rode over the plains to the foothills and spent the day fishing and trapping. We’d camp out that night, swapping stories over a campfire. I’d ask her if she had any male suitors, and she’d blush and tell me I was the most important man in her life.” 

He blinked and averted his eyes to the fire. When he spoke again, his voice came out strained. “Every year since I was stranded here, I’ve continued the tradition. I go into the woods and camp. I make a fire and remember her.” 

Ella swallowed a lump in her throat. “I’m so very sorry.”

“That’s what took me so long. Jonas couldn’t find me. Thankfully, I’d told Greta, my neighbor, where I’d be, otherwise, he never would’ve found me. But you’re right, I should’ve been there.”

Ella shook her head. “No. You were where you needed to be. What was her name?”

“Elizabeth.” He cleared his throat. “Elizabeth Caroline Chapman.” 

Ella repeated the name, and it brought a small smile to his face. 

“You remind me of her, actually. Strong. Stubborn. Loyal. Crazy. A horrible judge of character.” His eyes crinkled.

“I knew it! I knew I was growing on you. You’re nothing but a teddy bear.”

“Alright, don’t milk it.” The laughter lines melted away, and once again, the stoic law dog stared back at her. “No more poking around. I mean it. I know I asked you to keep your ear to the ground—a decision I regret—but that’s it. Ears only. Nothing more.”

“Sure.”

“I mean it, Miss Barton. And quit winking at me. I’m serious.”

“Yep.” She winked again.

He let out a long-suffering sigh and opened the door. 

As they filed out of the study and into the entrance hall, she asked, “So, if Jonas didn’t kill Stan, then what was with all the animosity? Why start the committee to save the hills when he didn’t even live there? Did he genuinely dislike the guy that much?”

“Partly that.” Chapman tugged his derby hat back over his wave of gray hair. “But mostly the town leases his property for the wind farm. He gets a monthly portion of allocated funds. His contract’s fixed.”

“Meaning, that with the expansion, the new owners leasing their property would get a cut, as well, leaving less for him.”

“Exactly.”

Ella frowned. “Wait, so Dot was going to benefit from the new farm?”

He nodded. “Negligibly, yeah. But she still planned on leaving Keystone with Stan.”

“What’s going to happen to her now? Not that I care. The woman did try to shoot me a few times… okay, I care a little.” At the very least, Ella felt she should be charged with attempted murder. Then again, Six had tried to kill her, and Chapman had released him, reminding her, once again, that Keystone played by a different set of rules.

“She’ll be in jail for a while. Then….” One shoulder lifted in a lazy shrug. “Haven’t decided yet.”

“What about Lilly?”

“She’ll stay here until we jump someplace more habitable.”

He lingered by the front door, his badge catching the chandelier light. “Tell Rose thanks for the coffee.”

“Will do.” 

Footsteps sounded behind Ella, and Will emerged from one of the hallways. 

He shook Chapman’s hand and asked, “So what’s going to happen to the wind farm expansion project? We’re still in a bit of a crisis.”

“Hard to say. I’ve been told the turbines are working at a higher efficiency at the moment, so we’re looking better. But long term? I don’t know. Both Stan and Dot were the ones pushing the project forward. Without them….” He shrugged again.

“Well, something will have to be done,” Ella said. “Stan was right. The current farm won’t sustain us. Not unless we keep flashing to windy places.” She bit her lip, wondering again if there wasn’t a way to manufacture solar panels. Or maybe geothermal power was a feasible option. Regardless, that was another problem for a different day.

“I best be off. Lots of paperwork ahead of me.” Chapman touched the brim of his hat and said to Ella, “Try to stay outta trouble. Go read a book or something. And sometime later, you’re gonna tell me how you got all those scratch marks.” He indicated the older wounds covering her arms and neck from Six shoving her into the rose bush. “Something tells me Fluffy didn’t do that.”

Ella pulled her sleeves down and closed the door behind him. She could feel Will’s gaze on her. The grandfather clock in the entryway ticked loudly, emphasizing the weighted silence stretching between them.

“I need another cup of coffee,” Will said. He began to walk away, but Ella grabbed his arm.

“Will, wait. About Six… he only gave me a ride. That’s all. He saw I needed help and gave me a lift.” Her eyebrows pinched together. Could horseback riding be called a lift? She shook the question away.

“Look, you don’t owe me an explanation. I just don’t see how you can be around that guy after what he did to you.”

You don’t know the half of it. “Because everyone needs a friend. A true friend, one who’ll always be there no matter what. I’m fortunate enough to have many. He has none. Maybe if he did, he’d be different. Besides, he’s actually not that bad. I think we just got off on the wrong foot.” He gave her a rueful look. “But I just thought you should know there’s nothing going on between us.”

“And why would that matter to me?”

Ella blinked up at him, taken aback by the question. She couldn’t read the expression on his face. Had she been misreading him this entire time? “Well, b-because we… I mean, I thought….” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I think I’ve misinterpreted—”

A grin broke out over his face, revealing the dimples in his cheeks. “I’m just joshing you. I wanted to see how you’d react because I wasn’t sure how you felt.” His blue-green eyes danced. “But now I know.”

Inside, her stomach both dropped to her feet and rolled into her chest simultaneously. She punched his arm. “You’re hilarious. You and Flo should open up a comedy routine together. But more importantly, people here still say ‘joshing’?”

He laughed. “Come on. I’ll treat you to a slice of banana bread.”

“You mean the loaf in the kitchen? The one sitting on the island and is up for grabs? Cheapskate.” Without waiting for a response, she ambled down the hallway. “Come on, old man.”




Later that afternoon, Ella curled up on a sofa in the drawing room adjacent to the kitchen. Two bay windows looked out over several feet snow, the lake, and the forest. Twin Hills rose above the frost-covered evergreens, set against a backdrop of sharp, craggy mountains. Stacks of smoke rose from dozens of chimneys and curled towards a blue sky. Clouds marched closer, promising more snow.

Ella smiled and petted the heavy ball of fur in her lap. Fluffy began to purr, the noise vibrating her stomach.

Across from her, Shelly Rossi sipped at her mug of hot tea, twirling a fountain pen in her hand. “Let’s began, shall we?”

























Book 3: Christmas Corpse







CHAPTER 1







ELLA BARTON LOOKED from the antique sled with wooden rails to the steep slope of snow stretching into the distance below. She wasn’t even sure the sled qualified for the word so much as “sled adjacent,” mostly because of the added attachment on the back that looked suspiciously like a motor. 

She suspected her fellow boarder and friend Florence Henderson—not of The Brady Bunch fame—was responsible for the souped-up vehicle that would’ve made Tim “The Tool Man” Taylor green with envy.

She zipped her down jacket up to her chin. “How you two talk me into stuff like this, I’ll never know. Why are we going down the back side of the hills instead of the front, anyway? Afraid people will see us?”

Ella’s boss, Grandma Wink, paused amidst positioning the sled for their downhill journey and peered up from a crouch position, something Ella was mildly impressed with given the woman’s age. 

“Kind of, actually. The sheriff frowns on us going down that side of the hill.” Wink added the word “anymore” under her breath.

 Her hot pink hair broke free from the confines of her ski cap as she bent close to the monstrosity that would carry Ella to her death, muttering, “You go through one house and suddenly you’re ‘a hazard to the town’.”

Ella’s gloved hand worked under her beanie and bent her ear forward. “Come again? A house?” She rolled around to the other figure who stood nearby. “Will, what’s she talking about?”

The handsome 1920s inventor waved a hand dismissively, his eyes fixated on Ella’s cell phone in his hands. “Minor incident last year.” He managed to tear his gaze away from the screen long enough to glance over at Wink. “Or was last year when you two landed in the lake?”

Wink’s face pinched in thought. “No, last year was Bill’s house. We did him a favor if you ask me. I told him that hideous excuse for a door needed to be replaced ages ago.”

“Well, you sure showed him.” Ella gave a half-hearted swing of her arm. “Followup question. Was anyone injured? Asking for a friend.”

“Which time?” Will flipped up the collar of his trench coat and tugged his fedora down tighter over his slicked hair before using both hands to rotate her phone so the screen faced outward. 

“Which time?” Ella sputtered. “How about both times?”

Wink’s voice floated up from the snow down near their boots. “I think Flo cracked a rib. Got a concussion maybe. Nothing serious.”

“Which time?” Ella asked.

“Both times. But I’m sure that has more to do with her poor nutrition than my steering.”

“Oh dear,” Will muttered beside her. 

Currently, his head craned over the phone, trying to see the screen while still tilting it out over the snowy vista. She’d mistakenly opened the camera app and asked him to record—a request she now regretted. 

After he’d spent the first couple of minutes taking pictures of his boots and subsequent bootprints, he’d accidentally toggled the app to use the front-facing camera and took several close-up shots of his forehead a la a poorly done selfie. He seemed resigned to leaving it on the front camera and was attempting to take photos that way.

Silently, Ella reached over and tapped the screen. A second later, the picture flickered and showed a blurry view of his abdomen. His eyebrows pinched together as he mumbled under his breath about the “wonders of technology.”

Overhead, gray clouds floated across peeks of a late afternoon blue sky. It was the first break of nice weather they’d seen since the entire town jumped to its new, current location. It was partly the reason why Wink had decided to close up the diner early. Ella wasn’t so sure sledding at break-neck speed warranted closing a restaurant early on a Friday night, but she had little experience to back up this assumption.

She breathed into her gloves, rubbed them together, then turned a slow circle. Wink’s house sat perched on the top of the hill a few yards away. A sweeping landscape of craggy, snowy mountains that made Ella feel like she was reliving the opening scene in The Sound of Music surrounded the town.

The snow itself reminded her of the night she’d arrived in the small village. Her car had hit a snowbank, putting it out of commission. She’d wandered into Keystone Village, a quint town that looked like it was straight from the 1950s (because it was), and stayed the night in the large manor-converted-inn. 

At first, she’d thought the locals unfriendly due to their enthusiasm to get her to leave. However, what she had mistaken as coldness had been them trying to save her from getting stranded when the town jumped. 

Soon after her arrival, light flashed like a dome over the town. When it had dissipated, they were in a new location—and a new time. Now, just like the other citizens, she was a woman out of place and out of time.

Her eyes fell from the snowy vista to a picnic basket Will had pulled out from his pickup. Ella scrounged inside, her mood picking up considerably when she discovered Wink’s cranberry scones. 

Crumbs cascaded down her jacket as she greedily shoved the pastry in her mouth. Despite the fact that it was no longer warm, it melted in her mouth.

Inside the wicker basket, she located a thermos as well. Her eyebrows rose as she unscrewed it. 

“That’s Flo’s hot chocolate,” Will said.

The words had just registered as she swallowed the first gulp. 

“Holy mother of pearl!” Ella spat the liquid all over the snow. “This stuff could peel paint off a house. I’m not even sure there’s chocolate in here… wait. Stewart told me chocolate was scarce here. Said we couldn’t grow cacao in the greenhouses or something.” 

She peered into the dark thermos. “If this isn’t chocolate, then what is it?” Will opened his mouth, but Ella held up her hand. “You know what, I don’t want to know.” 

The mystery liquid sloshed around as she screwed the lid back on and returned the spiked “cocoa” to the basket.

“Where did Flo wander off to, anyway?” she asked. “Not that I don’t mind she’s not here. Heh, maybe we should, you know, call this off. If she’s sick or something, we could always wait another day. Or never. That’s always an option.”

“She’s still in the house. Said she had to use a mirror to put her hat on.”

Ella withheld a shuddering breath, not wanting to know what that meant. Although they’d ridden up together in Will’s classic marine blue Chevy pickup, Flo hadn’t been properly attired for the weather, but rather had a bundle of coats and scarves in her lap that she said she’d put on once she got to Wink’s house.

“Oops.” Will’s fingers swiped across the phone screen several times, each movement more frantic than the one before. He’d managed to open up Ella’s contacts and was currently trying to dial her mother. 

Ella ignored the stabbing pain of homesickness as the phone failed to find a signal. She jabbed a finger over the red icon to hang up the phone and opened the camera app back up. 

“Maybe I should hang on to that—”

Will danced the device out of her reach. “No, I got it, I got it.” He held the camera up.

“That’s Wink’s eye. Zoom out. No. Now, that’s her butt.”

Before Ella could try another attempt at retrieving the phone, a creaky voice floated over the snow from somewhere up the steep incline. 

“Alright, I’m here. Let’s do this.”

Ella shielded her eyes against the glare of the snow and found an unnaturally tall figure waddling down towards them—waddling mostly due to several layers of jackets. 

Ella’s gaze traveled up Flo’s Marshmallow Fluff body and snagged on her head, more specifically the hat that covered her beehive. Unless the local general store carried winter hats several feet long, this assault on fashion had been specially knitted to accommodate Flo’s tower of hair, hair so tall it blotted out a gray cloud overhead.

“My God,” Ella whispered. “Marge Simpson has nothing on you.”

“What are you on about?” Flo’s breath came out in rattling huffs, despite her approach being all downhill. 

Shooting out her arm, Ella snatched her phone from Will.

“Hey—”

“Hold on. I want to see if I get any reception off Flo’s head.”

“Haha,” Flo tutted. “At least I don’t look like a poodle.” Her hand primped the knit cap as if she could somehow fluff up her hair through the thick yarn.

Reluctantly, Ella handed the phone back to the inventor. “At least I’m not a hazard to planes flying overhead.” She laughed at her own joke, held her hand up for a high five from Will, and said, “Oh, burn.”

Three sets of eyes stared at her in confusion.

“Really? Nothing?” Ella’s smile froze in place, and her hand lingered. Reaching over, she freed up one of Will’s hands from her phone and forced it to give her a high five. “That’s it. There we go.”

Wink clapped her hands together, the sound mostly muted due to her mittens. “Alright, you two. Look alive. We’re ready.”

“One moment.” Flo rummaged through the picnic basket and took a very long swig from the thermos.

Ella side eyed Will who was subtly shaking his head. Using the sleeve of her top layer of jacket, Flo swiped the brown liquid from her mouth and instructed the inventor to be sure to pack the basket in his pickup when he drove down to meet them at the bottom.

Then, she shuffled over to the sled and attempted to straddle it. When that failed, she clambered on. Her feet slipped on the wet wood and flew out from under her, resulting in her haunches hitting the chipped seat with a thud.

“Close enough,” Wink said as she gracefully mounted the front.

Ella approached the rickety looking thing warily. Not only was it an antique sled, like the one seen in Citizen Kane, but it wasn’t even a gently used antique like most objects found around Keystone.

With a sigh, she looked over at Will. “You recording?”

“Yes. Wait, no.” He fumbled with the screen, his mouth turning down. “Now, I’m recording.”

“This message is to my parents—”

“Just get in, you scaredy-cat,” Flo said.

“Hey, that’s offensive. At least in my time.”

“Is it?”

“Actually, I’m not sure.” She looked at Will. “Remember me fondly. Also, if Flo survives, don’t let her get my Bluetooth stereo. Pretty sure she’d turn it into some kind of spectral receiver or whatever.” She heard the old woman mutter about that not being a bad idea.

“Can I have it, then?” Will’s eyes danced with humor but had a note of sincerity.

She shrugged and said, “Sure.”

After straddling the sled she mentally dubbed Rosebud, Ella dropped to her backside and squeezed in between Flo and Wink. Then she wrapped her arms around her boss so tightly she feared she might crack a rib.

“Why am I stuck in the middle?”

Flo’s voice floated over Ella’s shoulder, smelling strongly of her not-chocolate drink. “Wink’s gotta steer, and I need to run the engine.”

Ella’s stomach dropped to somewhere beneath the sled, the older woman’s words confirming her fear. “Engine? Puppies, why does this thing need an engine? I’m pretty sure the hill is so steep, mountain goats wouldn’t climb it. Also, in case anyone cares, I believe we’re on a collision course with the greenhouses.” 

She pointed at the many dozen roofs below. They seemed far enough away to be innocuous, but Ella had learned from experience that whatever can go wrong in Keystone, will go wrong in Keystone.

“Don’t worry,” Wink said, shifting her weight around. “The ground naturally curves about halfway down. It’ll steer us away.”

“Sure, sure.” Ella closed her eyes, her lips moving in silent words as she muttered curses about the two women’s lineage and began a mental inventory of her earthly possessions and who would get what.

“Ready?” Wink hollered over her shoulder.

“Ow, I’m right here. No need to shout. And no, I’m not ready.”

 “Ready!” Flo yelled from behind Ella.

“Crap, you two. I’m going to go deaf.” She glanced over at Will in a silent plea. He shot her a thumbs up, nearly dropping her phone. 

Ella opened her mouth to tell him to be careful, that her cellular couldn’t survive a dip in the freezing accumulation, but the words were forced to the back of her throat as the sled teetered and took off.

The first fleeting thought that raced through her mind as the vehicle of death gathered speed was that she should’ve worn a helmet. The thought flitted away a second later when her cheeks began to flap then came around again when Flo turned on the motor. 

It let out a throaty cough before roaring to life. The sled kicked with the extra horsepower, and Ella’s eyeballs were sucked into the back of her head. Water streamed from her tear ducts and traced across her cheeks, whether due to the air blasting against her naked eyes or actual tears of fear, she couldn’t be sure. 

Evergreen trees blurred past. At first, she had been able to make out bark and branches, but now, they were just a general tree-shape as they slid past at Mach five.

Her breakfast threatened to launch back up, and her fingers dug into Wink to the point she could feel what the woman ate last Tuesday. 

Beneath her, the sled vibrated and bounced with each minute bump in the snow, ensuring that Ella would never be able to sit again. 

Sometime between her heart nearly stopping and her tongue tasting colors, her eyes had squeezed shut on their own accord. She peeled one open and chanced a glance over Wink’s shoulder to see what lay ahead. 

Her heart climbed up her throat.

Below, their route ended abruptly in the tree line that surrounded the greenhouses.

“Uh,” she shouted in Wink’s ear so her friend could hear her over the raging wind and motor, “when is the sled supposed to turn?”

The air nearly whipped the words away as Wink yelled, “Back there!”

Ella wasn’t sure where “there” was, but the fact that it had already passed was concerning, on top of the note of panic edging Wink’s voice.

“That’s what I thought. Just wanted to check. Also, maybe now’s a good time to try turning?”

Wink had been plying the handbrakes like they were going out of style. “I’m trying! Lean! Tell Flo to cut the engine!”

Ella tilted her body and relayed Wink’s command. The roar of the engine stopped, and a blessed silence followed, save for the ringing in Ella’s ears. 

For a moment, relief flooded her. The sled drifted a hair to the right, and their speed cut—not much, but it was something. Then, she spotted a drift shaped like a ramp, dead ahead.

“Turn!” Ella screamed. 

Her feet came off the sled, and she dug the heels of her boots in as best she could. Her footwear stuttered and built up their own drifts. But she was too late.

The sled hit the drift-turned-ramp at a blistering speed. Ella felt weightless, floating through the air with her friends, as she watched the sled fall away beneath them. She was flying like Superman, only without a cape and superpowers and marginally better hair. 

A high-pitched scream she’d never claim as her own issued from her mouth. Wind whipped her hat off. Snow rolled by far below. She was somersaulting, glimpsing a tree growing larger with each roll.

Ella braced for impact. Instead of hitting the Douglas-fir, however, her shoulder brushed the bark as she flew past. She slammed into the snow, forming a perfectly shaped human hole three feet deep. 

Groaning, Ella lay on her back, staring up at the snow-ladened boughs, cursing in several languages, and even throwing in a few words she made up on the spot.

Above, one of the boughs bent, and before she could move, a load of snow slid off and dumped over her face, burying her.

She swallowed a metallic taste and rolled back and forth like a beached seal until she broke free of her snowy coffin. As she rolled, she felt an arm.

“Wink? Flo? You okay?”

“I’m alright,” Wink’s muffled voice drifted from another mound of snow five feet to Ella’s left.

“Flo?”

A groan followed by swearing told Ella Flo was alive and somewhere behind her. She craned her head around to see the older woman nearly upside down up to her waist, her legs wriggling in the air as she struggled free.

“Man, I’m glad you didn’t wear a dress today. Anyone have a change of underwear—” Ella froze.

“El, you okay?” Wink staggered to her feet, a line forming between her penciled eyebrows.

Ella looked at her boss, standing a few yards away, then she twisted around, spotting Flo rolling out of her snow mound, also several yards away. 

Saliva lodged in her throat as she swallowed.

Slowly, her eyes dropped to the spot in the snow beside her, the spot where she’d definitely felt an arm.

Ella’s voice came out hoarse, whispering, “No, no, no. Not again.” 

She scrambled onto her knees, her gloved hands furiously digging at the snow, slowly excavating a hand as blue as a Smurf. 

“Wink, help me.”

Wink dropped to her knees, followed by Flo. All three of them dug carefully. They slowed when Flo’s hand pulled away rust-colored snow.

After several minutes, they sat back on their haunches, breathing heavily and staring at vacant eyes and an ax buried in a man’s head. 







CHAPTER 2







ELLA WATCHED GRAY clouds march across the sky. Despite the fact that no flakes fell, she tasted snow in the air. It was the scent of winter and Christmas, the taste of pumpkin spiced lattes and the sound of Bing Crosby singing White Christmas.

She breathed in the moment, let out a breath that formed a cloud in front of her, then her eyes fell to the body and half-dozen people loitering around. 

Pauline, the coroner and town doctor, searched one of a dozen pockets covering her puffy jacket—most of the puffiness accounted for by the bulging pockets. When that one failed to produce what she was looking for, her hand probed another. And another. Two bruised bananas, one rubber ducky, and several tongue suppressors later, she finally pulled out a pair of gloves and began to examine the body.

“You didn’t touch it this time, did you?” Sheriff Chapman tipped back the brim of his derby hat, leveling his penetrating blue eyes on Ella, the kind of eyes that could see into a person’s soul.

“No… did you want me to touch the body?”

“Why would I want you to touch it?”

Her shoulders lifted in a shrug, but her heart wasn’t in the movement. 

He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “I just figured since last time—”

“That was to be sure Stan was dead. Pretty sure this guy’s dead.” She nodded towards the corpse. “I don’t know, maybe it’s the glazed-over eyes, blue skin, or ax in the head. Call me crazy.” 

She winced at how insincere she sounded. Humor and sarcasm were defense mechanisms for her, but sometimes, they made her sound callous. The man half-covered in snow was someone’s family. Someone’s friend.

Nearby, Wink loitered under a tree, rubbing her hands together and stomping her boots to keep warm. A few steps away, Will stood, his hands jammed into his pockets as he watched the proceedings, his mouth turned down. Beside him, Flo leaned against a tree, taking nips from her thermos every time the sheriff turned away.

Ella cleared her throat, searching for something to say, anything to fill the heavy air. “At least Will wasn’t with me when we found the body this time, right, Will?” 

The inventor stirred and nodded, saying, “That’s progress, I suppose.”

“Right,” Ella agreed, turning back to Chapman. “Well, maybe not progress so much as a lateral move. But still, it’s something.” 

Chapman’s fingers worked over his handlebar mustache as he stared at her. Eventually, he broke his gaze, but only after she began squirming.

“Alright, Wink,” the lawman drawled. “How’s about you and I have a chat first?” 

He led her a few yards away to a clearing beside the nearest greenhouse. Ella couldn’t make out his words, but his voice, deep and full of gravel, carried easily across the chilly breeze.

As Pauline brushed aside more snow from the victim, Ella’s eyes were drawn to the carnage despite her best efforts to look away. The unfortunate man stared up at the sky, blood in frozen rivulets around the wound. 

Ella was no detective, but unless the man was capable of hitting himself in the head with an ax, there was no doubt he’d been murdered.

As Pauline uncovered more, Ella got a closer look at his clothing. Beneath pelts of fur, he wore a faded blue tunic over trousers. Something in her brain clicked, and now the ax made sense.

“Hey, isn’t that one of the Norsemen guys?” She remembered one of them—Leif maybe—talking at the previous to last town hall meeting three weeks ago. No one had understood a lick of what he said, but he’d said it with such fire and conviction, she was certain it had been a good speech.

“Yes,” Will said, “that’s Erik.”

“Not Leif?”

“No. Erik.”

“He’s the other Norseman, right?”

Will’s chin dipped in a nod.

“Huh. I was sure it was Leif.”

“It’s not.”

The sound of Flo uncapping her thermos again made both Ella and the inventor turn their heads.

The older woman’s eyebrows rose to her statuesque cap, adding about a dozen wrinkles across her forehead. “What? Helps keep me warm. Want some, William?” 

Stretching out her hand that held the booze, she batted spider-like lashes with extra clumps of mascara at him.

Will politely declined. The older woman shrugged and took a long swig. 

“I’m fine too, Flo,” Ella said. “Thanks for the offer, though.” 

In a not-so-quiet whisper, she spoke out of the side of her mouth to Will. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to be husband number… whatever.” Ella had yet to get Flo to admit to a number—probably because she was unsure herself.

Will’s mouth pressed into a thin line, and he kept silent. But she didn’t miss the slight shudder travel up his body. 

Once Flo’s thermos had been safely secured amongst one of the many layers of jackets, she said rather loudly, “Anyone else hungry? I’m starving. I could really go for some bacon right about now.”

“Seriously?” Ella asked.

“Yes… what?”

“Dead body.” Ella pointed at the dead body in the snow in case it wasn’t obvious as to which body she was referring to.

“Well, it ain’t like me not eating is gonna bring him back to life now, is it?”

One of Ella’s eyebrows arched up. “I suppose you have a point. But we still have to talk to Chapman.”

She absently stared at Erik whose body had now been completely freed of snow. Now that she could get a better look, she studied the body, tilting her head. There was something off about his prone position, about how he lay, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

The sound of boots crunching over snow told her that Chapman and Wink had finished and were returning, but she continued to study the dead man.

She narrowed her eyes. “He had to have died very early this morning.”

“You a coroner now too?” Pauline huffed, her breath coming out in puffs. “Just ‘cause you watched a few forensic shows in your time—”

“Why do you say that, Miss Barton?” the sheriff asked, cutting off the coroner whose mood swings were as fickle as the weather.

“Because of how much snow was covering him. It’s basically snowed non-stop since we got here until it finally let up about eight this morning. I remember because it was around the time I was getting to the diner for my shift.” 

She glanced at Wink for confirmation before continuing. 

“There was, what, a half a foot of snow covering him? Meaning that he was probably killed early morning sometime, assuming it snowed about two inches an hour which is what it’s been doing.” She took a breath.

Chapman’s eyes flickered with some undecipherable emotion, a rare display. “Hm, might be right. Pauline should be able to pinpoint a time though, right?”

The doc nodded. “Ballpark.”

“I don’t know what that means, but I’m gonna guess that’s a yes.”

Both doctor and lawman were from an era nearly a century apart. Ella stood at the ready with an explanation in case Pauline wasn’t, but the sheriff didn’t seem interested in learning the meaning of a “ballpark” estimation.

While Chapman escorted Flo to the clearing-turned-outside-office, Ella, Will, and Wink decided to make themselves useful and scan the area for footprints. This was made infinitely harder by not wanting to contaminate the scene. 

So, they were relegated to shuffling on the spot, turning in all directions, combing the snow with their eyes from a distance. 

“If Erik was buried in about six inches of snow,” Ella said, “we’re not going to find anything.”

“Maybe not in the snow,” Will said, “but perhaps a little higher.” He pointed to something in the middle distance.

Ella followed his finger to a tree about sixty yards away. “What? What am I looking at? The tree?”

“That.”

Ella stared at the eight-foot tall evergreen. After she exchanged a glance with Wink which confirmed her boss was just as confused as she was, Ella said, “Ah, yes. I see it now. But just to confirm we’re looking at the same thing, you should probably tell me. Just so we’re all on the same page.”

“Subtle,” he muttered.

“Thank you.”

“It’s the branches. Look at the branches.”

Ella squinted, wishing she’d had her eyes checked before getting stranded in the village. After struggling a moment, she asked for her phone back. Zooming in with her camera, she finally spotted what he was referring to.

About halfway up the tree, roughly shoulder-height, was a broken branch. It bent towards the ground, still partially attached.

“Fascinating. The snow broke it.” She caught the flaw in her logic the moment the words came out. “Except there’s roughly the same amount of snow on it as was on Erik’s body.”

“Exactly.”

Meaning that it broke around the same time he was killed.

The three puzzled in silence while Ella snapped a photo. For whatever reason, she also turned on her heel, filming the entire scene, lingering on the body. Her stomach turned, and she felt weird for having done what she just did, so she stopped recording.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Chapman interviewed Will then Ella. His conversation with the inventor had been short since Will hadn’t been there for the discovery of the body. 

However, Ella’s conversation took more time, drawn out even longer by her Broadway style narration, complete with sound effects. In the end, he decided it best to confiscate the sled, a decision for which she silently thanked him.

Flo’s shoulders drooped, and her knit-covered beehive dipped. 

Draping an arm around her shoulders, Ella did her best to console her crazy friend, saying encouraging things like, “Now you’ll live to see Christmas” and “Rosebud will keep someone’s fireplace going a bit longer.”

Flo glared at her while Wink coughed to cover a chortle.

Once Chapman dismissed them, the three began to hike towards the greenhouses where Will sat in his pickup waiting for them, the engine humming as it attempted to warm the cab.

Halfway there, Ella paused, looked back at the sheriff, and told them to go on ahead. She’d catch up. 

Jogging back to the crime scene, Ella approached as Chapman lowered himself to a squat at Erik’s feet. The law man’s head tilted slightly, his mustache moving as his lips worked over a problem.

“What is it?” Ella asked, dropping beside him. Her backside brushed the snow, causing her to shiver.

It was several breaths before he answered, and when he did, his voice poured out slower than usual. “Can’t put my finger on it. But the blood… it just ain’t quite right.”

She stomached another long look at the body, trying to determine what he meant. Had the blood congealed too quickly?

“Do you mean the blood spatter?”

He dipped his chin in silent response. Ella wasn’t sure what blood spatter from an ax to the head was supposed to look like, so she was just going to have to take his word for it that something was off.

“Are you going to tell Leif?” she asked softly. 

A deep pang of sympathy hit her chest. As far as she knew, they were the only two from their era and didn’t seem to speak any other language. Now the man, who Ella suspected was a Viking, was all alone.

“That I am. Not sure how, though. Mind coming along and interpreting?”

Ella’s Old Norse language was rusty at best. Despite her linguistic shortcomings, she said she would. Hopefully, her charades game was up to snuff. 







CHAPTER 3







SHERIFF CHAPMAN TOLD Ella to go back to the inn, and he’d pick her up in about an hour and take her to Leif’s to help interpret. She left him to his rumination of murder and blood spatter.

Her boots crunched through the snow alone while her brain ran rampant with questions about Erik, what he was doing out here, and whose ax that had been.

With each step, her boots sunk up to her knees. She tried to keep to Flo’s footprints, but it was like following in Bigfoot’s steps. How did a woman of seemingly average height have such a gaping stride?

As she reached the pickup, light flakes began to fall. They sprinkled her jacket and dusted the vehicle. Stopping short, Ella took in the three bodies crammed into the small cab then back to the hard pickup bed as a chilly breeze pierced her skin.

After much cajoling and swearing on Flo’s part, Ella convinced them to let her into the cab, opting to fold into a pretzel on the floorboard in front of Wink rather than sit on the older woman’s lap.

As Will nosed the car onto the main road—which was more snow luge than drivable road at this point—the conversation immediately turned to the dead body.

“Poor Leif,” Wink said.

Ella told them she would be interpreting Chapman’s conversation with the Norseman. While speaking, she put her hands up to the vent, hoping to thaw her popsicle fingers, but Flo batted her hands away, complaining about her blocking the heat.

A thought occurred to Ella. “Wouldn’t it take some strength to put an ax in someone’s head?” 

The memory of Erik with the weapon sticking out of his head popped up unbidden, causing her to flinch. She hoped she could forget the image sometime before she died. 

“I mean,” she clarified, “I’ve chopped wood before. Not only does it take strength and a hard swing, but accuracy. Just ask my driveway.”

“Should probably chop wood over dirt,” Will suggested.

“Yeah, lesson learned. Especially after the first couple of sparks. Point is, it’s not easy to do. Not that wood is the same as bone.”

“How would you know?” Flo asked.

“Good point. I don’t.”

The cab lapsed into an awkward silence. 

Ella cleared her throat. “But I’m correct about it requiring technique, right?”

The Chevy slowed as they reached town. Will adjusted his grip on the wheel, saying, “Agreed. It would take someone who’s handled an ax before. But that’s most people here.”

Flo shifted in her seat, scooting even closer to the inventor, leaving scarcely room enough to breathe. He was now sandwiched tightly against his door, and it would probably require the jaws of life to pry him loose. 

The crazy woman glanced sideways at Ella. “I learned how to chop wood when I was eight.”

“Good for you,” Ella said. “And you still have all your fingers and toes? I’m impressed.”

“Who said I did?”

Ella’s mouth turned up until she realized Flo wasn’t kidding. “Oh, good Lord. Did you really think you could slip out something like that and not expect me to make fun of you?” She held up all ten fingers then dropped one. “Stop me when I reach how many toes you have.” She dropped another finger, now holding up only eight. When Flo didn’t react, Ella dropped a third. “Seriously? Is it under seven?”

“You got a few screws loose, you know that?”

“Yes. I’m well aware.”

Despite having chains, the pickup’s tires slipped over the snow as Will rolled the vehicle to a stop in front of Keystone Inn which was partially obstructed from view by the mound of snow spat out by the plow and half-buried cars. Snow clung to the ivy crawling up the 1800s two-story mansion-turned-inn.  

Ella climbed out, followed by Wink, then Flo. Will arranged to give Wink a ride back to her house when she was ready, said goodbye, then skidded his car down a block before turning onto a side street.

“Are  you staying for dinner?” Ella asked, climbing over the snow bank to get to the sidewalk. The heel of her boot slipped when she reached the top, and her feet kicked out from under her. She slid the rest of the way down penguin style. After popping to her feet, she brushed off her jacket and glanced back to be sure Flo hadn’t seen her arctic tumble.

“Yes. Rose invited me.” Wink bear-crawled over the mound, then she rummaged through a pocket to retrieve her key for the diner. “I want to get the kitchen ready for tomorrow.”

“What’s tomorrow?” Ella asked as they waited for Flo.

The woman stood on the other side of the barrier, her tongue slipping between her lips in concentration. 

“The pie bake, remember?”

“Right, right. The pie bake.”

“You forgot, didn’t you?”

“Of course, I forgot. Remember me and baking?”

“Everyone in Keystone remembers you and baking. With the teeth you’ve cracked in this town with your cookies, I’m sure Dr. Taylor loves you.”

“Dr. Taylor’s the dentist, right?”

Wink never responded. Her expression flashed to one of terror. “Flo, no!”

Ella whipped her head around in time to see the batty woman take a waddling leap over the barricade. Flo’s feet barely cleared three inches off the ground, resulting in her thighs slamming into the bank and her entire body flipping over. She somersaulted shy of a full revolution, landing on her back.

Something between a whimper and the air squealing out of a balloon escaped her shriveled mouth.

Ella and Wink rushed over and helped her to a sitting position. 

After visually inspecting her, Ella focused on Flo’s rheumy eyes to be sure they responded properly to light. “You okay?”

“No.” Flo gripped her back. “I think I broke my metatarsal.”

Ella’s mouth pinched together, then she said, “That’s in your foot. And you have more than one.”

“She’s fine.” Wink rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen her roll down the entire east hill to escape a band of pirates.”

“Okay, first,” Ella said, “you need to finish that story sometime. Preferably over cookies or drinks or both. Secondly—” she rounded on Flo “—hand over your thermos.”

After much arguing, cursing, and name-calling, Flo surrendered the container of questionable liquid, and they helped her to her feet. She teetered a moment, either because of the contents of the thermos or from her tumble, Ella couldn’t be certain. 

Then, she mentioned something about seeing the ghost of a late husband. From any other person’s mouth, Ella would’ve found this disconcerting and immediately taken said person for a brain scan. However, she let out a breath, realizing Flo would be just fine. After that, she assured Wink she could handle the boozehound from there.

They parted, and Ella heard the bell over the front door for the diner as Wink went inside. 

“You ain’t gonna be there tomorrow, are you?” Flo asked as she put nearly all of her generous weight on Ella.

Struggling up the stoop, Ella managed to turn the knob on the intricately carved wooden door to the inn, and she nudged it open with a boot. 

“I was planning on it.”

“I’ll be sure to bring my fire extinguisher.” 

Ella let the comment slide, partly because she was grateful for the added retardant—especially considering the lack of an official fire department. “Relax. I’m mostly going so I can get free pie.”

“We don’t keep ‘em. They’re for the food pantry or charity or something.”

“Oh.” Ella didn’t bother to hide her disappointment. Her stomach rumbled in protest. “I mean, that’s nice. I made sure to eat light last night and this morning in preparation. But whatever.”

“I thought it was because Rose had made a strawberry gelatin mold.”

Ella winced. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. It was delicious.” She hung up both their jackets onto the coat tree. Slowly, Flo began to fall like a tree, and Ella caught her in time before having to yell “Timber!”

Flo sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Tasted fine if you ate around the potato.”

Ella shivered at the memory and lowered her voice. “What on earth was sweet potato doing in there, anyway?”

“You know it’s her turn for the family dinner tonight?”

Ella swore under her breath and made a mental note to sneak over to the diner and grab something. At this rate, she would rapidly drop the pounds she’d packed on since her arrival, largely thanks to Wink’s baking.

Together, they stumbled up the stairs, forced to have to skip an entire stair since it was currently occupied by a ginormous Maine Coon the size of a small dog.

“No, no. Don’t you get up, Fluffy,” Ella said through gasps of air. The cat’s ears twitched before his mouth stretched in a yawn that lasted a minimum of five Mississippis.

After depositing Flo in her room, Ella turned to leave. 

She paused. 

She backtracked a step.

A beautiful antique desk made of dark mahogany and a leather top sat below a window overlooking Main Street, but Ella’s gaze had been drawn to the contents littering the burgundy leather surface. Wires mixed with beakers dispersed around a myriad of weapons. 

One of them, Ella could swear looked like a miniaturized cannon with a telescope on top.

Flo had collapsed onto her bed, her eyes barely slits. “Move along, Barton. Nothing to see.” 

Shaking her head, Ella stepped out into the hall, clicking the door closed behind her. She really needed to find Flo’s hidden cache of weapons.







CHAPTER 4







ELLA’S BOOTS CRUNCHED over the snow as she slid down the embankment. After dusting off her backside, she stilled staring up into the doleful eyes of a horse. 

“What’s this?”

“A horse.” Chapman sat atop his own horse, aptly named Horse, and held out the reins of the second to her. “They don’t have these where you’re from?”

She eyed the proffered leather tack. “No, they do, but it’s not exactly our preferred means of transportation. Like magic carpets, teleportation, your usual fare.”

After staring down the leather straps another five seconds, it was clear Chapman wasn’t going to take back the reins any time soon. Ella let out a breath that sounded like a steam engine then swiped them from his hands. 

After much hissing through her teeth and struggling, she managed to grab the horn of the saddle, stick a snow boot in a stirrup, and kick a leg over. She rolled her shoulders back, smiling.

“You’re sitting backward.”

Her smile remained fixed but strained at the corners. She dropped her eyes, noting that the horse’s flanks were indeed where its head should be. 

“I know,” she said, still showing all of her teeth. “That’s how we do it where I’m from.”

Chapman leaned forward, resting his arms on the saddle horn. “That so?” 

His eyes traveled the road ahead. He seemed both as antsy as a kid hopped up on sugar and as slow as honey on a cold day.

“But since I live here now, I suppose I should ride the way you all do. When in Rome, right?”

Slowly, he fixed her with a stare and blinked. “We’re not in Rome.” He glanced at the towering, craggy mountains surrounding the town. “My memory ain’t what it used to be, but this isn’t what it looked like the last time we flashed there.”

“I meant… doesn’t matter.” By now, she’d turned the proper direction on the horse. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 

His expression never changed from the chiseled, weathered look it had affected, but she assumed he understood what she meant because he flicked the reins in his hands. 

The horse named Horse clopped along Main Street, his tail swishing behind him. A moment later, Horse left behind a steaming pile of excrement which Ella’s steed deftly stepped over. 

The first part of the journey went surprisingly well. The animal beneath her seemed to sense her trepidation and knew it wouldn’t be getting any help from her, so it chose to follow Horse instead.

Chapman led them in the direction of the park. Once the tension in Ella’s shoulders eased and she didn’t have a death grip on the reins, she rather enjoyed the ride. 

Large flakes fell, coating a monochromatic world of white and cobalt blue. A deadened silence pressed against her ears. It was as if Keystone held its breath in anticipation of things to come. 

The old-fashioned lamp posts dotting the lake had flickered on, casting their amber glows across the lake. 

Ella took in an icy breath, reveling in the moment. With the backdrop of the mountains, it was like living in a snow globe, a scene that rivaled the best postcard. And in that breath, the murders she’d seen faded and Keystone Village was perfect.

The picture perfect moment dissolved when Chapman angled them away from the park and towards the forest and she was reminded of the reason for their outing.

The tension returned to her shoulders, and she leaned forward, her eyes darting around the evergreens. She hadn’t been amongst these trees since she’d first arrived and Six had tried to kill her. 

Only a foot of snow had managed to reach the forest floor in places. Branches clung to the Chapman’s brown canvas duster then whipped into Ella’s face after he passed.

“I didn’t know anyone lived in here.” Her voice came out soft, almost reverent. 

Maybe it was the snow, but something about the place had changed. The towering ponderosa pines, cedars, and firs whispered of years that stretched deep into time.

“There were a few cabins scattered about here before the first hop. Now, the town owns this land, ‘cept for the cabins. Nobody can build or chop here without their approval.”

“Too precious of a resource?”

“Something like that.”

After a few more minutes, they reached a clearing. A small cabin made out of logs sat in the center, smoke curling up from its chimney.

Chapman dismounted, and Ella tried to follow suit, only tumbling once. Wincing, she stretched and massaged her muscles. Something told her she wouldn’t be able to do much sitting for the next couple of days.

After unstrapping a leather bundle from the side of Horse, he motioned for her to follow.

“What that?”

“You’ll see.”

The two steps that led to the porch were barely more than roughly hewn logs. Chapman bypassed them and stepped onto the rickety porch. It creaked and groaned as he pounded on the door.

Behind him, Ella shifted nervously, straining to hear any noise. She didn’t know why she was on edge. Maybe it was the stillness of the forest or the old cabin or the fact that they were about to tell a Viking his friend was dead.

“Must be out hunting,” Ella said, already backing down the steps. 

He motioned for her to stop then leaned closer to the door. “It’s Sheriff Chapman, Leif. Open up.” He rapped a massive fist on the tired wood again.

Eventually, they heard movement from inside. Chapman tipped his derby hat back as the door inched open.

A shudder racked Ella’s body, and she slid back, her head craning back to take in the giant of a figure currently filling the doorway. She’d seen Leif around town but never up close. The guy was massive and made up entirely of muscles. His nostrils had muscles, for goodness sakes.

He wore a wool tunic which fluttered above trousers and pointed wool and leather shoes.

Chapman greeted them and then pointed inside. The Norseman eyed them both down his chiseled nose. Slowly, he stepped back, and they slipped inside. 

The cabin was less rustic than she had anticipated in that it had wooden boards which vibrated with the giant’s footsteps, and, oddly enough, one of the log walls had been painted. And not just any color. 

Ella gaped at the hue. It was between the color of bologna and salmon pink.

“Oh, geez,” she whispered to Chapman as the Viking ushered them to a table. “It’s like regurgitated Pepto-Bismol.”

The sheriff’s mustache twitched, the only indication he had heard her. 

They settled into intricately carved wooden chairs around a beautifully varnished table. With a dull thunk, Chapman lay his parcel on top. 

Her fingers danced over the surface of the table and brushed the pattern carved into the side. 

With a glance, she took in the rest of the one room. A large bed that rivaled a California King size sat wedged in the nearest corner, obviously custom made to fit the ginormous specimen of a man. Between it and the wall of pink vomit, sat a small bookshelf full of knickknacks, surprisingly some from a more modern era. A couple of puzzles, a radio, a potted plant, and a snow globe.

Along the colorful wall, a fireplace roared with heat. Behind the door, on hooks and leaning against the log wall were several weapons—most of them axes, one sword, and at least three rifles of varying shades of steel and walnut stock.

Leif spoke a couple of words. 

Chapman looked straight at Ella. “What’d he say?”

“No clue. I need more. Can you get him talking? Say something about Erik.”

At the mention of the other Norseman’s name, Leif straightened, causing his chair to whimper. He spoke rapidly, and Ella leaned on her elbows, tilting her head.

The words sounded slightly Germanic, or like many modern Scandinavian languages, but most closely resembled Icelandic and was highly inflective. 

Her Old Norse was limited, but because she had a tentative grasp on Icelandic, she was able to ascertain the gist of what he said.  

“I think he wants to know if something’s wrong.”

Chapman slipped off his hat and laid it on the table, running a hand through his gray hair. “Why’s he think that?”

Ella interpreted, listened, then said, “Because they were supposed to go out hunting together, and he never showed.”

“Tell him we found Erik’s body.”

Ella glanced sideways at Chapman before she caught her bottom lip between her teeth, fixing the large man across from her with a concerning look. In her best, halting Icelandic, she told him Erik was dead. 

Translated, it probably sounded like, “Erik live no more. Sorry.” 

Under the circumstances, and without a dictionary, it was the best she could do.

Leif’s thick brows drew together, and he slid his eyes to Chapman. She repeated what she said and tried her best to explain where they had found the body.

When she finished, Leif stared out the dusty window and sat perfectly still. 

After a moment, Chapman spoke. “You know of any reason why Erik was out there, probably during the middle of the night or early morning?” His gaze flitted to Ella to be sure she interpreted.

When she relayed the question, Leif stirred. She caught the word verja. “Protection? Protection from what?” She caught herself and repeated the question in Icelandic, hoping the words weren’t too far off from Old Norse.

He spoke rapidly, and Ella shook her head, not catching any of it save for a name: Mrs. Faraday. 

She and Chapman exchanged a glance. Ella had heard the name of the lead horticulturist for the greenhouses bandied about but had never actually met the woman.

“Ask him where he was last night.”

Ella let out a slow breath and repeated the question.

The Norseman said one word and gestured to his bed.

“He was here.”

Chapman’s chair creaked as he leaned forward, his eyes, the color of storms and boiling oceans, bore into the Viking’s. When he seemed satisfied that Leif was telling the truth, his weathered hand unwrapped the parcel.

Ella’s mouth fell agape as she stared at the murder weapon. It had been cleaned mostly but flecks of blood still marred the surface.

“Do you recognize this ax?”

“Já.”

“Who’s is it?”

The Viking’s eyes fell to the weapon, and he spread his meaty hands on the table. He spoke three words.

Ella swallowed. “He said it’s Erik’s.”

A pregnant silence followed, filled only by the crackling fire. 

Slowly, Chapman picked up his hat then folded the leather over Erik’s ax before picking it up. 

“Tell him that’s all for now.”

After standing, they gathered near the door. Leif kept his distance, his hands stroking his beard as he stared absently out the window. Although his features were set in a hard expression, there was no mistaking the loss in his eyes. 

Cold air crept through the open doorway, and Chapman’s tall frame silhouetted against the evening light as he waited for Ella.

Against all evidence and reason, she felt Leif innocent. She had nothing to support this theory other than her gut and the fact that it was hard to fake that kind of pain.

Reaching out, she rested her hand on the giant’s forearm. He flinched but didn’t pull away.

“Fyrirgefðu.” It wasn’t much, and she didn’t even know if the modern Icelandic for “I’m sorry” would be understood, but she couldn’t just walk away.

The corners of his mouth widened slightly, and he dipped his head in acknowledgment, seeming to appreciate the gesture.

Outside, Ella zipped her jacket up to her chin and waited for the cabin door to close behind them. When she heard it latch shut, she said, “Did you notice all those weapons?”

“Enough to make Ms. Henderson green with envy, I suppose.”

As they returned to the horses, she considered the poetic injustice of being killed by one’s own weapon.

“What next?”

“I plan on having a sit down with Mrs. Faraday.” The sheriff kicked his leg over the side of his Appaloosa and settled into his saddle. 

After a good three minutes of struggling and repeating every curse word she knew, Ella sat astride her horse, her chest heaving from the exertion. Flicking his reins, Chapman led them back the way they had come.

“Can I go with you to talk to Mrs. Faraday?”

“No.”

“Please. You won’t even notice me.”

“I doubt that.”

“I’ll be a fly on the wall.”

“Thorn in my side.”

Ella let out a long-suffering sigh. “You know, your people skills leave a lot to be desired.”

After a silence that she let stretch on for thirty seconds, she said, “You sure you won’t let me accompany you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then. I’ve been thinking back on what Leif said—”

“Miss Barton, in the two minutes since we’ve left his cabin, how have you had time to think when your mouth’s been jawing nonstop?”

“Well, if you’re going to be like that, I won’t tell you what he said that I thought was important.”

They fell silent. The sheriff hissed out a long breath and spoke through clenched teeth. “Alright, what’d he say that’s so important?”

“The word he used for ‘protection’. At first, I thought it meant the kind of protection that’s to help or to shield, but I was wrong. He said ‘verja’. It means to defend.”

It was a long moment before the sheriff spoke. “What was he defending?”







CHAPTER 5







BACK AT THE inn, Ella hurriedly changed then raced into the kitchen to help with dinner. Rose flitted about behind the stove, using both hands to stir two different pots at a frenetic pace while Flo helpfully sat at the island, critiquing the innkeeper’s cooking.

Rose’s cat eye glasses fogged up as she bent over the stove. “Ella, be a dear and check on Wink, would you? She hasn’t come back from the diner, and we eat in half an hour.”

“Sure thing.” Ella shot the pot on the stove a furtive glance, her nose testing the air for a hint of what they would be having. At the back door, she lifted the community coat from its hook, revealing a long-barreled rifle. “Uh, Rose? You know there’s a gun right here?”

“Yes, I do.” The innkeeper’s lips pursed, and she leveled a glare in Flo’s direction. “I thought I told you to put that thing away.”

“What? Edwin just brought it back. Haven’t had time to put it any place.”

“Well, after we eat, then. But, so help me, if I still see it tomorrow when I come in for breakfast, you’ll be sorry.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Flo’s tone reeked of sarcasm.

“Why’d Edwin borrow it?” Ella asked, trying to get a bead on what the older boarder did with his downtime.

Flo shrugged. “How should I know?”

“Someone asks to borrow one of your firearms, and you don’t ask why?”

“Nope.”

Shaking her head, Ella stepped out into the frigid air and onto the terrace. She shoved her hands in her pockets, regretting not grabbing her hat and scarf. Tiny snowflakes fell and nipped at her skin.

The sky was a deep blue, almost black. Light poured out from the kitchen’s picture window, creating a rectangle of light for her to see by.

As her right leg sunk into snow up to her knee, she became aware of a scraping sound from somewhere above. Ella struggled to get above the snow while simultaneously craning her neck around to identify the noise. 

She realized a second too late what it was as a shovel-full of snow flew from the roof like the world’s biggest snowball and landed on her head. She landed on her back, groaning.

“Ella? Are you okay?” a voice called from above.

She swiped the snow off her face, grateful she’d skipped the mascara that day. 

“Hey, Jimmy. How can you even see up there?”

“Apparently, I can’t.”

She clawed her way to her feet then tipped her head back to see the innkeeper on the roof two stories above. “Clearing the way for Santa?”

He chuckled. “I wish. Gotta get this weight off. If another storm like this last blows through, I’m afraid it’ll cause damage.” 

Ella didn’t think it was a matter of if a storm rolled in, but when. 

“Fair enough. Dinner in half an hour. I’m going to fetch Wink.”

The snow stretched before her like untouched frosting, coating the world with a heavy brush. After practically dragging her frazzled boss from the diner, they returned to the old mansion and stomped the snow off their boots before stepping inside.

Ella helped carry a basket of rolls over to the table then settled in between Will and Flo. 

After exchanging a smile with the inventor, Ella twisted around to the woman with the mass of hair beside her. “You seem relatively…”

“Ravishing tonight?” Flo fluffed her hair and winked at Will, who made a concerted effort to look the other way.

“Ew, no,” Ella said. “Sober. I was going to say sober.”

“Oh, that. I slept it off.”

“Very productive use of your time.” Ella unfolded her napkin and prepared her tastebuds for whatever Rose had made. This consisted largely of giving them a pep talk and promising to feed them pie if it turned out to be another gelatin mold.

“Well, while you were sleeping, I was helping the sheriff.” 

Wink carried a string bean casserole over from the oven. Bending into the fridge, Rose rooted around inside, and the room fell silent. 

Jimmy whispered a prayer under his breath, a mantra Ella could hear across the table, begging it not to be another mold. She could only imagine the number of wobbly meals he’d consumed over the years.

Rose’s dress sashayed as she turned and walked to the table carrying a platter. Laying it gently in the center, she lifted the lid, stood back, and spread her ruby lips into a dazzling smile that showed all her perfectly white teeth.

A giant mold the color of blue mouthwash and the size of Fluffy wobbled on top.

Will recoiled. Ella squeezed her eyes shut, whispering, “Sweet Santa.”

Beside her, Flo let out a string of swear words while Wink did her best to smile encouragingly. 

Jimmy swallowed and blinked his eyes rapidly. He either had a sudden fit of allergies or was a breath away from crying.

Never much for words, the third boarder, Edwin, stabbed a fork into the mass. The undulating blue monster swallowed the utensil and almost took his hand as well.

“My God, it’s alive.”

Ella shuffled her plate closer to the casserole and away from the fork-eating, possibly sentient dish. “Rose, I’m almost afraid to ask, but what’s in there? Besides Edwin’s fork.” 

Everyone but Rose held a collective breath.

The innkeeper had a knack for adding ingredients to her gelatins, things that had no business being near them. Basically, if it clashed with the flavor, then it went in. Ella’s tongue still retracted at the memory of mint-flavored gelatin with bits of rainbow trout dispersed throughout. 

Rose settled into her seat and carefully unfolded her napkin. “Not much I’m afraid. I added blueberries and blackberries. I had planned on tossing in some ground beef but couldn’t make it to Stewart’s.” Her face fell. “I’m so sorry. I hope you all still like it.”

“Wait,” Ella said, “there’s nothing in that blue stuff except fruit?”

Rose nodded, a blonde curl breaking loose from her extravagant hairdo.

Ella leaned forward, desperate for the next answer. “Last question. What flavor is it? Wait, let me guess. Winter mint.”

“Don’t be silly. Blueberry, of course.”

Rose scooped out a healthy serving of casserole, grabbed a role, and proceeded to take a chunk out of the wobbling, blue beast, completely unaware of the looks going around the table.

The moment the serving spoon hit the dish, Flo and Ella fought for it. The tug-of-war grew tense, then the old woman decided to play dirty and kick Ella with one of her clunky, sensible shoes. 

Ella lost her grip on the spoon, and Flo held the trophy aloft, a look of triumph on her face.

“Will!” Ella admonished. “Put your shirt back on.”

The inventor’s hand paused, a dinner roll frozen halfway to his mouth as he frowned. “Pardon?”

Ella’s trick worked. Ever the dirty, old lady, Flo had dropped the spoon and spun so fast the utensil sent flecks of blue shrapnel scattering.

Scooping out a healthy serving, Ella handed the spoon over to a defeated Flo. The woman grumbled the entire time she filled her plate with food and well into her second helping.

At some point, Ella pulled out her phone, keeping it well out of Will’s range, and turned on her playlist for background music. She was slowly introducing them to rock and roll. Or at least, the music she had on her phone that fit that era.

While the notes of Peggy Lee’s Golden Earrings filled the kitchen, conversation turned to the Secret Santa gift exchange Rose had set up for them. 

Ella bit her lip and glanced at the innkeeper. She had pulled Rose’s name and had yet to get her a present. Christmas was in four days—more like three and change—and she couldn’t think of what to get her.  It wasn’t like she could drive to the nearest Walmart or jewelry store.

Will turned in his chair, fixing her with his sea green and blue eyes. “So, El, how did it go with Leif?”

Conversation dissipated, and all eyes turned to her with somber expressions. After swallowing her bite of roll, she filled them in on the conversation at the cabin.

When she finished, Jimmy fidgeted with his fork but didn’t take a bite. “Do you think he might’ve done it?”

Ella considered the question before responding. “No. I don’t. But I’ve been wrong before. He just seemed too… broken.” She tilted her head. “He did have a lot of weapons. I mean, they were probably for hunting and chopping wood or whatever, except for the sword.”

Flo coughed on a bite of gelatin. “Did he have guns?” Her eyes glinted.

“Maybe.”

“How many we talking?”

Ella rolled her head around to Wink, pleading for help.

“Doesn’t matter, you nutter. You’re not going near them.” 

“Says who? I’m thinking ‘bout Erik’s. Chances are if one has some, so does the other. I need another firing pin for my next inter-dimensional prototype weapon.” She turned her spidery lashes on Will and fluttered them repeatedly. “Unless you’d be willing to make me another one.”

“Another one?” Ella shot the inventor a look. “Another one?”

“Heh, I have no idea what she’s talking about. My, Rose, this food is delicious.” He smoothed out an invisible wrinkle in the tablecloth. 

“Subtle,” Ella said. “Just so you’re aware, I’m holding you personally responsible when she burns down the entire village.”

Flo’s lower lip jutted out. “Hey, I haven’t set anything on fire since…” She began counting off on her fingers, much to Ella’s horror.

“If it’s recent enough that you can still use your fingers to count, then it’s still too recent.”

Dinner wound down, then abruptly ended when Fluffy jumped on the table and began eating the casserole. 

After helping with a few dishes, Wink and Will left early to try to beat the next incoming storm that the local barber said would be coming in that night.

Ella saw them off to the entrance hall. As Wink wound her scarf around her neck, Ella asked where her pet squirrel Chester was.

“He’s not a fan of this weather, and I’m still sewing his ski outfit. It’s taking more time than I thought.”

“Sure, sure. Makes sense. Gotta thread that bobber—”

“Bobbin.”

“Tighten the needle. Rejig the doohickey.”

“You’ve never even used a sewing machine, have you?”

“Never touched one, no.”

After they left, Ella closed the door and ran her hands up her arms to melt off the goosebumps.

She settled in for the night, slipping into her pajamas and burrowing under the silk comforter on her four-poster bed with Fluffy on top, warming her feet. The heavy Maine Coon stretched then curled up, his tail flopped over his eyes like a sleep mask.

Before diving into her evening reading, Ella opened the memo app on her cell phone. The phone was useless for making calls since there were no satellites or phone towers. However, she still found she used it for everything else. 

Plus, in the event that the town hopped back into a time that had such technology, she could check her signal then run like crazy across the boundary and maybe return home. 

She began making a list of ideas for the innkeeper for her secret Santa gift. Tapping under Rose’s name, she sat and stared at it, hoping somehow inspiration would strike. It didn’t.

“Hey, Fluffy.” One hand left her phone and scratched under his chin, earning loud purrs. “Got any ideas on what I should get Rose?”

A time-traveling town didn’t have many shopping options. But since her crafting skills were that of a toddler—as were her baking skills—she wasn’t left with much of a choice. 

Ella sighed and decided she’d watch the innkeeper like a hawk, waiting to catch an idea.

After plugging her phone in, she opened the drawer on her nightstand. Inside was an old leather binder full of newspaper clippings of the local weekly newspaper, Keystone Corner. The town librarian had let her borrow the binder after profuse promises that Ella would keep it in pristine condition.

The smell of old books and years rose above the stiff pages as she cracked open the spine and flipped through to her bookmark. For the last several nights, this had become her obsession. Not just because she was glimpsing back in time and she was learning about the town, but because she hoped there might be something, a breadcrumb for her to follow, as to what had caused the jumps to start. 

It was a long shot but since she couldn’t do much hiking through the snow to map the boundary line at the moment, this was the only other investigating she could do on that front. 

She’d started with the days following Keystone Village’s first jump and worked her way backward to before the big event. As fascinating as it was to see the vintage advertisements for Karo Syrup and to read an article about the new stop sign added to M Street, nothing stood out to her as relevant to the time jumps. What struck her the most was seeing the calm before the storm, of glimpsing the village’s slow pace of daily life moments before a never-before-seen disaster struck.







CHAPTER 6







ELLA WOKE UP early and changed, cringing with nearly every movement. Horseback riding did not agree with her body—especially her backside. She gingerly made her way to the kitchen where she relished a few minutes of solitude sipping coffee and eating bacon.

Sitting at the table, she stared out the large window at the new snow that had accumulated during the night. Beyond the forest, gray clouds hugged the mountain peaks. 

It was a beautiful view, all the more enjoyable from the comfort of her warm roost. She sipped at her coffee, letting the hot liquid slid down her throat and warm her insides.

The sound of thudding and scraping two stories up told her Jimmy was on the roof again. A veritable Santa—if the jolly man was rail thin, cleanly shaven, and a balding head. 

Perhaps she should help him. After all, they were letting her stay there in exchange for work. She had tried to pay using her wages from the diner, but they’d insisted she use the money to help with groceries or buy more clothes. 

Under normal circumstances, she would’ve been offended by the last suggestion. However, since the clothes she’d packed in her suitcase for a Thanksgiving weekend with her parents now made up her entire wardrobe, she was inclined to agree with them.

Turning from the window, Ella surveyed the kitchen, the room in the whole mansion Rose seemed to spend the most time in, searching for a gift idea.

Another pan? She glanced at the stove but didn’t add the idea to her list.

Needing to put something down, she pulled out her phone and started two other lists. These would be easier. They’d all agreed on drawing one name out each, but there were people in her wider circle of friends, not included in the Secret Santa, for whom she wanted to get a small present. 

She’d already thought of something for Sheriff Chapman, and it would hopefully be finished today. Jesse, the resident outlaw from the American frontier who preferred the name Six Shooter, would be tougher. What could she get a cowboy whose favorite past time was stirring up trouble? A Get Out of Jail Free card?

She smiled at her own joke, an idea that would be entirely lost on Six. The man was a walking anachronism, wearing sweatshirts with logos underneath his vest, a cowboy hat, and spurs. Perhaps, she could get him another sweatshirt. The idea was uninspired and a bit boring, but she jotted it into her note simply so as not to have a blank screen. 

A second later, the kitchen door swung in, and Rose swept in, her blonde hair half up in victory rolls and ruby lipstick firmly in place. Today, she wore a turtleneck and trousers, somehow elevating the ensemble to understated elegance. She suspected it had something to do with the pearls the innkeeper religiously wore.

Ella tucked her phone away and greeted Rose. “I’d offer you some bacon, but….” She pointed to the last, half-eaten piece on her plate before popping it in her mouth.

“Was that from yesterday?”

“Maybe.”

“And you ate all of it?”

“Maybe.”

Rose tutted and pushed her glasses up her nose. “You ready to head out?”

Ella blinked at her.

“You didn’t forget about the charity pie bake, did you?”

“Of course not. And definitely not after Wink reminded me yesterday.”

Rose’s penciled eyebrows drifted up her forehead. “It’s at nine.”

Nodding, Ella sipped at her cup.

“Which is in ten minutes.”

Ella sputtered into her coffee before leaping from her seat. 

“I’ll just be a minute,” she threw over her shoulder as she barreled into the hallway. 

In her room, one glance in the mirror proved her bed-head was in fine form this morning. She hurriedly pinned the short, dark curls, slathered on some lip gloss and mascara, changed into jeans, then bounded out of her room. 

She made it to the top of the grand staircase, stopped, then retraced her steps.

Light poured from underneath the door across from hers. She knocked softly then pressed her ear to the wood. Movement and odd noises came from inside, so she knocked again, pouring more energy into it this time. 

Flo let out an unladylike grunt. “Busy.”

“Busy knitting and doing other old lady activities? Or busy being a menace and danger to society?”

“Busy making something, and if you keep yapping, I might mess up and blow the roof off this joint.”

Ella’s body stiffened. “Are you making a bomb?”

“A spectral stun grenade.”

Silence.

“So, a bomb? Sounds like a bomb.” Without wanting to know more, Ella retreated a step, thinking plausible deniability would be prudent. “Does this mean you’re not going to the pie bake at the diner?”

“What do you think?”

Ella held up her hands. “Christmas trees, I was just asking. Keep your underwear on.”

“I’m not wearing—”

Singing loudly with her fingers in her ears, Ella ran down the stairs so she wouldn’t hear the end of that sentence.

When she rejoined Rose in the kitchen, she said, “Flo nearly bit my head off just now when I asked her if she was going to the pie bake.”

Rose shrugged. “Probably just that season of change for her.”

Ella frowned. “I think she’s way past menopause.”

“Good heavens.” Rose’s cheeks flushed. “I meant, this time of year can be hard on people. It reminds them of what got left behind.”

“Doesn’t she have several ex-husbands? Wait. Are they local? I assumed she’s married one or two since the town’s been jumping.”

“A couple live here, yes. Though, she manages to avoid them. Especially after that incident, what was it, a couple years back, if I recall correctly.”

“Incident?”

“I’m not entirely sure what happened. But something involving a gun and threats—”

“Flo threatening her husband and not the other way around, right?” 

“My point is, people can either age like a fine wine or wither on the vine. Up to them. Flo seems to walk that line.” 

Rose cradled her rolling pen like it was her first-born child while Ella hefted the burlap sack of flour up with a loud grunt a caveman would’ve been proud of.

They chose to exit via the front since the sidewalk had recently been shoveled, well, more recently than the terrace. Once they stepped out into the chill, however, they discovered Jimmy had only cleared a narrow path through the garden.

The snow now reached just below Ella’s hips, and with large flakes falling again, her need to shop for Christmas presents became more urgent since she wasn’t certain at what point they’d officially be snowed in. 

As they trudged the few yards to Grandma’s Kitchen, Ella thought about Flo. Not only was she concerned about the possible explosive device being built under the same roof as her, but she wondered if discovering Erik’s body had disturbed the woman more than she let on.

Thinking of Erik brought back images of the Viking’s vacant eyes staring up at the sky. The curious blood spatter. What had he been defending? 

Maybe Chapman hadn’t let her come with him to ask questions at the greenhouses, but she was about to enter the belly of gossip, the very crux of the rumor mill. Perhaps she could have her answers after all, and if she managed to sneak in a free pie in the process, then today was shaping up to be a great day.







CHAPTER 7







ELLA PULLED OPEN the door for the classic railcar-style diner, grateful that she wasn’t there to work. She didn’t want to think about having to wear her pink gingham print 1950s waitress uniform in this weather. Also, there was the whole tights versus no tights dilemma, and despite vehement arguments, Wink refused to let her wear her yoga pants underneath.

The aroma of grease, hot fries, and strong coffee greeted them even though the frier was currently off. She suspected the aromatic molecules had become one with the faux leather covering the stools and booths. 

The checkered floor swathed a narrow strip between the lunch counter and the booths along the windows. Only some of the lights were on. Noise filtered in via the passthrough to the kitchen.

Ella hefted the sack of flour onto a hip like a child, nearly dropped it, then decided it was best to carry it over her shoulder as she made her way toward the kitchen.

Rose followed on her heels, her eyes roving about, and it occurred to Ella she’d never actually seen the innkeeper inside the metal walls of Grandma’s Kitchen.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been in here,” Rose said as if reading Ella’s thoughts.

Behind her cat eye glasses, the woman’s gaze snagged on the singed wall beside the soda fountain. The worst of the destruction was discreetly covered by an old-fashioned Coca-Cola sign.

Ella glanced at it as they passed and said one word. “Flo.” 

She swung the kitchen door in using her foot. The addition nestled against the railcar and had been built on sometime after the fact. Ella wasn’t sure when, but judging by the vintage appliances, it seemed to be the same age as the railcar. 

She gaped at the scene before her. The large kitchen buzzed with people packed so tightly, she could scarcely step inside.

Townspeople, young and old, male and female alike, flitted about. Having never seen more than herself, Wink, and Horatio in the room, it took her a moment to digest what she saw. 

She was in the middle of searching for available counter space to unload her burden when Wink pounced on her.

“You remembered.” The lines around the owner’s mouth and eyes softened in relief.

“Yep.” Ella glanced sideways at Rose. “How could I forget? I didn’t know your class would be this popular.”

“It’s not really a class so much as a workshop.” Wink easily lifted the flour from Ella’s shoulder. “Most people mess up their pie crusts, so I thought it’d be a good opportunity for everyone to learn.”

Ella frowned, half listening, as she felt Wink’s biceps. “Okay, She-Hulk. Did you suddenly start working out?”

“It was so popular last year, we had to do two sessions,” Rose explained, both women completely ignoring Ella’s comic book character reference.

A woman nearby with Lucille Ball orangish-red hair overheard the comment and said in a loud voice, “It was the bee’s knees!” 

A chorus of agreement sang around the room. Not for the first time since getting stranded, Ella felt like she’d stepped into an I Love Lucy episode.

“And it’s all for a good cause, I hear.” Ella patted her stomach. “Question, though, what happens if someone wants to keep the pie they make? You know, for the sake of charity.”

“They can buy it at the auction.” Wink’s eyes widened slightly in both understanding and alarm. “Oh, but if it’s yours, don’t worry. You can keep it.”

Ella feigned a gasp and put her hand to her chest, leaving a handprint of flour right over her heart. “I’m insulted. But I’ll get over it. Especially when I dig into my delicious apple—”

“Pumpkin.”

“—my delicious pumpkin pie.”

“If you think it’ll be edible, be my guest. In fact, I’ll bet you—”

“No,” Ella said, shaking her hands in front of her, “no more bets with you. The last one resulted in me dangling several hundred feet in the air in one of your death traps you call a hang glider.” She tipped her head, part of one of Wink’s previous comments finally registering. “Wait. There’s an auction?”

“Yes. The proceeds help families who are struggling to make ends meet. Also, a portion of the pies will be donated to the food bank.”

Ella’s tongue ran over her lips, thinking about her chances of getting even more pies at the auction—pies she was sure wouldn’t taste a million miles from pumpkin like she had no doubt hers would.

Wink clapped her hands, gathering everyone’s attention. “Alright. Grab a station if you don’t already have one. There’s more in the diner, but I ask if you plan on being in there, wait for instructions and demonstrations first.”

Chaos ensued—not potluck level of pandemonium but more akin to Black Friday shopping. 

Ella leaned against the island, taking inventory of the various baking utensils in front of her. Most of them were familiar in a vague sense, between her time spent in the diner and late nights of insomnia watching cooking shows before getting stranded in Keystone. A few items, however, looked like they belonged in Will’s shop and no doubt could be turned into one of Flo’s experimental ghost weapons.

After pinching her skin in something with a gear, a handle, and a whisk, she took in her co-bakers and instantly recognized a wrinkled face.

“Edwin! I didn’t know you’d be here. We could’ve walked over together.”

The other boarder’s eyes crinkled with a warm smile. “That’s alright. I had to run to the market first, anyway.”

“How’s business at the water treatment plant?”

“As wet as ever.”

Like Ella, he’d been stranded when the town had traveled to North Carolina, 1969. Although there were vacant, abandoned houses in town, the older gentleman seemed hesitant to put down roots. In him, Ella saw a kindred fire—a determination and hope—that he might one day return home.

Perhaps that was why he kept to himself mostly, she thought, never one for conversation or social gatherings—which surprised her all the more that he was there. Maybe his walls were crumbling. Maybe he was accepting his fate.

Ella swallowed, wondering at what point she would do the same.

Two other people were stationed at the island with them. A woman, who appeared to be in her late forties but wore her years twice over, stood next to a young girl Ella pegged to be a tween. Based on their interactions and the way the woman scolded the girl for sticking a stale fry she’d found in her mouth, they were mother and daughter. Or a girl and a really bad babysitter.

Before Ella could introduce herself, Wink called the room to order by clapping again. When that failed to get attention, she resorted to letting out a shrill whistle that left one of Ella’s ears ringing.

“Alright, everyone! Thank you, all, for coming. I’m not one for speeches—“

“Since when?” a female voice called out, garnering a few laughs.

“And frankly,” Wink continued, glaring at a woman near the sink, “I find them dull. So, I just want to say, we’ll be following my recipe for pumpkin pie unless you’ve brought your own.

“Ideally, you’d want your crusts in the refrigerator for about four hours, but since we don’t have that time, we’ll be putting them in the freezer for about a half hour. 

“Feel free to play with the spices a little, adjust to taste, but don’t go crazy. And most importantly, have fun!”

Wink handed out recipe cards, and Ella squinted at the list of ingredients, her heart drumming up a beat. There were only four for the crust. Even she would have a hard time messing this up.

Once everyone settled down again, Wink did her demonstration, mixing the ingredients to a coarse crumble. She then pulled out a ball of dough from the refrigerator that she’d made beforehand. 

After rolling it out, she showed them how to press the dough evenly into a pie plate and how to pinch the top to make that pretty design Ella had always wondered about.

Quietly counting the sea of heads, Ella wondered how they were going to bake all of the pies of the nearly two dozen people in attendance. Then, she remembered Rose mentioning cleaning the industrial-sized one at the inn so that Wink could commandeer it for the charity bake workshop. 

She looked down at her clean workspace, taking a mental snapshot to remember fondly for when it became a mess. “Here goes. Good luck, everyone. Go team island.” 

Edwin grunted. The woman gave her a tight-lipped smile before focusing on measuring the ingredients into her bowl.

However, the young girl’s eyes danced with excitement. “Pumpkin pie’s my favorite. I hope I get to keep mine. Mama says I might be able to.” She glanced sideways at her mother, some of the light fading from her eyes. Ella didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d probably have to bid on it if she wanted to keep it.

The first ingredient listed for the crust called for flour. She read the list and instructions three times to safeguard against any mistakes.

After dragging the burlap sack of flour towards her, Ella carefully measured out one and a fourth cups, spilling a good half-cup on the counter as she did. 

“Mind if we share?” Edwin reached for the bag, his measuring cup paused mid-air.

“Go for it. It’s Rose’s, so, naturally, I brought it to share with everyone.” She winked.

All levity left the moment she drew eye level with the cup of flour. She brushed a hand over the surface just to be certain it was flush with the top before dumping the contents into a bowl.

A deep breath left her lungs as if she’d been defusing a nuclear device. 

The young girl across from her covered her mouth, stifling a giggle. “First time baking?”

“You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Ella introduced herself then Edwin.

“My name’s Sarah Hanks. And this is my mama, Evelyn Hanks.” 

Ella nodded at both of them before focusing on the recipe card she’d propped up against her bowl. As she dumped salt in, the measuring spoon dropped in as well. 

While fishing it out, she couldn’t help but notice the calculated precision in which Evelyn measured and poured her ingredients. Actually, nearly every movement she made was methodical and orderly, including how she tucked her hair behind her ear.

She swept her hands over the counter, scooping up a nearly invisible amount of flour and dumping it into the trashcan nearby. Then she washed her hands in the sink, scrubbing like a surgeon.

Ella’s eyes met Sarah’s before the girl’s gaze dropped intently to her bowl and she bit her lower lip.

While Ella focused on dicing the chilled butter given to her without butchering her own fingers, she eavesdropped on the conversations around her. A gaggle of women behind her, below the pass-through, were clucking about Erik.

“I heard he was done in with an ax,” a woman with gray hair and a pillbox hat was saying. “Hey, Wink,” she hollered, garnering more than just the diner owner’s attention, “Is it true what we heard? Erik was done in with an ax?”

Wink’s eyes widened a fraction. “Wherever did you hear a thing like that, Gertie? How did you hear a thing like that?” Her eyes flitted to Ella who subtly shook her head. 

“So, it’s true, is it? Bludgeoned or clean through? Was there lots of blood?”

“Good grief,” Evelyn said. “Some ears aren’t old enough to hear, you mind?” She dipped her head in her daughter’s direction.

“I don’t mind, Mama.”

“If it was an ax that killed him,” the woman beside Gertie began, completely ignoring Evelyn’s request, “I bet it was Leif. That man’s never without one of them things strapped to his hip.”

“That’s exactly why it couldn’t be him. Too obvious,” Gertie said, her pillbox hat nodding jauntily in agreement. 

Gertie’s station mate leaned in but kept her voice loud. “What I wanna know is what he was doing out there that time of night in the first place? If you ask me, a grown man wandering the snow in the dead cold of darkness ain’t up to no good. Seems like he was looking for trouble and found it.”

“He wasn’t looking for trouble,” a third woman said. 

Ella craned her head toward the new voice beside the antique refrigerator. A woman with regal posture that’d make a soldier envious swept aside a wisp of brown hair and began adding water to her bowl.

Gertie pushed her ear forward, dusting flour over her hair, skin, and blouse. “What’s that you say, Gladys?”

“He was there because I asked him to watch over the greenhouses. He was running security for me and patrolling the woods.” The woman named Gladys turned her mouth down at the corners, and her features drooped with the weight of some unseen burden.

Wiping the butter off her hands, Ella leaned close to Edwin’s ear, whispering, “Mrs. Faraday?”

He nodded, his sagging neck quivering from the movement. 

Ella’s ears perked up as she grabbed her measuring cup and dodged her way to the sink. She scurried back, sloshing water onto the floor, not wanting to miss any conversation pertaining to the Norseman.

The two women who’d started the gossip were suddenly in a heated debate on whether shortening was better than butter. When it appeared they weren’t going to ask the greenhouse supervisor any more questions, Ella tuned them out and asked herself.

“How come you needed security?”

Mrs. Faraday leveled her gaze on Ella, sizing her up. Her eyes softened a moment later. “You must be Ella. I’ve heard about you.”

“All good things, I’m sure.”

“Yes, well….” She smoothed out her apron.

“Okay, well, maybe just things. So, Erik…?”

“We had some break-ins recently.”

“Anything taken? Tools?”

“Nothing valuable—well, not of monetary value. But some produce was stolen, dirt turned up. Made a mess of our potatoes.”

Ella’s brows pinched together. “Sounds like someone in need of food.”

“Agreed. Ordinarily, I’d just give it to them. But we have a procedure to follow. The town buys up the surplus and stores it at the food bank where it can be picked up there.”

Ella nodded, taking in the information. Turning back to her bowl, she poured the water in a little at a time as Wink had done during her demonstration. 

The only logical explanation she could come up with for someone circumventing the system was that perhaps they were too ashamed or embarrassed to go into the food bank. Or maybe they couldn’t wait? Whatever the reason, she wondered if that’s what had gotten Erik killed. Had the bandit returned? 

One thing was certain. Whoever it was had gotten the drop on a veritable Viking. 







CHAPTER 8







AROUND HER, SEVERAL people were rolling out their crusts. Ella eyed the mush in her bowl.

“Is it supposed to look like this?” she asked Wink.

Her friend leaned over the counter then shook her head. “Is it supposed to look like soup? No, dear.” Wink crossed her arms. “I usually make a few spare crusts for the mess-ups. When I suspected you might come, I made a couple of extra and set them aside. Just for you.”

Ella pumped her fist in the air. “Awesome.” She held her hand out, hoping for a high five. “Honestly, it’s not hard.” 

She forced Wink’s stiff hand to hit hers. If it was the last thing she did, she was going to get a high five from someone in Keystone. 

She added, “Be thankful I’m not teaching you how to fist bump.”

Wink stared at Ella like she’d grown a second head. “Just dump that muck into the trash and start working on your pumpkin filling.”

“Sure thing. I don’t suppose you made an extra batch of that, too?”

Wink blinked then walked away, shaking her hot pink head.

“Is that a no? Yeah, that’s a no,” Ella said to anyone listening nearby. She caught Sarah giggling. “She secretly likes me. That’s why she made me a special crust—”

Wink hollered from someplace in the corner. “I didn’t want you burning down my kitchen!” 

Ella mumbled under her breath about the woman’s supersonic hearing as she tossed the ooze in her bowl into the trash. She grabbed dough from the fridge, rolled it out, and hurriedly put it into the pan. 

When the majority of the bakers were ready to move on to the filling, Wink walked them through another demonstration then let them loose again.

“You all will have to take turns on the mixers. Thanks to those who brought their own, by the way. I’ll walk around and help who needs it.”

“Why are you looking at me?” Ella shot her a dark look.

While they measured and added spices to their pumpkin puree, Ella grew comfortable enough with her measuring skills to chat with Edwin. Eventually, conversation turned to his wife.

“Was Martha good at baking?” Ella asked.

He chuckled, lightly beating an egg. “She was lousy at it. We both were. We usually ordered takeout or opened a can of something and warmed it on the stove. It was something we both joked about often.” 

His face pinched with emotion as his eyes lifted to some far-off point as if his wife was just over the horizon, just out of reach. 

“I wonder what Martha’s doing right now.” His voice caught. “And if she’s married. If she’s happy.”

He turned the wedding band on his finger. “Our anniversary is this week. We got married on Christmas. Made it easier to remember the date.”

“I’m so sorry, Edwin. How long had you two been married before…”

“Forty-two years.”

Ella reached out with her flour-covered hand and squeezed his, leaving a ghost print behind.

“If I ever had one wish, it’s to see my Martha again. Someday.” His voice came out low and wistful as he stared at that distant point again. He didn’t have to expound. She knew. She knew what he meant because she held the same hope. 

Someday.

A band grew tight across Ella’s chest with pain for the man, with pain for Martha. Somewhere in the annals of time was a woman mourning the loss of her husband, with no answer for where he’d gone, just disappeared. 

It made her think of her own family. How long would her parents search for a body before declaring her dead? Would they hold a memorial?

Ella cleared her throat and stopped the waterfall dark thoughts from flooding her mind. 

Attempting to lighten the mood, she said, “It was 1969 when you were stranded here, right?” She whistled. “You missed the seventies.”

“Did I miss much?”

“Depends. What’s your stance on long hair, tight pants, and political coverups?”

He made a face, and she laughed before dipping her fingers into her bowl to retrieve a shard of eggshell. 

Across from them, their two co-bakers remained subdued. Sarah’s hand searched the debris littering the counter and came up with another cold fry. Her mother lifted the empty egg carton and told Sarah to make herself useful and get more.

“I’ll do it,” Ella volunteered. “I’m closer to the fridge and know right where they are.”

The young girl smiled gratefully but the corners of her mouth strained. When Ella went to the fridge to hunt down another carton, a ball of gray fur on top of the appliance caught her eye. 

Ella eyed Wink’s pet squirrel, particularly his velour tracksuit—a repeat outfit. Thankfully, her boss wasn’t wearing her matching outfit today. That was an image Ella was still trying to scrub from her brain.

Wink appeared at Ella’s side like a ghost, snapping her fingers at the rodent to get him down while at the same time trying to be discreet, probably because it violated some kind of health code. 

Ella spoke just above a whisper. “I thought he was supposed to stay out of the kitchen?”

“He is.” Wink’s nostrils flared, her pink bob brushing over her shoulders. 

After a minute of noncompliance on part of the squirrel, she plied Chester with a handful of nuts and rushed him out of the room.

Shaking her head, Ella returned to the island with the egg carton. The moment Evelyn reached for the eggs, Sarah popped another stale fry into her mouth behind her mother’s back. 

“Mind if I borrow that when you’re done?” the lady in the pillbox hat asked, jabbing an arthritic finger at the carton.

“Sure, but there’s another two dozen in the fridge if anyone else needs eggs.” 

The older woman’s mouth formed an “O” as she nabbed the carton.

On Wink’s next lap around the kitchen, Ella caught her elbow and dropped her voice. “This isn’t the time nor place to discuss this, but we are going to Columbo Erik’s death, right? I mean, the three of us?” 

With the help of both Wink and Flo, she’d helped solve two other murders, well, three if she counted the skeleton drudged up from the bottom of the lake.

“Is that some sort of twenty-first century slang for a seance?”

“What? No. Good Lord, how’d you get a seance from that? Never mind. I should’ve said something about Sherlocking his murder instead. Oh! That’s great. It’s like unlocking and using the fictional character as a verb simultaneously. It works on two levels, get it?” 

She held out her hand for another high five. After several awkward seconds, she let it fall to her side with a sigh.

“I don’t know. I suppose we should let Chapman do his job, and there’s so much to do here—who am I kidding? Of course, we’re sticking our noses where they don’t belong.” Wink’s eyes glinted, and she leaned in conspiratorially. “Why do you think I talked Gladys into coming? She was on the fence, but I told her she could take home a loaf of banana bread.”

Ella perked up. “What about me? Do I get to take home a loaf? Wink?”

The diner owner had rolled her eyes and was already busy instructing Edwin to slowly add the evaporated milk as opposed to the dumping, free-for-all he’d previously been doing.

A few minutes later, while she waited for her turn at the mixer, Ella watched Rose work her magic. Her hands tipped the spices into her bowl without measuring. Ella watched her like a hawk, not to absorb any baking skills via osmosis or anything, but she watched, hoping she’d be inspired with some gift ideas. 

As the workshop wound down, the aroma of pumpkin spice permeated the air, filling Ella with memories of past holidays and of family. And of pumpkin spice lattes and pumpkin spice cookies and pumpkin spice candles and pumpkin spice smoothies. She supposed that was a perk to living in a town from the 1950s; she would get a break from the pumpkin spice flavored everything. 

Ella’s crust turned a golden brown and looked, not only edible but delicious—largely because Wink had made it. The filling, on the other hand, she couldn’t vouch for. Not without tasting it. 

She leaned so close her nose nearly brushed the orange-brown surface, and she filled her lungs with the scent. It smelled right.

“Your present turned out great.” Wink appeared at Ella’s elbow, once again confirming Ella’s suspicion that she was either part ghost or part ninja. “I put it in the cabinet under the cash register.”

“Thank you.” Ella attempted to picture Sheriff Chapman’s face when she gave it to him. It was a small gesture but one she hoped he appreciated. If it happened to endear her to him a little more, then so be it. 

“Will you need help tomorrow taking all of these pies to the auction? Wait, where is the auction?”

“It’s after the potluck.”

Ella froze and let out a small whimper. “What? The potluck?” How had it sneaked up on her so quickly? She had thought she would’ve had more time to prepare.

She had been hoping to skip the next one and was prepared to go as far as faking a serious, life-threatening illness to get out of going.  

“Don’t be such a wash.”

Ella cocked her head, trying to parse out the intended insult. “Wuss?”

“That’s what I said. Don’t be such a woose.”

“Nope.”

“Waas?”

“Still no. I literally said it. All you have to do is copy the vowel sound I make. Wuss.”

Eventually, Wink successfully pronounced the word but only after Ella smooshed the older woman’s cheeks to form the correct sound.

Around them, people were cleaning up.

“Wait, so, where did we land on me helping you?” Ella asked.

“Yes, that would be lovely, dear. There’s too much snow to drive a car, even with chains. And Chapman confiscated our sled.” 

“Yes, such a shame,” Ella said in a monotone voice. 

“‘Course, I could borrow John’s sleigh and horses. Or the professor’s snowmobile again. It’s how I got down here today.”

Ella reached for a rag to wipe down her counter and paused. “There’s a horse-drawn sleigh in Keystone? Wait, what am I saying? Of course, there is.”

A few people lingered, curious to see how the last batch of pies turned out. The oven door creaked as Wink pulled out the first cookie sheet that held two pies. Rose had already taken several back to the inn to bake. 

As the oven door slammed back into place, the lights overhead flickered. Ella leaned over the sink to look outside.

“It’s really coming down out there.” At least another five inches had fallen since the beginning of the workshop.

 Wink clapped her hands overhead. “Alright, everyone! That’s our cue. Seems the storm has moved in, and not a moment too soon. I’m kicking you all out.”

A chorus of grumbles echoed around the kitchen and adjacent diner. Scarves were wrapped around faces and coats were shrugged on as people filtered out both sets of doors. 

Ella and Wink stood near the front entrance, thanking people for coming and seeing them off. Evelyn and Sarah were the last to don their snow gear.

After helping Sarah wrap the frayed edges of her scarf around her neck, Ella said, “It was nice to meet both of you.” 

Evelyn shot her a fatigued smile, then she tightened the hood of Sarah’s jacket so that it puckered around her face. The young girl’s eyes were trained at a point over Ella’s shoulder, full of longing. 

Ella followed her gaze to the display case bursting with pies and donuts.

“Mama, I want one.”

“Can’t, dear. Stop asking.”

“But she probably won’t be using them for a few days. Won’t they go to waste?”

“Still doesn’t mean we shouldn’t pay for them.”

Ella walked over to the display and pulled out a large apple fritter, handing it over to Sarah. “The kid’s right. We can’t sell all of this before Christmas, and I don’t want it to sit here spoiling while the place is closed up.” 

A few feet away, Wink nodded her approval. “Send them off with one of the pies, too.”

Sarah tore off a large chunk of donut, her eyes popping. The smell of apple and cinnamon competed with pumpkin as Ella placed a pie in Evelyn’s hands.

The girl’s smacking and licking of her fingers were enough to fill Ella’s heart. 

“What’s that?” Evelyn gestured at the wall. 

Sometime during the chaos of the pie class, the metal Coca-Cola sign had fallen to the counter, failing in its duty to cover the gaping, singed hole in the wall from Flo’s Ghost Blaster III.

When neither Ella nor Wink supplied an answer, Evelyn asked again about it. “How’d that hole get there?”

Ella’s eyes widened. “Hole? What hole? Wink, do you see a hole?”

“It’s right there,” Sarah said, stabbing a sticky finger in the direction of the charred edges the size of Texas. “I’m looking right at it.”

Wink rolled her eyes and swept over the linoleum, scooping up the metal decoration and returning it to its place on the wall. “I’ve got to get that fixed. Not a lot of people here can plaster this or have the supplies to do so.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that.” Ella dropped any pretense of not being able to see the blast hole and brushed her fingers along the surface of the wall. “Isn’t the railcar made of steel or some kind of metal?” 

Wink nodded. “This part here was cut into for the passthrough, then covered with the same material as the addition.”

Ella bit her lip. It didn’t appear to be sheetrock, which gave her the strong suspicion that whatever it was had asbestos. Her feet shuffled back.

“Can’t you have whoever originally worked on it come fix it?”

Something behind Wink’s eyes clicked. “Wish I could, but actually, it was Paul.” She slid her eyes towards Evelyn.

The mother’s hand went to her chest. “My Paul? He did the construction for this?”

“Yes. Well,” Wink added, “my husband bought the railcar and placed it. We got by a few years in these cramped quarters before we hired Paul to do the construction for the kitchen. Actually, we hired him to finish after the first crew failed to meet several deadlines. It was a quick job. Paul finished within a week. Did fine work, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

Evelyn’s brows furrowed, and she nodded slowly. “That’s right. When we first moved to Keystone, he got picked up a lot of work. I couldn’t keep track of all of it. But now that you mention it, I do remember him working on it with a crew.” 

Something brewed behind her eyes. Deep memories and ghosts, not all unpleasant, though, Ella noticed. There was a spark there. She guessed it was the close proximity to something this Paul guy had made, like getting a piece of him back.

The moment the two left, Ella flipped off the lights, locked, the door, and turned to Wink in the wan light.

“Alright. Catch me up. Who was Paul and what happened to him?”

“Evelyn’s husband. He died of cancer a few years back.”

“Cancer, huh?” Ella mumbled under her breath about breathing in toxins and a safe work environment, all the while glaring at the offending wall. 

Outside, they said goodnight to each other, and Wink hopped onto a contraption that looked like a motorcycle with blades. Actually, Ella was quite certain that’s exactly what it was. 

The older woman clipped a helmet on, which Ella thought wise, and secured Chester inside her jacket before zipping it up.

The professor’s borrowed snowmobile roared to life in such a way that it should’ve been cited for disturbing the peace. Ella’s chest rumbled, and the car alarm for a nearby, modern vehicle screamed. 

She plugged her ears and coughed in the cloud of dirty exhaust spewing out the back. 

After the last of the rumbling of the snowmobile faded, Ella pulled her fingers from her ears and watched the snow fall under the glow of the street lamps a moment before the cold drove her inside the inn. 

A flickering reflection on an open door told her a fire crackled in the study. Upstairs, she paused outside her door. Light spilled from underneath Flo’s closed one and into the dark hallway. A strange, scraping sound came from the other side. 

Ella shook her head before slipping into her room. Once the old woman had stepped away from her explosives, Ella would convene the three of them to discuss Erik’s murder.


































CHAPTER 9







STEAM ROSE ABOVE Ella’s coffee as she looked out onto nearly a foot of new snow. Wherever Keystone Village was, whenever it was, if it remained there much longer, the village would be buried. 

As she added more cream to the strong brew, Jimmy shuffled in, yawning and rubbing at the bags under his eyes. After a quick morning greeting, he settled into the seat beside her, watching the light flakes drift past the picture window, the view partially obstructed by stomach-deep snow.

“This keeps up, it’ll reach the roof by Christmas.”

Mention of the holiday only three days away put Ella’s stomach into a knot. The clock was ticking on her figuring out a gift for Rose. 

The man’s thinning hair stood on end, and stubble and sleep lines marred his skin. He rubbed his eyes again.

It was the perfect opportunity to fish for gift ideas without him getting wise about whose name she pulled for Secret Santa. “Did you get Rose a Christmas present?”

“Mm hm.”

“You going to tell me or do I have to guess?”

He seemed more alert as he concentrated on rubbing his fingers over a scratch on the table, avoiding her gaze.

“Jimmy?” Ella’s voice took on an edge. “Jimmy, what did you get her?”

His hand moved from the table to rubbing the back of his neck. “I couldn’t think of anything else….”

“Jimmy Jehoshaphat Murray—”

“That’s not my middle name.”

“—what did you get her?”

“Don’t get upset… but I was wandering around Stewart’s Market, I was desperate, and, well, there it was—”

“Where what was?” She had a bad feeling about this.

“I got her a new gelatin mold.” He ducked his head, and his skin turned a bright red.

Groaning, Ella sank her forehead to the table with a thunk.

“I know, I know. I messed up. I already regret it. But honestly, I couldn’t think of anything else.”

“You realize what you’ve done to all of us?” she said, looking up. “But that’s not what you have to be concerned about—or should I say who you should be concerned about.”

Slowly, his expression morphed into one of horror, and one word whispered from his lips. “Flo.”

Ella nodded. “Flo. I don’t suppose this is the best time to tell you she’s been tinkering with some kind of explosive. By the way, maybe it’s time to visit the idea of relocating her to the basement. I don’t want to die in my sleep because she was trying to get rid of a ghost or contact aliens or other nonsense.”

He groaned, putting his head in his hands. One thing was clear, Ella would not be asking his advice on gift ideas for Rose.

As if called by Ella’s thoughts, the innkeeper swept into the kitchen, her chiffon dress floating over the air. She let out a squeal of delight. “The pies turned out great.”

Ella craned her head around to the island and its pumpkin pie-covered surface. They had turned out great, which made her all the more wary of her own. 

Their spicy scent set her mouth watering and her stomach rumbling, so she set about making toast. As she slathered butter then sprinkled cinnamon and sugar on top, the back door opened, ushering in a cold gust of air, a few flakes, and a striking inventor. 

Her heart fluttered as Will slipped off his fedora, brushed the snow off, and hung it on a hook.

Meanwhile, Rose hopped to her feet, her heels clicking across the floor as she swept over to the stove. “Will, what brings you out this way so early?” Ever the hostess, the innkeeper was already pouring a cup of coffee for him. 

He waved her off. “I wish I could, Rose, but this is just a quick stop. I don’t suppose I could trouble you for some snowshoes?” He directed the request at Jimmy.

“Sure thing, sport.” Jimmy disappeared into the hallway to fetch him the gear.

Shifting his weight from foot to foot, Will grimaced at the snowy mess at his feet. “Sorry.”

“Nonsense.” Rose settled at the table again, this time with a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon. “What can you do in so much snow? Never go inside?”

Will smiled at the gracious comment, his gaze traveling to Ella. She became very aware of the rivulets of butter oozing over her fingers and the disaster that was probably smeared across her mouth. 

She dabbed a napkin over her mouth. “Where are you off to?”

“The wind farm.” 

Ella froze mid-chew, the mention of the place bringing back unpleasant memories. “Jonas?” If he was visiting the farmer, she was going to suggest he wear different shoes and perhaps a hazmat suit. The man spat chewed tobacco like she breathed air.

“Yes and no. He called on the landline this morning. Said the turbines were freezing up. We’re actually on reserve power right now.” His mouth pressed into a grim line.

“That’s not good.” 

He shook his head. Rose got up and immediately turned off the radio and light switch.

Ella leaned forward, her cinnamon and sugar toast forgotten. “Should we get a message out? If people knew the town was on reserve power, they’d only use the essentials.”

“We will if I can’t get the turbine blades moving again.” His hands tucked into his pockets. “And honestly, I think it’ll come to that. It’ll take nearly constant torching or heating of the gears and propellers to keep them from freezing in this weather.”

“Does the town have some kind of backup generator?”

“Sure. A small one. But we don’t have enough fuel to run it.”

Ella mulled over the predicament, surprised he hadn’t adapted the generator to run off biofuel or some other alternative fuel resource yet like he had other vehicles. The man was years ahead of his time.

“You haven’t converted it like you did your pickup? What’s that run off of again? Vegetable oil? It would certainly explain the whole McDonald’s smell.” 

“Says the girl who works in a diner and always smells like burgers and fries.”

“You’re welcome for that, by the way. It’s like I bring Grandma’s Kitchen with me wherever I go. And still manage to smell better than you, I might add.”

Will grinned at the jab before nabbing the last of the toast on her plate. Smirking, Ella waited for his reaction. It came a moment later.

He spat into the nearby trashcan, pounding his chest and coughing. “What on God’s green earth was that, woman?! How did you manage to make something as simple as toast taste so badly?”

“With great skill.” Ella’s chin jutted into the air before dropping a moment later. “It was supposed to be cinnamon and sugar toast, but I think I accidentally grabbed paprika instead. That’s what I get for straying from the basics.” 

She regarded her now empty plate, the last bit of toast still spewing from Will’s mouth into the trash. Perhaps the fact that she’d eaten the majority of the wretched breakfast was a clue that her palate was severely lacking.

Rose nudged her plate across the table, offering up her bacon and saying, “How you survived before coming here, I’ll never know.”

“Fast food and TV dinners, my friend.”

Before Ella could expound on the marvels of the heart attack-inducing food of her time, Jimmy walked in and handed over a pair of large snowshoes. Will thanked him, saying he’d return them later that day. 

“Just bring ‘em to the potluck tonight. Should be fine.”

Ella’s body racked with an involuntary shudder. Not only did she need to convene with the Golden Girls to talk about Erik’s murder, but now they also had to discuss their game plan for that evening. At the last potluck, Ella’s assignment had been desserts and to fend off a cute but vicious girl in pigtails. 

After Will left, Rose fixed Ella with a pointed stare.

“What?”

“Don’t ‘what’ me,” she smirked. “You and Will seem to be getting on nicely. Do you fancy him?”

“I think I hear someone at the front door.”

“Nice try.” Rose opened her mouth to say more but stopped and listened. “Oh, there is someone there. That must be Lucy. She phoned earlier, wanting to borrow my casserole dish.” 

After she retrieved said dish, she marched towards the door then paused. “Ella, be a dear, would you? Can you check on the pies at the diner, please?”




After zipping her jacket to her chin and tugging her beanie down as far as it would go, Ella stepped out the back door onto the terrace and immediately met a barricade of snow. Enough had been shoveled away from the door that it was able to swing out into the path carved out from the day before, but it was filling in fast. 

She treaded over the trail Will had forged that morning, taking large steps to match his stride. When his path forked left, she took the right and glowered at the mostly-covered snowy path that led to the diner. 

The more sensible approach would be to backtrack, go through the inn, and out the front door which was why, naturally, she plunged ahead. There was no adventure to be had in sensibility. At least this path was only to her shins. 

Heat radiated inside her jacket from the exertion as she progressed at a snail’s pace. Next time, she would wear snowshoes or dig a tunnel, because either would be more efficient. 

Pulling out the key, she worked with the tricky lock, surprised when the knob turned easily. Maybe the cold was having the opposite of the expected effect on the mechanism. 

Inside, she closed the door, her back to the interior of the room, then stomped her boots, greeted by warmth and the scent of nearly two dozen pumpkin pies. As she hung her scarf up, it hit her that the lights were on.

She turned from the coat hooks and gasped. The scarf dropped to her feet, and she stared at the massacre of pumpkin pies strewn all over the kitchen.

Orange guts lay mashed on the floors, on the counters, up the walls. Overturned pie tins and shards of crust were strewn about like shrapnel. To top it all off, a dusting of flour coated the entire room, especially the floors, as if every sack of flour had spontaneously combusted.

She gaped at the destruction, her mouth voicing strange utterances on its own accord. Who would do such a thing? 

Her next thought sent her biting back a series of curses. She would have to be the one to break the news to Wink.

A scraping noise in the diner pulled her attention. Her heart leaped into her throat. 

If it was Wink, she wanted to head her off before she stepped into the war zone. But if it was the person responsible for the destruction… she waffled with indecision a moment. Her fear for her safety was trumped by her need for justice. She couldn’t let them get away with it.

Ella dashed for the door that led into the diner. 

She kicked the door in. “Wink?”

Her steps skidded to a halt. 

The diner owner lay crumpled on the floor, groaning. A flash of brown fabric darted out from behind the lunch counter and bolted for the front door.







CHAPTER 10







ELLA FROZE, TORN between helping her friend and running after the perpetrator.

Her chest constricted as she dropped to her knees. “Wink? Are you okay?”

“Fine.” Wink’s face pinched in pain. 

“You sure?” Ella leaped to her feet and hesitated.

Wink’s delicate hand clasped the top of her head as her features arranged themselves, shoving away the pain. “I’m fine. Really.”

Ella jogged backward towards the door, keeping Wink in her vision. “You sure? Call for help. I’ll be back!” 

She darted outside. The cold air bit through her sweatshirt and jeans. Wink’s voice yelled for her as the door closed, but she was already flying over the snow.

She tore down the narrow, shoveled path in the direction she’d seen leaving the assailant dart off.

The figure was already several yards ahead, wearing a bulky jacket and brown hair poking out from under a nondescript hat. 

“Stop!” 

She hadn’t expected it to work and was unsurprised when the intruder poured on the speed.

Ella sprinted past the inn, unsure what she would do if she were to catch up to the person. If there was ever an opportunity to try a flying Chuck Norris style kick, this would be it.

Her boots struggled to maintain traction and her lungs burned by the time she passed the library, but she was gaining on the perpetrator. Her months of running were finally paying off. 

Ahead, the figure took a sharp left and scrambled up the snow berm and into the street.

“Hey, stop!” 

Ella clawed up the bank and rolled down the other side into the street. Her right hip jarred into the packed snow. Groaning, she staggered to her feet in time to see the figure disappear over the opposite berm.

“You have got to be kidding me.” 

Steam puffed out of Ella’s mouth like a locomotive. She scrabbled up the bank and rolled down the other side, no longer caring about being graceful. After landing in a heap, she jumped to her feet, slid several inches, then sprinted up the other sidewalk.

The figure was a brown dot, rapidly shrinking in the distance. As Ella flew down the next block, the door to the general store opened. 

She saw it coming a second before she splat against the screen like a bug on a windshield. Her body flew back and landed in the small patch of yard, several feet of snow breaking her fall.

She didn’t move for several seconds as she worked to get air back into her lungs and enjoyed the general sense of being alive. 

Delicate snowflakes landed on her skin. Around her, an Ella-shaped hole in the snow rose, capped off by a gray sky. A figure blotted out the view, and she choked, fearing it was Wink’s assailant, coming back.

The face above swam into focus as the person spoke Old Norse in a deep, guttural voice.

“Leif?”

The Norseman held out a hand, and Ella clasped it. Before she knew it, he’d pulled her onto her feet as if she weighed nothing more than a feather.

Brushing the snow off her backside, she thanked him in her best, halting Icelandic. 

After searching up and down the deserted sidewalk, her shoulders sank. She asked him if he’d seen anyone run past, but he shook his head and pointed at the store. She took it to mean he’d been inside. Either that or he was simply pointing out how nice of a building it was.

Her eyes raked over the ground, searching for fresh footprints but the trampled snow of last-minute Christmas shoppers made it nearly impossible.

Ella clenched her jaw as much from frustration as the biting cold. After thanking Leif again, she parted from the Viking.

She circled the block, hoping to glimpse the figure, before ending back on Main Street. Whoever the unidentified assailant was, they were long gone, probably holed up in their own place, warm, which was far better off than she was at the moment.

She kicked the snowbank. Someone had just hurt Wink. If only she was a faster runner or hadn’t delayed in chasing after the vandal, she’d be hauling their behind into the sheriff’s office right now—after a few well-placed Chuck Norris kicks, of course.

Ella rushed back to Grandma’s Kitchen. Wink sat in a booth, holding an ice bag to her head, fending off a panicky Rose. 

They both looked at her expectantly. Ella bit her lip and shook her head.

“I’m sorry.” She slid in beside Wink. “How bad is it?”

“I’m fine.”

Ella looked at Rose for confirmation.

“She’s got a nasty goose egg, but she’ll live.”

After gingerly lifting the bag off Wink’s head, Ella inspected the knot on her friend’s head. “Probably should have Pauline check it out, just in case.”

Rose pushed up her glasses. “She’s already on her way.”

The front door burst in, nearly tearing the bell off the wall above. A crazed, half-dressed Flo stood in the doorway. Cradled on her shoulder was a ginormous weapon that looked like a bazooka with Christmas lights blinking festively.

“Good gracious,” Rose yelled, clutching her chest.

Flo swept the weapon around the room. “Where is he?”

“Flo!” Ella ducked under the table, pulling the others out of the line of fire. “Put that thing away!”

“Don’t you be putting another hole in my wall, you batty woman!” Wink shrieked.

Ella slid part of her head out, just enough to see the old woman sweep the room. “The intruder’s gone. Put that thing away before you shoot someone.”

After chewing her lip a good, full minute, Flo rolled her eyes. “Fine. But if we get attacked—”

“Is that thing even pointed the right direction?”

“‘Course it is.” With a grunt, Flo let the monstrous gun fall to her side where it thunked against the checkered floor. 

She stared at it a moment.

She turned it over. 

“Now it is.”

Ella squeezed her eyes shut, one hand massaging a temple as she prayed to every deity she could think of for patience not to strangle her friend.

When she opened her eyes, she took in Flo from head to toe then head again.

“Something’s different… I can’t put a finger on it.”

“She’s not wearing pants,” Wink said as she and Rose crawled out from under the table. The owner brushed off the front of her knees then replaced the ice bag on her head.

Ella’s breath hitched. “My God, you’re right.” The woman took granny underwear to a whole new level. “But that’s not it.” She tapped her chin.

When her gaze reached the top of Flo’s head, her jaw dropped. “Holy Jack Frost. Your hair.”

“What about it?” Flo sniffed, patting the top of her head. The fact alone that she could reach the top highlighted what Ella was just noticing.

“It’s like a drowned rat. Your beehive—”

“I didn’t have time to fix my hair.”

“Or get properly dressed,” Wink added.

Ella patted the top of Flo’s head. “It’s so… flat.” 

 Shuffling closer, she could make out the pores on Flo’s nose, could see herself in the reflection of the older woman’s thick glasses.

Flo’s hands nudged Ella back. “Why—What are you staring at?”

“Has your forehead always been so…”

“So, what?”

“Flashlights,” Wink blurted out. “Your legs are like their own flashlights. You should let those puppies see the sun once in a while.”

“You know darn well Chapman banned me from sunbathing,” Flo spat.

“Because you were doing it nude.”

Flo’s nostrils flared. “You done, Abbott and Costello?”

Ella nodded. “We aren’t being very nice, Wink.”

Flo sniffed. “Darn right, you’re not.”

“I mean, she can’t help it if she looks like the before picture in a Women’s Rogaine commercial.”

Despite the fact that Wink couldn’t possibly understand Ella’s reference, she grinned and crooned at the diss. “Oh ho, you just got freezed.” She stopped, her voice lilting up in confusion. “Frozen?”

“What?” Ella said. “No, neither. It’s burned. You just got burned.”

“That’s right. Call the coroner because you burned to death.”

Ella hid her face, shaking her head. “No, no. You’re supposed to say something like, ‘Need some aloe vera? Because you just got burned.’ We have got to work on your trash talk.”

A tall figure opened the door and stooped through the doorway. The tired bell jangled once before falling to the ground in defeat. 

“Pauline called me about an intruder? Wink, you alright?” 

Sheriff Chapman took one step forward, stopped, and did a double take at Flo. He looked from her head to her bare legs to the massive weapon leaning against her. 

Turning on his cowboy heel, his spur tinkling in the air until his back was to her, he drawled, “I’m going to pretend you ain’t here, Ms. Florence. And when I turn back around, you better not be.”

Flo huffed but complied, trudging back outside in her nightgown and skivvies, dragging her inter-dimensional gun.

Wink puffed air out of her cheeks in frustration, muttering, “That woman.”

Ella’s hand moved to her friend’s back in a comforting gesture. “At least she didn’t blast a hole in the wall this time, so that’s something.”

“A hole in the wall? This time?” Chapman’s keen eyes bore holes in Ella.

“How’s that?”

“You just said something about Flo blasting a hole in the wall.” 

“No, I didn’t. Wink? You hear me say something like that?” Before her friend could respond, Ella said, “See. I think you might need to get your hearing checked.”

“Never mind that.” With the toe of his boot, he nudged the innards of a pumpkin pie. “Someone wanna tell me what happened here?”







CHAPTER 11







THE NEXT HOUR was a rather confusing, chaotic dance. Pauline arrived shortly after the sheriff. After inspecting Wink and deeming her “just fine,” she gave her something for her raging headache. It wasn’t until she emptied the fourth jacket pocket did the coroner and town doctor locate the pills. She then proceeded to take the contents she’d strewn across the lunch counter, which for some reason known only to her included a gas cap and a handful of marbles, and place them back into their proper pockets.

As the doctor left out the front, Chapman stuck his thumbs in his belt and said, “Alright, Pearl—“

“Heh, Pearl.” Ella chuckled then caught both Chapman and Wink’s glares. She motioned zipping up her lip then waved them on to continue.

“What happened?”

“I came in through the front—”

“How’d you get here?”

“I borrowed the professor’s snowmobile again.” Wink adjusted the ice bag on her head, wincing. “Anyway, I came in through the front like I always do—”

“What were you doing here? The diner’s closed on Sundays.”

“I came to check on the pies. Remember, we had the charity pie bake workshop yesterday? I noticed you were conspicuously absent. 

“Anyway, I grew antsy to see how they looked after cooling off. I also wanted to get them over to the church for the auction tonight. The first thing I noticed when I walked in was the mess of pies all over the floor.” Her tone filled with anger and frustration. “All that hard work. Gone. Such a waste. Anyway, that’s when I saw him.”

“The intruder?”

“Yes. He was standing right there.” She pointed a skinny, arthritic finger at the lunch counter. 

“You sure it was a male?”

Wink’s chin dipped in the beginnings of a nod, then she stopped. “No, actually. They were wearing a ski mask, and their clothes were baggy.”

“Then what happened?”

“I yelled for him to get out. I picked up the nearest weapon I could find—”

“Which was?”

“A rolling pin. It had been left out by yesterday’s group.” Wink’s eyes flashed with anger as if seeing the assailant again. “I came at him, brandishing the pin, and threatening to call you.”

“What’d he say?”

“Nothing. He came around the counter. I backed up and took a swing.”

“Good for you,” both Ella and Rose said.

“Maybe not. I missed, and he managed to pry the rolling pin from me. That’s how he popped me over the head.” She grimaced, reliving the blow.

“This the rolling pin?” Chapman stood partly behind the counter, standing on the remnants of several pies, and used his boot to point at a rolling pin on the floor Ella hadn’t noticed.

“That’s it.”

“What happened after that?”

Wink shuddered. “He leaned forward and whispered, ‘Where is it?’ Then, I heard someone come in the back but was too dazed to call for help. That’s when Ella came in and scared him and that good-for-nothing scoundrel ran out the front.”

Rose rested her hand on the diner owner’s shoulder. “Thank God Ella came when she did. Who knows what this person would’ve done?”

“You said he asked where something was,” Ella said. “Do you know what he was looking for?”

“No clue.”

Chapman walked up and down behind the counter. “And there’s no money missing from the register?”

“No, it’s locked.”

“Maybe they wanted the key,” Chapman drawled, more to himself. With a deep breath, he said, “Alright, Miss Barton. Your turn.” 

He slipped off his derby hat, placed it on the counter, and leaned onto a stool. His passive expression flickered with interest as if expecting Ella’s narration to be good.

While she gave her version of events, she brewed a pot of coffee, or “mud” as they called it at the diner, and poured everyone a round. As she fixed hers with enough sugar to kill a diabetic, she finished, saying, “And that’s when I came back here.”

“I can’t believe you ran after him,” Rose said. Her pale skin had an ashen pallor.

“Wasn’t smart of you,” Chapman agreed. “What if he’d had a gun?”

“Wouldn’t he have used it on Wink, then?”

“Perhaps. Did you consider that at the moment?”

“Yes,” she said. Chapman stared her down with his cool, blue eyes. “Maybe.” He didn’t break. “Okay, no, I didn’t. I just reacted. But what was I supposed to do? Let him get away?”

“Isn’t that what happened, anyway?” Wink said. Her mouth quirked up. “I’m just giving you a hard time. But they’re right; you have no business running after intruders.”

Ella appreciated their concern, was touched by it, but she didn’t regret her decision. Although, in hindsight, it would’ve been smart to have grabbed a knife or rolling pin first, something to defend herself with. 

“Maybe next time I’ll arm myself with one of Flo’s explosives,” she mumbled.

“What explosives?” Chapman leaned forward, fixing her with another penetrating stare.

“Yeah, what explosives,” Ella said.

“Huh?”

“Hey, Rose. Why don’t you tell the sheriff what happened when you got here?”

The innkeeper agreed and cleared her throat. Since she arrived after the vandal and Ella had left, there wasn’t much to tell other than helping Wink and contacting both Pauline and Chapman. 

Once she finished briefing him with her version of events, she put on her coat, shaking her head at the messy room.

“I’ll be by to help clean up,” she told Wink. “Once the sheriff says it’s okay. Just give me a ring. I have to stop by Stewart’s to pick up more eggs.”

Wink motioned towards the kitchen. “Just take the last two dozen in there. Won’t be using them anytime soon.”

Rose slipped into the kitchen. A moment later, she popped her head through the passthrough. “What two dozen?”

“I better go help her,” Ella said. 

She winced as she stepped into the kitchen and avoided looking around. It was going to be hell to clean up.

Ella noticed the door to the fridge slightly ajar. “The door doesn’t always catch,” she explained to Rose. “You got to shut it and hold it a second.” 

Pushing aside a bottle of milk, she dug around, searching for the egg cartons she’d seen the day before. With each food item moved, her frown deepened until she reached the back.

“That’s strange. There were two cartons in here. I saw them again when I was cleaning up as everyone left, so I know they didn’t get used for any last-minute bakers.”

“I better go to Stewart’s then.” Rose tightened the scarf around her neck. “Do be sure Wink calls me, dear? I’m afraid she’ll try to clean this mess up herself.”

“She’ll rope me into it, and you can bet those cute buttons on your coat I’ll be dragging everyone in here to help. Heck, I might see if Sal’s in his barber shop and bribe him to help.”

“That’s a smart girl.” Rose winked and set off through the front door.

After a heavy sigh, Ella decided she could no longer avoid the mess. She turned to the massacre and worried her lip. It wasn’t just the cleanup that was getting to her, it was the savageness of the remains. And the attack on Wink. 

Who would do something so… heartless? The pies were for charity. And Wink was a kind, older woman.

Any other time, Ella would’ve chalked this event up to vandals, but this felt personal. Perhaps, someone had a grudge against Wink. The diner owner was well-loved the town over, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have her enemies—or made new ones. 

Recently, she’d joined a ‘Save Twin Hills’ campaign committee to stop the installation of another wind farm on the hills. Ella had thought they’d taken care of those disgruntled by the proposal, but maybe there was someone still out there upset by her opposition.

Or maybe they really disliked pie. Wink could’ve startled them, and they’d bonked her over the head out of self-preservation. 

Who gained and who lost with the pies destroyed? Wink lost, obviously. And at the moment, any gain from vandalizing the diner and destroying the pies eluded her—just like the vandal had.

They were still out there.

 If Wink’s attack was the result of some startled vandal, then chances were slim they’d return. But this was a personal vendetta against Wink, then her friend was still in danger.

Erik’s death moved down a notch on her list of priorities. As far as she knew, there was no immediate threat or urgency in finding his killer. She wasn’t a detective, she knew, but her curious nature and inability to let go of a puzzle made it difficult for her to mind her own business—especially when it involved her friends.

Dropping to her haunches, Ella surveyed the kitchen with a different mindset. She wasn’t staring at the pumpkin guts as a waitress who would be scrubbing and mopping until the second coming. No, she was searching for clues.

Chapman was a good sheriff, although rough around the edges, but he was old school in his methods—quite literally. He was from the 1850s and a gunslinging lawman to boot. Although he’d adapted well to new investigative techniques, she noticed, there was still much of the old frontier in him. He didn’t even carry a notebook, for goodness’ sake.

Her head tilted in thought. Perhaps that would’ve been a better Christmas present. She shook away the idea and forced herself to concentrate. 

After digging out her phone, she snapped a few photos, eventually focusing on the floor. The unfortunate tossing of the flour now seemed to work in her favor. She found traces of footprints separate from hers and Rose’s, just the toes mostly, leading to the back door. 

They certainly weren’t her own. For one, she hadn’t gone out that direction, and for two, she hadn’t walked on her toes.

When she found the largest partial print she could find, one that included part of the heel, she zoomed in on her phone and took a picture of the tread. It appeared standard, with lines perpendicular to the length of the shoe.

After putting her foot beside the print, she snapped another photo, using her own foot for scale. By the size of the print, she leaned towards Wink’s assessment that the intruder was male.

Ella kept to the perimeter of the kitchen, following the tracks to the back door. As quiet as possible given the ancient hinges, she opened the door and leaned out, searching the snow. The landscape was nearly blotted out by the current thick, heavy flakes and gusts of wind kicking up powder. The only tracks visible were her own, rapidly filling in by the storm. It was possible that the intruder came this way, and their tracks were already covered, but that would mean they’d been there some time since the snow was only starting up again. 

Ella’s brows pinched in a deep frown.

How did the flour prints on the kitchen floor abruptly end? And why did they lead out the back door when she’d chased the intruder out the front? 

The only narrative that fit the evidence was that the vandal had broken-in much earlier and had hung around while the snow covered his tracks.

Ella snapped a few more photos of the floor. The mess of prints became more muddled by the kitchen door, but after close inspection, she failed to find the intruder’s tread.

Ella rubbed a building headache in her temples that had begun with Flo’s grand entrance, figuring the prints must be there but had gotten lost in the shuffle. She needed more coffee if she was going to get through the next couple of hours.

Stuffing her phone back into her pocket, she rejoined the sheriff and Wink, hoping they wouldn’t notice her extended absence.







CHAPTER 12







CHAPMAN WAS STILL grilling the diner owner. “You sure nothing was taken?”

“Doesn’t look like it, but who can tell in this mess?” Wink noticed Ella slip in. “Are any of them salvageable in there?”

“Not unless we scrape them off the floor and auction them upside down.” Ella snapped her fingers. “Is upside-down pie a thing? Who knows? Topped with a bit of whip cream, maybe no one’ll notice.”

“Not everyone’s got as an unrefined palate as you.”

Ella shrugged. “There are still the pies at the inn.”

Wink’s chest heaved with a heavy sigh. “I guess that’ll have to do. Those’ll have to go to the food bank. We’ll have to call off the auction.”

“Can’t you make more?” Chapman asked.

“Ordinarily, yes. But we used up the last of the greenhouses’ pumpkin stock.”

“What about apple?” Ella suggested. “That’s a thing at holidays, right?”

“Not a bad thought. I’ll call Stewart’s and see if I can’t catch Rose before she leaves.” She started to slide out of the booth, but Ella motioned her back down.

“I’ll call.” 

After getting the number for the store from Wink, Ella slipped into the kitchen to use the phone. Chapman hollered for her not to touch anything but the phone. A half-second later, the door swung in, and he was in the room with her, inspecting the damage.

Ella dialed the number for Stewart’s Market. After a creaking voice answered, she greeted the owner and asked if Rose was still there. 

“I believe so. Hold on a second.” 

“That’s not necessary. Thanks, though. Can you just make sure she picks up….” Ella had no idea how many apples were required for a single pie, let alone how many pies Wink wanted to make. “A dozen apples?” She guessed aloud. “Yeah, have her pick up a dozen.”

The phone crackled in her ear. “What…ind?”

“Sorry, can you repeat that?”

“What kind of apples?”

“Uh… the fruit kind?” Ella glanced at the sheriff, wondering if he’d know. “It’s for apple pie.”

“Ah… I’ll… her.” His voice cut out again. The weather was wreaking havoc on the town’s networked phone lines.

“Thanks, Stewart.”

“My pleasure… case I don’t see you… a Merry Christmas and—” His voice cut off as the line went dead.

“Stewart?” Ella pressed the phone hook a couple of times, but it was no use. 

“Line’s dead.”

Chapman nodded. “Must be the storm.”

She glanced outside, barely able to pierce the veil of snow falling a few feet out from the window.

He crouched by the refrigerator, surveying the kitchen in much the same way she had. His handlebar mustached drooped extra low, the only outward sign he found the scene puzzling.

“You didn’t touch anything?”

Ella shook her head. Dropping beside him, she indicated her footprints on the dusted floor, then Rose’s, followed by the vandal’s.

“Look’s to be a men’s size thirteen. Anything taken here?”

“Not that I can tell…” Ella’s words trailed off into a shrug.

Chapman ran his hands through his swept-back gray hair. “Good thing Rose caught me before I left the office. This weather’s caused a lot of problems. I was just heading over to the Johnston’s when the telephone rang.”

 He pronounced every syllable of “telephone” as if his tongue were unaccustomed to producing the word. 

“Why were you going over to the Johnston’s?”

“Their roof caved in. Nobody was hurt, but it’s gonna get a might cold at their place.”

“Can they stay somewhere else? Do they need to stay at the inn?”

He shook his head. “They’re holed up at a neighbor’s for the time being.” Studying the partial footprints of the perpetrator more closely, his frown deepened. “Wasn’t from no cowboy boots or snow boots, I can tell you that. You get photos on that fancy device of yours?”

Ella’s cheeks heated up. He was quickly learning.

“Good,” he replied, her silence enough of an answer. “Anyone expressing untoward emotions about this auction?”

“None that I heard.”

He shook his head. “Takes a special kind of person to do this. Lots of needy folks who won’t be having dessert this Christmas.”

“Speaking of, what are you doing Christmas Day?”

Slowly, he unfolded to his full height and tugged at the ends of his mustache. “What I do every year.”

“Which is…?”

“Sit by the fire, drink some whiskey, and read.”

“You read?” Ella cleared her throat. “I mean, that sounds really nice. But if you want company in the form of two bickering old ladies, Rose and some sort of gelatin mold, and a young, funny, charming, witty—”

“If you’re describing yourself, those aren’t the words I’d use.”

“—beautiful, clever, and funny woman, you should come over.”

“You said ‘funny’ twice.”

“Did I? Well, then it must be true.”

He shook his head. “That’s a kind offer, Miss Barton, but I don’t think I’d be good company. The holidays are hardest for me, and I’d prefer to be alone.”

“I get it.”

Ella walked him to the front door of the diner, passing a dozing Wink in the corner booth. She wondered if they should worry about a concussion, but Pauline hadn’t said anything. 

Stooping over, Chapman scooped up the fallen bell and hung it back over its hook above the door. Something about the moment, about fixing a broken thing and putting it back the way it had been, got to her. 

She swallowed, glanced at Wink, and dropped her voice. “This’ll be my first Christmas without my family and far away from home. I’m not going to lie, I’m dreading it a bit. Jimmy and Rose can’t replace my parents. The inn can’t replace my home, but both are a decent substitute, all things considered.”

Silence filled the space between them a moment. 

She held out her palms in a partial shrug. “Who knows? It might be nice having the distraction. Maybe it could be the same for you?”

He looked at the floor as he tipped his head to put his hat on. 

“Think of us like extended family. You know, the in-laws you’re forced to spend the holidays with. The ones you say you hate then miss whenever that time of year rolls around again.”

He tilted his head. “I think we’ve had very different holiday experiences.”

“Just promise you’ll think about it, please?” She did her best impression of Fluffy when he begged for food, minus the meowing and pawing.

“I will if you promise never to use that look on me again.”

“Is it working?”

“Maybe,” he mumbled. 

With a nod of farewell, he opened the front door. A blast of cold air bit her skin, causing it to prickle.

“Oh, Miss Barton. Who else has access to the diner?” 

The question caught her off guard as flurries of snow whipped inside across the wet doormat.

“Just myself, Wink, and Horatio.” She’d stake her life the cook wasn’t involved, and unless Wink could knock herself over the head, she wasn’t involved either.

“If you see this person again, don’t run after them. Call me.”

“The lines are down.”

“Then run away and find me.” There was a finality to his tone that left little room for discussion. 

The door closed, and he leaned into the wind, the snow swallowing him in a flurry of white.

She decided to let her friend snooze a bit longer and stole back into the kitchen. After procuring a mop, broom, and dustpan, she began in the corner and worked her way towards the island. 

She had just finished using the dustpan as a trowel to shovel at least three pies worth from the counter and dumped it into the overflowing trash when the doorknob jiggled for the back entrance.

Ella froze, her heart hammering against her chest. Why hadn’t she thought to lock it? 

She held the dustpan aloft like a shield and grabbed the mop handle, wielding it like a sword.

The door burst in with a gust of wind, and someone in a fur coat and chiffon dress darted inside.

“Rose! I almost mopped you to death!”

“Is that an idiom for attacking someone where you come from?”

“It is now. What are you doing out there in that outfit?”

“I came looking for you. The phones are down—oh, you started without me.” 

She appeared disappointed, and it hit Ella that the woman derived some sort of sick pleasure in cleaning. That was a discussion she planned on tackling in the future, but not today. 

Ella leaned the mop against the island counter. “I figure, I’m no use in the kitchen, so maybe you and Sleeping Beauty in the diner back there can make more pies while I clean up.”

“Great idea. I got your message and picked up the apples. I think I have everything else on hand. If not, I’m sure Wink does here.” She assessed the room. “We’ll have to make them at the inn. It’s a good thing I took my flour back yesterday or it would be all over the floor.”

Ella eyed the white powder covering nearly every surface, wondering just how many cups she’d already scooped up then decided she didn’t want to know.

“Oh, I hope you don’t mind, but I invited Sheriff Chapman over for Christmas. Not that he’ll come, but he seemed like he was considering it. After I coerced him, mind you.”

“Chapman? He doesn’t already have plans?”

“Not plans, per se.”

“I’m glad you invited him, then. No one should be alone on Christmas.” She sighed at the mess, and Ella could tell she was struggling not to attack the place with a sponge. The woman had issues.

“I suppose I should start on the pies,” she said but failed to move.

“Sounds good. Get a move on.”

“I am.”

“You haven’t moved.”

“I haven’t?” Rose pushed her glasses up her nose. “You sure you don’t want help in here?”

“Don’t worry,” Ella assured her. “I got this. Nothing a good bottle of bleach and a power washer couldn’t fix.” When Rose’s face scrunched in confusion, Ella added, “I’m just kidding. I’ll only use half a bottle of bleach.”

 With one last lingering look at the chaos, the innkeeper went through the diner to wake Wink. A minute later, Ella heard the door jingle as they left.

She lost track of time, scrubbing, sweeping, and mopping. At one point, she sang the song from Cinderella in the scene where the character was mopping and soap bubbles were floating around her, but Ella promptly realized she didn’t know the lyrics and settled on humming. 

After she had scrubbed every surface to the point it shone and filled another trash can to the brim, she stepped back and admired her work. Taking a hand towel, she dabbed at the sweat on her forehead and dropped it into the pile of dirty rags.

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that the snacks she’d nipped from the pastry case up front weren’t satiating enough. She glanced at her watch and saw that the potluck and auction started in an hour.

Hurriedly, she flipped off the lights and locked both sets of doors, hoping she could have a last-minute strategy session with Wink and Flo for the potluck, as well as to help carry the freshly baked apple pies over to the church. Outside, she waded through knee-high snow on the sidewalk, past drifts up to her chest. People had given up on staying on top of the blizzard-like conditions and were letting nature take her course.

The manor’s front yard had been neglected, forcing her to half-swim, half-crawl to the stoop. All around, snow swirled and stabbed her skin with its icy kiss. 

She felt, rather than saw the stoop. Inside the inn, she peeled off her hat and scarf and leaned against the door, sucking in the scent of fires, Christmas trees, and apple pies. 

As she disrobed several layers, excited voices came from the study. The door burst open, and a frazzled Rose pushed back her perfectly curled hair. A man with a vaguely familiar face followed on her heels.

“Apologies again for the inconvenience, Mrs. Murray.” The man hovered near the coat tree and shrugged on a trench coat, followed by a scarf and fedora. 

“Don’t apologize to me. Tell Wink.”

“Yes, well….” The man’s eyes darted towards the door as he buttoned up his coat. “I’m afraid you’ll have to pass along my sentiments. I’ve got six more stops to make, and it’s getting worse out there. As it is, I’m afraid I won’t make it home. Have to stay over at the Burts’s place.”

Rose’s red lips formed a tight line. “I suppose you could stay here if you need to.” The air filled with a tense silence that said neither found that arrangement appealing.

After the man said a curt goodbye, he nodded a farewell in Ella’s direction and slipped out the door.

“Unbelievable,” the innkeeper muttered the moment the door sighed shut.

“Who was that?”

“Mr. Stone. He’s one of the council members. The potluck’s canceled, can you believe it? Sal says the storm’s only going to get worse, and they don’t want people stranded at the church. Too dangerous. Since the phone lines are down, volunteers are going door-to-door, spreading the word.” She wiped her hands on her apron and sighed. “All those pies….” She shook her head.

“Oh, Rose, I’m sorry. How many were you and Wink able to make?”

“Only a half-dozen.” 

Ella let out a frustrated sigh. “Maybe there won’t be an auction, but at least all of the pies can still be donated to the food bank.”

“Indeed. Although, if people can’t make it out in this weather, then what’s the point?” 

Tugging at the strings of her apron, she asked Ella to break the news to Wink. “Mr. Stone assigned me to inform Jenny, Stewart, and, of course, Edwin, Flo, and Jimmy.”

“Do you want me to do that? It’s coming down pretty good out there. I’m already soaked.” Ella looked down at her dirty, wet pants. “And in no way is that an excuse nor does it have to do with the fact that I’m scared to tell Wink.”

Rose cracked a weak smile. “No, I could use the break. Sorry, dear.” She patted Ella on the back, wished her luck, and began bundling up.

Rolling her shoulders and cracking her knuckles, Ella marched down the hallway, muttering, “This should be fun.”




Wink took the news better than Ella expected, with only a minimal amount of “dang nabbits” and calling every council member a “blowhard.”

After much discussion, Ella convinced Wink to return home while she still could. There seemed to be a small break in the storm, the veil of white thinning enough to make out the tree in the backyard. The diner owner only assented after Ella promised to drop off the pies at the food bank. 

From her warm station at the parlor window, Ella watched Wink drive off in the professor’s snowmobile and let the curtain fall back into place.

Before leaving, Wink had informed her that Grandma’s Kitchen would remain closed for the next foreseeable future. She didn’t think many would dig out of their homes and brave the weather, just to sit down in a half snowed-in diner. Ella wanted to argue, tell her that most people would shed blood for some of the woman’s baking and Horatio’s cooking, but she was also relieved. Wink holed up in her house on the hill meant she was safe. 

Back in the kitchen, Ella warmed up a tomato bisque soup she found in the fridge and carefully carried it to the conservatory. She left it for a moment to fetch the leather-bound clipping book from her room. 

Before settling in for a long read at the wrought iron café table, she fed another wooden round into the small stove in the center of the room. She slurped her soup and took a moment to appreciate her surroundings. 

The light was dimmer due to the layers of snow covering the partial glass ceiling. But if she turned aside, facing the interior of the house, all she saw were vegetable plants and fruit trees, flowers and ferns. Breathing in, she could taste the earth and smell the dying blooms of gardenia and jasmine. Winter hadn’t touched the room yet. 

Her mind drifted to the break-in at the diner. The intruder had a thirteen size shoe, most likely male. Only one male had a key for the diner.

Ella shook the thought away. There had to be another explanation. Maybe she and Wink hadn’t locked up properly the night before. Her gut twisted, knowing that they had, but until she found a better explanation, she was going with that rather than suspect Horatio. She’d been down that road before, suspecting friends of ugly things, and it wasn’t one she was eager to walk again.

Laying open the binder on the café table, she flipped through the pages, picking up where she’d left off.

She paused when a particularly distressing headline caught her eye: Tool Belt Bandits Escape Again. Below, in a smaller font, the subheading read, Serial Bank Robbers Elude Capture. Armed. 

The article went on in sensational detail about a string of bank robberies from Nevada to Colorado carried out by a masked duo. They were last spotted at a gas station in western Colorado, heading east. The reporter went on to write that the local sheriff at the time feared they might pass through Keystone. Officials estimated that the pair carried in excess of $50,000. 

Ella was mostly struck by the odd title given the robbers. Tool Belt Bandits. There was only a passing explanation that might describe the name and was as expected. The two wore tool belts for every robbery. 

She wondered if there was significance for the odd accessory or if they preferred it to carry their weapons and rounds. Whatever the reason, she couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to them—there was no mention in proceeding articles—and if they had ever passed through the village.

	

	







CHAPTER 13







WHEN ROSE RETURNED from informing their neighbors about the canceled potluck, Ella helped her stack the mix of pumpkin and apple pies into two boxes. After bundling up in the entrance hall in several layers, they each lugged a box and weathered the snowstorm to deliver them to the food bank.

The biting wind made conversation difficult, so they struggled up the walk in silence, the snow swallowing their legs up to their knees and sometimes thighs with each step. Ella had no idea where they were going, so she deferred to Rose, letting her lead the way, stepping into her footprints as best she could. 

The innkeeper stopped just short of the library, nodding her head at a nondescript door Ella had passed at least a dozen times since her arrival in the village.

“This is the food bank?” she half shouted over the wind.

Rose nodded, balancing the box while attempting to open the weathered door. As her fingers stretched for the knob, it turned and a bundled figure stepped out.

“Evelyn?”

Evelyn Hank’s eyes darted up from the ground and met Ella’s.

“Ella was it?”

“Yes. How are you?”

“Fine thanks.” Evelyn shifted several large packages in her arms. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m in a hurry.” Her expression was strained, and her brown hair frizzed out in clumps from a half-attempt at a braid.

“Everything alright?” Rose asked.

“Fine, thanks. Have a good Christmas.” With that, she leaned into the wind and was swallowed by the flurry a moment later.

“She’s an odd one, isn’t she?” Ella asked as they stepped into the relative warmth of the food bank. “I mean, not that I’m one to talk.” 

“She prefers to keep to herself.”

Ella blinked until her eyes adjusted to the dim room that was barely larger than a closet. Shelves full of food lined the walls, drawing attention away from the worn carpet and peeling wallpaper reminiscent of an old, haunted hotel.

The light fixture above buzzed and flickered, probably due to the storm, but that didn’t stop her imagination from running rampant, imagining ghosts of Christmas’s past.

“Eesh. This place could use a makeover.”

Rose assessed the room as if seeing it for the first time. “I suppose it is pretty drab.”

“Drab? Looks like it could use a good exorcism.”

One of the innkeeper’s manicured eyebrows rose. 

A lone desk stood at the back in front of a door with flaking paint and a rusted knob. Ella’s arms ached as she unceremoniously dropped the box on top with a thunk.

“That it?” She wiped invisible dust off her hands. “Welp, my good deed’s done for the day. How about some hot ch—”

“We can’t leave yet.” Rose set her box alongside Ella’s, much more gracefully, and wiped the snow off her glasses as she sang out, “Hello?”

“Coming,” came a muffled but familiar reply from the other side of the creepy door. 

Ella slid back a step and tensed, trying to place the voice. The knob turned with a creak, and the coroner’s large, squat frame strolled into the room. The majority of her girth was accounted for by her coat’s bulging pockets.

“Pauline?”

The woman’s eyes peered up below her mousy brown hair. “Boy, we’ve been more popular than a body in a room full of flies.”

Ella grimaced.

“It’s everyone trying to cash in their good will, I imagine. One last good deed before the holiday.”

“What are you doing here?” Ella asked.

Pauline squinted at her. “What? I can’t volunteer? What are you doing here?”

“Cashing in my good will.” Ella nudged the pies forward. “Donating, see?”

Pauline’s thick fingers grabbed at the first box then stopped. “You didn’t make these, did you?”

“God, no. Rose and Wink did.”

The hard lines in the doctor’s face fell away. 

“Very good.” She pulled off both lids, the cardboard compromised by the weather. “What’ve we got here? Ah, apple pie. Some pumpkin. Shame about them other ones.”

“Tell me about it,” Ella said at the same time Rose said, “Indeed.”

“I hope Wink’s doing better. She took quite a knock to the head.”

Rose shuffled toward the front door, but Ella lingered. “Been busy?”

“Yes. Lot’s of families coming in for some last minute supplies in case they can’t make it outta the house after this storm’s finished. Sal thinks it’ll get worse.”

Ella nodded. “I heard.”

When Ella made no signs of leaving, Pauline stared at her expectantly. Ella shifted on her feet, and her fingers danced over a crack in the desk. 

“Have you had a chance to look over Erik’s body? Like, do you know approximately what time he was killed?”

“And I would tell you because…?”

“Because we’re friends?” Ella tried. Pauline blinked. “Because I discovered the body, and you know it’ll help bring me closure?”

The doctor seemed to consider this but pressed her lips into a firm line.

Ella snapped her fingers. “Because I have some music on my phone you’d be interested in. I can let you borrow it some time. Let you hear the tunes of your day, some Backstreet Boys, perhaps, and throw in some stuff you missed after you left.”

Pauline leaned forward, several bulging pockets falling onto the desk. “Really?”

“Really. Spill it, Doc.”

Pauline glanced over at Rose who began to hum softly to herself, and Ella got the distinct impression this was intended to give them some privacy. 

The coroner’s voice dropped. “Hard to say with this weather, but I pegged his time of death at about four in the morning.”

“No surprise there.”

“No,” Pauline agreed. “But this will surprise you. The ax isn’t what killed him.”

Ella’s mouth turned down, and she matched the doctor’s stance, leaning across the desk until their faces were only two feet apart. “What did?” 

She expected some sort of doctor-speak for blunt trauma or blood loss, some sort of trickery of words that the Viking’s death wasn’t from the blow itself but of the result of it.

“See,” Pauline said, her voice dropping to a whisper, “when I pulled out the ax, I found a bullet. He’d been shot.”

Ella’s jaw dropped, and it took her brain a full three breaths to process this new information. After that, all she could manage was a breathy, “What?”

Pauline nodded, her eyes gleaming as she pulled back.

“Wh—how? I mean…” Ella searched for words, picturing the crime scene again. Leif’s vacant stare. The blood spatter. Chapman had noticed something off about the blood spatter. He’d seen without knowing what he was seeing. “Had he been killed somewhere else? I’ve never seen someone shot in the head, but I’ve played enough video games to know there’s usually more…”

“Brain matter? Back spatter?”

“Oh, God,” Ella breathed, her stomach turning. “Yes, that.”

“You’re right. He had what we call a penetrating wound. If there’d been an exit wound, would’ve been called a perforating wound.

“My assessment,” Pauline continued, “is that he was killed where we found him. The lack of biological matter is due to the fact that there was no exit wound.”

Ella realized she was clutching her stomach. Her hand fell away, registering the doctor’s words. “No exit wound? For a gunshot to the head? Isn’t that unusual?”

“It’s rare, yes. But it happens when the weapon is shot over a great distance or it’s a small caliber round or other variables: angle, trajectory, etc. In this case, it was probably a combination of that, especially the size of the bullet.”

“Which was?”

Pauline’s eyes narrowed. “You got some NSYNC on that phone of yours, too?”

“Of course I do. Who do you take me for?”

A satisfied smile spread over the doctor’s face. “It was a 7.9mm bullet.”

“Did you find a casing at the scene?”

Pauline gave her a rueful, patronizing smile. Ella had figured it unlikely but had to ask.

“Maybe after the snow melts we’ll find something.” The coroner straightened, patted her pockets until she located the one she wanted, and pulled out a flask. She held it aloft. “Eggnog?”

“Better not. I’m trying to cut back.”

“That’s all I got for you.”

Ella thanked her and joined Rose by the door. Together, they soldiered out into the storm, all the while, Ella’s thoughts swirled with images of weapons and blood.

Someone had shot the Norseman, which explained how they’d gotten the drop on him. He’d no doubt have bested in a close-up, physical altercation. That widened the suspect list a great deal.

She bit her lip as her boot sunk into a drift. Or maybe it didn’t. Whoever had killed him had to be a decent shot. Also, they’d sunk the man’s own ax through his skull directly over the bullet wound, denoting some level of skill as far as aim was concerned.

Then there was the matter of the murder weapon. She knew very little about guns, especially one which could penetrate the skull without leaving an exit wound. But she knew someone who did. 

However, it wouldn’t be enough to just ask which guns produced such a result. Ella wanted to be certain, wanted to test such weapon before taking the information to Chapman. And that required a field trip.







CHAPTER 14







ELLA DECIDED TO put off the conversation with Flo regarding the murder weapon until after dinner. She settled in with a pre-evening snack of cranberry scone and decaf coffee in the two-story library, curled up next to a roaring fire, surrounded by four walls of books.

She bit into the sweet pastry, savoring the drizzle of frosting and pop of fruit. After her second bite, she opened a book she’d checked out from the Keystone Library on her way back from the food bank. 

With the canceled potluck, now was the perfect opportunity for her to brush up on her Old Norse. Unfortunately, the library’s foreign language section had been lacking, and the closest—and only—texts of use she’d found were an Icelandic dictionary from the 1940s and a collection of Old Norse kings’ sagas collected and bound into a single volume, titled, Heimskringla, written in Old Norse, 1230, by a poet and historian.

She’d just turned a page when several rooms away, Rose let out a shriek, and a loud crash followed. Ella slammed the binder closed and leaped out of the chair, forgetting the heavy weight in her lap was Fluffy. He fell to the floor, mewing in protest as he glared at her.

She hollered a “Sorry, buddy” over her shoulder as she dashed out of the room. Darting down the hall and through the study, she slid into the entrance hall, her socks unable to find purchase over the cherry wood floor.

“Rose? Where are you?”

“In here!” she called. 

Ella darted into a different hallway and sprinted to the end where it dumped out into the parlor. She burst into the room to find the innkeeper towering over a couple boxes of ornaments, one of which was on its side, the contents spewed across the rug.

“I’m okay. I was just trying to carry too many things at once. Fortunately only a couple decorations broke.”

Ella picked up St. Nicholas’s decapitated head in one hand and his pudgy body in the other. “Nothing a little glue couldn’t fix.”

After scooping up the spilled decorations, Ella hefted the boxes to the corner and added them to a stack of similar ones that nearly reached her shoulder. A strong scent of evergreen filled the room from a robust spruce tree sitting between the large windows. 

Ella breathed in the scent of the holidays. “When did you put this in?” 

“Oh, Jimmy just brought it in this morning. I know we’re late getting it up, but it’s been in the conservatory the past few days till I could be sure it wouldn’t drip snow on my floor and all the spiders had fled.” 

“I appreciate that very much.” The bare branches beckoned to be decorated. “Can I help?”

Rose’s manicured eyebrows lifted. “I’d love that.”

Ella had been feeling morose about the holiday, missing her family. She figured making new memories might help—as well as give her the opportunity to think of a last-minute Secret Santa present.

While Ella opened musty boxes, Rose sashayed to the rich voice of Bing Crosby crooning I’ll be Home for Christmas.

A lump formed in Ella’s throat. “We listened to this album every Christmas when I was growing up.” 

“Really? I’m glad good taste still exists decades later.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s nice the classics are still appreciated.”

As she pulled a silver bell from the box, the memories of home and holidays past caused her chest to tighten. Perhaps she’d been too eager to jump into the holiday festivities.

Ella added a few ornaments to the garland already draped over the mantle. Next, she and Rose added a couple strings of large bulb Christmas lights to the tree and a string of bubble lights to really give it that 1950s holiday vibe. A few bulbs had burnt out, but overall, the magical effect remained. 

Ella’s fingers were just draping the hook of an ornament on a branch when someone knocked at the front door.

“Who on earth would that be?” Rose tried to peer out the darkened windows.

Ella set aside her box of ornaments and strode toward the entrance hall as another knock came. She tugged the heavy door open, immediately grinding her teeth against the bitter chill that swept in.

Evelyn Hanks stood on the stoop, her eyes and nose the only visible features between her hood and knot of scarves.

“Evelyn?”

“Can I come in?” 

Ella shook herself from her stupor. “Of course.” 

After Ella slid aside, Evelyn stamped her boots on the rug just inside while Ella shut the door. 

The woman’s eyes darted about the entryway, eyeing the ornamental carvings, oriental rug, and opulent chandelier. Her hood fell back, letting her fluffy brown hair float free.

“Rose is in the parlor. Do you want me to fetch her?”

“No, that’s okay. I was just wondering if I could borrow some flour.” Her hands fidgeted with her gloves.

“Of course. I’m sure Rose won’t mind. Can’t promise there’s much left.” 

Ella excused herself and hurried back to the kitchen. Fishing through a cupboard, she located the large burlap sack, half of what it had been the day before. She debated on whether to pour some into a separate container and give that to Evelyn rather than hand over the whole bag. However, she didn’t know how much the woman needed. 

Erring on the side of caution, Ella snatched the entire bag, figuring it wasn’t that heavy with half of it gone. Seeing the sack, Evelyn, smiled—an actual genuine smile. 

“I’ll bring it back when I’m done. Shouldn’t need more than a few cups.”

“Oh. Do you want me to pour some out into a container, then?”

“No. This is better. In case I mess up.” Hugging the bag, Evelyn slipped back out into the cold darkness.

When Ella returned to the parlor, Rose had made considerable progress on the tree. She informed the innkeeper about loaning out the flour, and Rose waved the matter away.

They wiled away the rest of the evening, decorating and chatting, and for a few hours, Ella forgot about murders and break-ins. With each ornament came a story, a special memory attached. 

When they finished, they stood back to admire their work. It wasn’t the themed trees Ella was accustomed to, but it was alive with memories and love which made it all the more beautiful.

When it was time to call it a night, Ella slowly mounted the grand staircase and psyched herself up for what she would do next. She’d put it off long enough.

Light seeped beneath Flo’s door, but the air was absent of any noise—which could be either good or bad, Ella hadn’t decided.

Flo answered on the second knock.

“Oh good. You’re fully clothed,” Ella said.

The older woman glared behind her thick glasses. “Did you want something or did you come to mock me?”

“Can’t I do both?”

“If that’s how you want it to be, then let’s talk about that mess you call a sweater.”

“Hey, Wink gave it to me.”

“Exactly. It’s as ugly as the day she knit it.”

Ella took a breath and held it for three Mississippis. Then she forced a pained smile across her face.

“What’s wrong with you? Constipated? I told you to stop eating that banana bread.”

“No. This is my ‘I need a favor’ face.”

“Well, it’s the stuff of nightmares. Put it away before your face gets stuck like that.”

Ella dropped the strained expression.

“So,” continued Flo, “what’s the favor? Do I need to sit down for this?”

“No, but I think I might need to.” Ella took another deep breath then relayed the information she’d learned after her conversation with Pauline.

The old boarder’s face had gone through a range of emotions, ranging from delight to curiosity—but mostly delight—at the prospect of discussing weaponry. 

“Do you know of any gun that shoots a 7.9mm bullet and with a low enough trajectory to not leave an exit wound?”

Flo tapped her chin. “Hm, probably looking at .32 caliber… could be .32-20 Winchester round… probably a rifle…. Yes, a few come to mind. But won’t know for sure without testing them.”

“I was afraid you’d say that. Can you take me to your shooting range tomorrow?”

“It’s just a clearing in the woods and might be a bit hard to manage in this weather.” The creases in her forehead smoothed out. “But… yes, that could work. Sal says there’s supposed to be a break again tomorrow. It’ll take me a bit to set up. I’ll get you when it’s ready.”

Ella hesitated. “Nothing that’d get us in trouble, right?”

“‘Course not. You think I want that ol’ law dog nabbing more of my guns?”

As curious as Ella was to know just how many weapons the sheriff had confiscated over the years, she decided that was another discussion for a different day. “What are we going to shoot at that’s similar to a head.” She winced at her own words.

Flo’s fingers traveled to her chin again as they both lapsed into thought. “How ‘bout a watermelon? Ain’t that supposed to be similar to a human head?”

“Maybe. I think I remember reading that on the Internet, how it’s similar to the human cranium. And if you can’t trust the Internet as a reliable source of information, then, well, what can you trust?” Her sardonic words were lost on the older woman.

Ella cleared her throat. “Anywho, I don’t remember seeing any watermelons in the conservatory or at Stewart’s.”

“Leave that to me.”

An inward battle waged in Ella’s mind, especially when she considered leaving the details to Flo. However, if this was the only way for her to test out a possible murder weapon, then she’d just have to punch her dance card with the devil.

With nothing left to discuss, Ella bid her friend good night and retreated to her own bedroom. Whatever tomorrow may bring, it was certainly going to be interesting. She just hoped it would produce answers. 

She was at a loss of what to do about the vandal who’d broken into Grandma’s Kitchen. Sitting on the edge of her four-poster bed, she opened the memo app on her phone and created a new note. Tapping her thumbs across the small keyboard, she typed two words: clues and suspects.

In a haphazard style, she typed shorthand, describing the scene, the footprints in the kitchen that didn’t lead anywhere with the approximate size and tread of the suspect’s shoes. Next, she typed the question, How did they get in? She added that there weren’t footprints out back nor that the lock had been jimmied. 

After that, she made a list of who had a key for the building. It was short, with only three people, including herself. Under suspects, the cursor blinked. She stared at it, debating whether or not to add Horatio’s name. In the end, she decided against it, leaving it blank for now.

Lastly, she typed in motives with another question mark at the end. That too, she left blank. Without more clues to go on, she felt helpless. And worse, she worried Wink might still be a target. 

Maybe if she made progress on the front of finding Erik’s killer, she’d feel some sort of accomplishment. Also, a small part of her wondered if the two incidents weren’t connected. On the surface and in every respect, they seemed as related as Danny DeVito and Arnold Schwarzenegger appeared to be in the movie Twins. 

However, the events happened so closely in relation to one another it felt too coincidental. If she dug past the surface to a deeper level, they might be connected.







CHAPTER 15







SHORTLY AFTER WAKING on Christmas Eve morning, Ella fumbled to pull her sweatshirt over her head using half numb fingers. Having a room upstairs in the inn made for a great view but made for horribly cold mornings. The manor had been upgraded with central air at some point—but the furnace was still as efficient as a 1950s furnace could be.

After grabbing her phone and tugging on slippers, she padded downstairs to make coffee. The moment she stepped into the entrance hall, she could smell the scent of Christmas tree wafting all the way from the parlor. She made a mental note that if she was still stranded in Keystone this time next year, she’d beg Rose to put a tree up sooner.

From the view through the windows she passed, only a couple inches of snow at most had accumulated during the night.

Yawning, she pushed in the kitchen door and froze. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she blinked, hoping she was still asleep.

“No,” she whispered. Just like a cartoon, she rubbed her eyes and opened them again. “You have got to be kidding me.”

The vandal had struck again, only this time, in the inn’s kitchen. The room was in disarray. Every cupboard door lay open, the contents of most spilling out onto the counters and floor. Sugar-dusted the linoleum, and an egg carton had been left out.

Why? Why would someone do this? Did they have something against clean kitchens?

Ella closed her eyes and ground her teeth, fighting the urge to yell a string of profanities. If it weren’t for the fact that Rose would be in any minute, she seriously considered leaving the mess until after she’d had some coffee and breakfast.

But with the innkeeper bound to awaken any moment, Ella scurried to gather a broom and dustpan from the hall closet. The last thing they needed was Rose in the infirmary with a coronary. She knew she needed to tell Jimmy and Rose immediately that someone had broken in, but she wanted to clean up the worst of the mess. 

Before touching anything, she inspected the floor. The dusting of sugar was the only area that had captured any footprints. At least she’d loaned out the flour the day before. She couldn’t imagine how much of a mess that would’ve made—actually, she could. Because she’d cleaned up the flour and pie explosion at the diner.

Pulling out her phone, she compared the print to the one she’d taken at Grandma’s Kitchen. They matched. 

Running to the back door, she checked the frame, surprised to find it perfectly preserved. In the deep blue morning light, she squinted but failed to spot any bootprints in the snow. When the door clicked shut, her hand turned the knob, and she discovered that it was unlocked.

Shaking her head, she documented the scene with photos, using her own foot for scale, then recorded a quick video. After that, she set about shoveling the worst of the mess into the trashcan and returning measuring spoons and canisters back into their proper places in the cupboards before closing the doors.

The kitchen door swung in. Ella spun and held her breath.

Tugging at the edges of her robe, Rose’s eyes slowly traveled up. Her jaw dropped.

“Wh-who-how?” she stammered. Her hand hovered near her mouth in frozen horror, her eyes wide in disbelief.

Abandoning the broom and dustpan, Ella led the innkeeper to a chair. A second later, a sleepy-eyed Jimmy strolled in, scratching his stomach and other parts. 

“I think someone broke in,” Ella told him. 

He squinted at her then took a gander at the room. Like her, he rubbed his eyes and blinked profusely, then he swore under his breath. 

“It’s not as bad as it looks.” Ella patted Rose on the shoulder. “Honestly, it’s just a few misplaced dishes and some loose sugar. Nothing a good dishrag can’t fix.”

The innkeeper’s uncharacteristically bare lips trembled, and she fanned herself.

Now wide awake, Jimmy grabbed the nearest weapon—a knife—and hollered that he was checking the premises as he dashed into the hall. 

“I hope he doesn’t check Flo’s room in that state, or he’s going to get a nasty surprise.” Ella frowned and considered chasing after him.

Rose stood and wavered over a lone remnant of clean linoleum. “Why would someone do this?”

Ella shrugged, searching for answers. “Because, sometimes, people suck. Does it look like anything was taken?”

Rose’s head swiveled. “I don’t think so.” She reminded Ella of a lost little girl.

After assuring the innkeeper she’d be right back, Ella ran to the check-in desk in the entrance hall to see if the phone lines were back up. They weren’t. 

She quickly returned to the kitchen, nursing a building tension headache and wondering how they were going to get ahold of the sheriff. She’d have to make a trip to his office.

Jimmy burst back in through the door, breathing heavily, still wielding the knife aloft. “Just finished checking the rest of the house. Whoever it was, is long gone.”

Some of the fire returned to Rose’s eyes. “Jimmy Murray, put that thing away. That’s my best carving knife.”

As the couple argued about the knife, Ella squinted through the picture window in the wan light at the pristine snow, again searching for footprints, but seeing none. Not even slight impressions or dips that would’ve been covered by the two inches that had fallen during the night.

She left the bickering innkeepers to quickly check the front stoop, finding only vague outlines from Evelyn’s boots but nothing more.

Ella frowned and clicked the door closed, shivering against the cold penetrating her pajamas. Maybe the vandal had used the mother’s footprints to mask their own tracks. Otherwise, how else could they have gotten into the house? Unless…

Her lips turned down as she realized she’d forgotten about a third means of entering the inn via the conservatory. But Jimmy kept that door locked.

She decided after she had a couple cups of coffee and helped clean the kitchen, she’d check the other entrance, wander the grounds if she had to, and see if she couldn’t figure out how the intruder had entered.

Yawning, she sauntered back into the kitchen just as Rose was putting the coffee on the stove. Still in her robe, she pulled her rubber gloves on and attacked the counter with a sponge. Ella followed suit, rolling up the sleeves of her sweatshirt, wishing she’d at least changed out of her Star Wars pajama bottoms before coming downstairs.

They had just finished cleaning the counters and were about to sweep the floor when Flo strolled in, followed by Edwin.

Flo stood in the center of the room, blinked at the mess, and turned back around.

“Thanks for the help,” Ella called at the swinging door.

“Anytime,” Flo hollered back from deep inside the hallway.

Edwin shuffled forward, giving a wide berth of a mound of sugar. “I thought you weren’t supposed to bake unsupervised?” he said to her, his eyes twinkling.

“Hey, now. Even I haven’t demolished a whole kitchen.”

He chuckled, poured a cup of coffee, and left. 

As Ella swiped aside a curl that had fallen in front of her face, it struck her that he hadn’t even bothered to ask what had happened—neither boarder had.

Sighing, Rose rested with her hands on her hips. “I had planned on making eggs and bacon for breakfast, but honestly, I don’t feel like cooking after this.”

“Me neither. Not that I would’ve if this hadn’t happened, mind you. Let’s just eat some of the pastries in the diner. I’ll pop over and grab some. They’ll spoil here in a day or so, anyhow.”

“Sounds good.”

Jimmy swept back in, poured coffee, and finished with the mopping. Between the three of them, they had the linoleum and Formica sparkling, all of the utensils and containers back in their proper cupboards, and the dishes soaking in the sink.

Exhausted, they gathered around the table with the loaf of banana bread and homemade scones Ella had pilfered from Grandma’s Kitchen. She was just slathering a swathe of butter onto her slice when Flo shuffled back into the room. Walking straight to the coffee pot, she told Ella to be ready soon. She poured a cup and left again.

“Ready for what?” Rose asked.

“You don’t want to know. Trust me. I wish I didn’t know.”

“She seem nuttier than usual?” Jimmy asked.

Ella spoke around a bite of scone. “How can you tell?”

“Fair point.”

Rose admonished her husband for speaking with his mouth full. Ella exchanged a glance with him and swallowed.

After making another pot of coffee, the innkeeper’s hand fished around in her apron. A moment later, it came back out with a silver charm bracelet, and she clasped it on. Ella had seen the jewelry a few times but had never asked about it. Her brain whirred with ideas.

“That’s pretty.”

“Thank you. It was my mother’s.” Rose’s fingers traced over the charms. “Each one is a memory. Half are hers, some I gave her as presents when I was a girl. The others have been presents from Jimmy or Wink.”

Ella bit back a grin, finally finding the perfect present for the Secret Santa swap.

“I didn’t know you could buy jewelry in Keystone. Where would one go to get, say, a necklace?”

“General Store.” Jimmy eyed her over his cup, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. He had to know what she was thinking.

“I know the place. Passed it several times, but I’ve never gone inside. Looks like it used to be a saloon, right?”

“Cause it was,” Jimmy said. “You can still smell the gin.”

As Rose whisked from the stove back to the table, a steaming cup of coffee in her hand, she said, “Wish they’d put up a new sign. The last one blew off in a windstorm when the town flashed to Oklahoma in the 1800s.” 

While they finished their breakfast, Ella’s thoughts flitted from Rose’s present to Flo preparations for the gun range to this latest break-in. She knew she should feel in danger; the vandal had proved they weren’t afraid to cause another harm. 

Yet, she didn’t. Perhaps because she was surrounded by friends, she felt secure. Or maybe because she knew Flo was nearby and that her cache of armaments was somewhere in the mansion.




Ella hoped to make it to the general store before Annie Oakley, a.k.a. Flo, was ready for them to test possible murder weapons, but first, Jimmy needed her help relocating potted plants in the conservatory. While they worked, Rose volunteered to go to the sheriff’s office to inform Chapman about the intruder.

When Jimmy opened the library door, a blur of brown fur and a bushy tail darted inside. Reaching down, Ella hefted the heavy cat into her arms and carried Fluffy to the glass french doors leading into the conservatory.

Jimmy eyed the feline, their antagonistic relationship well known. “He usually chews on the plants.”

“I’ll keep on eye on him.” She kissed the top of Fluffy’s head, and he purred loudly while simultaneously, his large luminous eyes glared at the innkeeper. “He’ll behave while I’m around.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything as he opened the doors. A draft of cold air caressed Ella’s skin, and she hugged Fluffy tighter to her chest.

“We need to try to move what pots we can away from the glass walls where it’s too cold. It’s hard to keep the stove going constantly. I’m afraid we’ll run out of wood soon.”

“Have you thought about leaving the doors open into the house?”

“Tried it, but then it bleeds warmth from the rest of the house, and the furnace has to work overtime to keep up.”

Ella eyed the single-paned glass panels. No wonder the frigid outdoor temperature leached so much heat from this section of the manor.

After setting the Maine Coon down, Ella began dragging pots across the tiled floor. Fluffy followed her around at first, a little perturbed he no longer had her attention, but soon grew more interested in batting at vine of wisteria. She kept a close watch on him out of the corner of her eye to be sure he didn’t chew on the plant.

An hour later, her forehead dripped with sweat in spite of the chilly room.

“That should do it.” Jimmy mopped his face with a handkerchief. He bent over the potbelly stove set against the interior wall. “Gotta clean the flue before I build another fire.”

“Want help?”

He insisted that he didn’t and that she should get on with her day. 

Outside, the first snowflakes of the day began to fall. Her thoughts instantly turned to the ground outside. Whatever clues the intruder had left behind were out there and would disappear fast.

She asked to borrow his snowshoes then raced to change into her snow gear. In record time, she was at the back door, panting and pulling on her mittens. Jimmy’s snowshoes were outside on the terrace, leaning up against the house, where Will had left them. 

Hopping on one foot, she stamped a stubborn heel into her boot and hobbled out the door as the flakes grew thicker. She hurriedly strapped her boots into the snowshoes and clomped across the terrace. 

Her experience with the recreational footwear was relegated to what she’d seen in movies, resulting in many near falls as she hiked over several feet of snow. With each shuddering step, her confidence grew until she clipped along at a decent pace. She was certain she looked like a drunk Yeti to the outside observer, but progress was progress.

As she’d seen from the relative warmth inside, there were no footprints out back. Slowly, she edged around the perimeter of the mansion. As she passed the conservatory, she waved at Jimmy before gluing her eyes to the smooth surface around her, searching for any sign of footprints. 

Several yards later, the conservatory’s glass wall ended in an abrupt “L” where it joined the house, and she found the third entrance. Bending close to the ground, she inspected the area around the small stoop but found nothing except virgin snow.

Disappointed, she finished her trek around the grounds, ending her loop all the way back at the terrace behind the house. She trudged over to the hole in the snow where the back door was and down the makeshift snow-steps but didn’t go inside. Her chest deflated as she sank onto a snowy step. 

Nothing. No extra bootprints unaccounted for. It didn’t make sense. 

Unless…

Ella’s hand hovered over the snowshoe. Unless the vandal was already inside the inn. 

But that was a short suspect list and every one of them a friend. She immediately dismissed Rose. Her reaction was genuine, and the woman would sooner endure torture than have her kitchen demolished in such a way.

Jimmy was a harder read. Even if there was some motive that might explain him vandalizing his own kitchen, she couldn’t fathom him doing that to Rose in a million years.

That left the two boarders. 

Ella tipped her head back and forth, considering both Flo and Edwin, searching for a possible motive for either. Neither had inquired about the cause of the mess that morning. 

Although she wanted to outright dismiss them, she couldn’t. She could easily see Flo doing such a thing, but for the right reasons—what those were, Ella didn’t know. In Flo’s mind, the right reason might simply be that she was sick of Rose’s cooking. 

However, that wouldn’t explain the sabotaged pies the day before. The pies were for a good cause. As ornery as she seemed, Flo wasn’t selfish. And, despite their sibling-like relationship, Flo would never harm Wink.

That left Edwin. But what motive could he possibly have? He’d even helped make a pie. Why do that only to ruin it the next day?

A breath hissed out between her teeth and turned into steam in the winter air. Regardless of motive, if she took in evidence alone, she was looking at someone with a size thirteen shoe who had access to both the inn and the diner.







CHAPTER 16







THERE WAS NO point going inside the inn when she was already geared up and armed with her wallet. She trekked around the front again, bending into snow flurries, and trudged up Main Street. 

Her thoughts swirled like the driving snow piling around her. The simple fact was, she couldn’t think of a single reason to destroy pies meant for charity. 

She approached it from a different angle. What did she know about the intruder at the diner other than their shoe size? She’d had a fleeting glimpse of a dark jacket. Also, the person had been quick—which ruled out either Flo or Edwin.

A weight lifted from Ella’s chest with this realization, and her footsteps quickened. Perhaps the vandal didn’t live at the inn but was simply skilled at hiding their tracks.

She found herself in front of the old building covered in red brick and broken mortar where she’d run into Leif while chasing the vandal. It certainly looked like it had withstood a windstorm, along with dozens of more storms, an earthquake, sun-beating years, and an apocalypse for good measure.

She mentally crossed her fingers and tried the door. It budged and creaked open. Warmth enveloped her. Inside, soft Christmas music played in the background on something that crackled every so often. 

After slipping off her gloves, she unhooked the snowshoes and did her best to stomp the snow off her boots. She stepped deeper into the store, feeling like she was entering a time capsule. The saloon-turned-general store was littered with random knickknacks and relics of a bygone era. 

The aisle ended in a wagon wheel leaning against an old computer monitor and a Commodore 64—one of the earlier home computer models released in the early 80s.

The deeper she plunged ahead, the more it appeared there’d been little attempt at organization. Albums fraternized with broken television sets, vases, and kitchen utensils.

The only island of order amongst the sea of chaos came by way of a collection of weapons, but she suspected that had more to do with keeping the cache out of the reach of young, curious fingers. A small cannonball rested on the floor below a handful of bayonets, two samurai swords, and several bows and arrows. 

She had no doubt Flo knew every last piece on the shelf. Heck, it wouldn’t surprise her if half of it came second-hand from the crazy woman herself. 

Near the back, she finally located the jewelry case. Her fingers pressed against the glass as she scanned the glittering contents for charms.

“Need help with anything?”

Ella jumped and bit back a strangled scream. “Crap on a stick. Why is everyone in this town so sneaky? Are you all retired spies or something?” She stopped and gave the boy a double take. “Actually, that would explain a few things.” Mostly Flo.

The boy grinned and slipped behind the glass case, his ruddy, broken skin suggesting he was still in the throes of his teen years. 

“Do you have any charms?”

“Sure do.” He led her further down the counter. Opening the back of the case, he pulled out a small box filled with gold and silver colored charms.

Ella lay her mittens aside and prodded the pieces with her finger, picking one up on occasion and holding it up to the bare bulbs overhead. 

“Nice break in the weather, huh?”

Ella glanced through the dusty window, nodded, then returned to inspecting the heart-shaped charm.

“Sal says another storm’s coming in. A real big one.”

“I heard. Let’s hope the barber is better at cutting hair than predicting the weather. Although, it’ll be nice having a white Christmas.”

“True. Last year was disappointing.”

She glanced up from the box with interest. “I wasn’t here last year.”

“Oh. Well, the town was in some desert or something. Pyramids and everything.”

Her eyebrows arched. “That’s cool.”

“Cool? No, it was hot.”

Ella laughed. “No, I meant—never mind.” She held up two charms: a rolling pin and a Christmas tree, both signifying her first holiday with the innkeeper. “How much for these?” They seemed like they were more than just plated.

His shoulder lifted in a half-shrug. “Ten dollars. We also accept goods or services.”

“Ten dollars?” Her mouth stayed open as she mentally calculated her scant earnings at the diner. She was still used to the inflation of her era, the disappointing shock of her first paycheck from Grandma’s Kitchen had smarted. “What sort of trade did you have in mind? Bulbs? Batteries? Labor?” 

“Hmm, well, we ain’t looking for extra help around here….”

Just then, a man emerged from behind a Greek statue, appearing like he’d stepped straight from a Civil War photograph of a Union Army officer. He wore a deep blue coat with brass fittings and insignia on his shoulders atop trousers the color of a summer sky. 

She took in the fascinating General Custer getup, wondering if the man was struggling to acclimate to the village life, couldn’t find clothes that fit, or was really attached to the uniform.

“How much you want for this bayonet, boy?”

“Be right there, Colonel,” the kid called. He looked at Ella expectantly, and she waved him away.

“I’ll just pay the cash. Go help him. It’ll take me a moment to dig it out.” 

She dug into the folds of her sweatshirt without having to strip off any layers while he went to help the colonel. What should have been a few gymnastics maneuvers turned into a pretzel move that rivaled the most experienced yogi, resulting in her right arm caught in the left sleeve of her sweatshirt.

A voice beside her as deep and rough as a busted carburetor said, “Didn’t take you for the exhibitionistic type, darlin’.”

Ella twisted around to find Six Shooter leering at her. “Oh hey. You mind helping?” His eyes glinted, and she felt obligated to add, “Help pull my arm out, that is. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

It came as no surprise that he appeared confused by the turn of phrase, but he obliged all the same. When she was properly freed from her cloth straitjacket, she held several dollar bills in hand, her face lifted in triumph.

“Worth it,” she muttered.

“Surprised to see you in here.” The outlaw’s spurs jangled as he leaned his tall frame against the glass case, his faded gray Stetson hat bent low, hiding his eyes in shadows. “Woulda thought it wasn’t fancy enough for your taste.”

She looked down at her sweatshirt and second-hand snow pants. “Yep, that’s me. Classy and sassy.”

After stacking the rest of the money on the case, she waited for the boy to see if she needed a receipt or something. 

She could feel Six’s eyes on her, and she slid her gaze to meet his. “What?”

His sharp, brooding features twisted into a smirk. “Nothin’.”

A knot formed in her stomach, wondering if that look meant what she suspected it meant. Sure, they were friends now—or on their way to it—but she hoped she wasn’t sending him mixed signals.

He pulled out a pocket knife, flipped it open, and dug at a hangnail.

“That’s gross.”

His lips twitched as he turned the blade towards the glass and started marking it. Ella’s hand shot out and grabbed his hand, yanking it away.

“Six!” she hissed, her eyes darting around for the store clerk, who, thankfully, was still preoccupied with the colonel.

“What? Just wanted to commemorate this occasion.”

“The occasion of meeting in a general store?” She began to miss the old Six, the one who’d either ignored her or tried to kill her.

He shrugged, his dark eyes dancing under the brim of his hat. The random act of vandalism wasn’t surprising coming from the outlaw, but it did get the wheels turning in her head.

“Hey, where were you last night?”

“Depends on when.”

“I don’t know. After eleven and before seven this morning.”

He tipped his head up to the ceiling in thought. “Let’s see… I was gettin’ snow off my roof till midnight. Then, I went to Silas’s barn and let his horses out. After that, I left a present for ol’ Chapman on his doorstep.” He winked.

“Good Lord, don’t you sleep?” She shook her head. “Did you at any time go to the inn?”

“Nope. Got no reason to. Unless you want me to stop by in the middle of the night?”

“What—no. God, no. Never.” She stopped. “Probably said that a little too emphatically, huh?”

He scratched at the stubble covering his jaw before digging into his vest and pulling out a rolled cigarette. He was a hard read, and she couldn’t tell if she’d offended him or not.

“What about Erik?” she asked, changing the subject. 

“What ‘bout him?” He lit the end and puffed.

She batted her hand through the air, trying to clear the smoke away from her face. “Should you be doing that in here?” She coughed then remembered that it wasn’t until recent years that one couldn’t light up a cancer stick anywhere. “Anyway, did you know Erik?”

“Not personally.”

“Never talked to him?”

“Kinda hard to when you don’t understand a word he says.”

“Right.” 

Ella teetered on her feet in awkward silence. The colonel was now fixing the bayonet on a weapon, and the clerk was arguing with him to do it outside. 

She smacked her lips together and drummed her fingers on the jewelry case. “So, not even like a monosyllable conversation? Like grunts between two, shall we say, less than sociable people? You didn’t go hunting together or anything?”

He blew a thick cloud of smoke in her face, and she coughed again. “No.”

The store clerk appeared and rescued her from any more stilted conversation. His eyes darted to the outlaw before he counted out her change and wrote out a receipt. As he handed over the yellow paper, his eyes flitted to Six again, the boy’s face tense. Something told Ella he didn’t want Six there but was too scared to say so.

She tugged on the cowboy’s sleeve. “Walk me out.”

“I think you’ve mistaken me for a gentleman.”

“Trust me, I haven’t. But walk me out, anyway.” 

She thanked the boy and dragged Six towards the door. After a few steps, she stopped beside the old computer and pointed at the large, boxy monitor.

“Hey, how much for these?” 

The clerk’s face scrunched up. “That old TV? It don’t work. Been sitting there for five years.”

“It’s not a TV. It’s a computer monitor. How did you get it, anyhow?”

“I wasn’t working here then, but my boss told me one of the stranded families living on the west side left when we flashed back to their time. They just up and left, ran outta here. Left all their stuff. That there”—he nodded at the computer—“is the last of their belongings. The rest’s been sold off. No one knows what to do with the busted thing.”

The mint condition Commodore 64 was just like the one she played on when she was young. The lower end model had cost around six hundred dollars at the time, something her parents had scrimped and saved for. But she wasn’t curious about it for the nostalgia. 

Knowing its true worth, she made an offer that made his eyes pop open.

“What you want an ol’ piece of junk like that for? We got some TVs over there that work.”

“But I want this one. And I want that keyboard with it.” She jabbed a finger at the actual hardware for the computer.

Six leaned in, filling her nostrils with the scent of tobacco and barn. “You crazy, woman? Why you offering higher than the askin’ price?”

“Because it’s what’s right.” 

“But there ain’t no demand for it, as they say. It’s just sittin’ pretty, gathering dust.”

She considered this and the free market, barter system that Keystone thrived on. 

“She’ll pay you a hundred and not a cent more,” Six said to the clerk. “For whatever reason, this woman wants that piece of junk. If you ask me, she’s a bit touched.” He pointed to his temple. “You’d be a fool not to accept her offer, boy.”

The clerk slowly nodded, scratching at a pimple, still confused. Ella asked if she could put it on some kind of layaway plan until she had it paid off. After he took down her information and deposit, she left the store with a spring in her step.

The wind whipped snow up from the ground at her and Six the moment they stepped outside. She huddled against the brick for the little shelter it provided while she put the snowshoes on, wishing she had done so inside. 

Beside her, the outlaw squinted into the wind, wearing nothing but his usual hoodie, vest, trousers, and cowboy boots complete with spurs. Her gaze lingered on his boots, and she paid special attention to the prints they left behind. They didn’t match the ones from the break-ins.

“Where’s Duke?” she asked, looking around for his steed.

“Back at the barn.”

“You hiked all the way here on foot without snowshoes?”

“‘Course not. I got a snowmobile.”

“Of course you do.” She didn’t ask how he’d acquired it, scared of the answer. After hesitating a moment, she asked, “Do you have somewhere to go tomorrow for Christmas?”

A raspy chuckle escaped his lips, most of it stolen by the wind. “Don’t worry about me, darlin’. I’ll be fine.” 

He dipped his head in a farewell and strolled through the snow like it was only inches and not feet, like it was Hawaii and not the arctic circle. She shook her head at the display of machoism, hoping he didn’t get frostbite. There was bravado, then there was sensibility. And Six’s pendulum-of-self had swung past bravado into an ego that could fill the town.




Ella’s thoughts were so preoccupied, she barely registered she’d returned to the inn until she stood on the mat inside, out of her boots, her socks getting soaked. 

As she stripped out of her jacket and snow pants to the layers underneath, Flo materialized from one of the hallways shooting off from the entrance hall.

“Ready?” The woman’s tower of hair was partially mashed down by earmuffs—not the kind to keep her ears warm, but the kind that warned loud noises were imminent. 

Ella looked from her wet socks to Flo. “I don’t know. Is this what one normally wears to a shooting range?”

“I don’t think that’s what one normally wears any time.”

“It is where I’m from.”

Flo made a face. “Well, that just gives me hope for humanity.” She shouldered past Ella and opened the front door. “Well? You waiting for an engraved invitation? Put your pants back on. I’ll meet you out front. And hurry.” With that, the older woman closed the door with a bang.

Hurriedly, Ella tugged back on her wet snow pants, gloves, and hat. She ran out the door, still trying to zip up her jacket as she chased after Flo. 

The air nipped at her nose, causing her to breathe into her gloves to warm her face. Flo stood on the sidewalk on tiptoes to see over the berm, staring up the road.

“What are we waiting for?”

“That.”

Ella didn’t see anything, and she began to wonder if Crazy Flo had finally snapped. Then, the deep, throaty rumble of an engine approached—an engine that was on its last leg.

With a sputtering cough, a rickety snowmobile that was barely more than glorified skis with a motor puttered to a stop in front of the inn. 

Flo clapped her mittens together in excitement and practically bounded her old bones over the snow bank as Wink dismounted off the snowmobile.

When she realized Ella wasn’t trailing behind her, Flo waved her forward, yelling, “Get your caboose moving. I don’t want my babies getting cold. They’re already set up at the site.”

Assuming her “babies” were her firearms, Ella had no problem delaying their departure. Her greater concern was their mode of transportation.

Ella stepped beside the dilapidated vehicle. “Weren’t you borrowing the professor’s?”

Wink adjusted her hot pink snowsuit and fur cap. “I was, but he needed it back. So, I bought this beauty.” She grinned as she stroked the cracked windshield. “I got a great deal on—”

“Hold on a second.” Ella circled the mobile. “I recognize this.”

“No, you don’t.” Wink jumped to the wheel. “Now get on. We’re burning daylight.”

“Sure I do. This used to be Dot’s.”

“I don’t know what you’re on about.”

“Yeah, this was definitely her ancient snowmobile.”

“It’s not ancient.” Wink tipped up her chin.

“Wait, didn’t she wreck it?” Ella searched the sky and sorted through her scattered memories of that night. “Yeah, she definitely wrecked it. I remember being relieved it had been put out of its misery.”

Flo climbed onto the cushion behind Wink. The two of them together swallowed the only seat which left Ella to stand in the back on a platform barely bigger than her feet and appeared to have been welded on recently. 

She eyed it suspiciously. “If it was wrecked, then how’d you get it?”

Wink rolled her eyes. “Does it matter? Hope on, dear, before my backside freezes to the seat.”

Something in the way Wink avoided her gaze and was rushing Ella to get on sent all sorts of internal alarms wailing.

“Oh no. Lou salvaged it, didn’t he? You got it off him?”

Wink pressed her lips together and rubbed her sleeve over a small scratch in the windshield, completely ignoring the large one that ran down the middle.

Ella shook her head and stumbled back. “No freaking way am I getting on. That thing was already destined for a junkyard before he got his greasy paws on it.” 

Flo poked Wink’s back. “You didn’t tell me that lush fixed this puppy up.”

“Who else would? And you’re one to talk, calling someone else a lush.” Wink hissed out air from her lungs. “Would you two quite griping? I rode all the way here. It’s fine.”

“You rode all the way here, from where?” Ella asked, feeling clarification was important in this instance.

Wink mumbled something, and Ella forced her ear forward.

“What was that? I didn’t catch that.”

“I rode over from his shop.”

“That’s three blocks. You rode three blocks.” Ella closed her eyes, sure today was only going to get worse. “Fine. Whatever. That’s two blocks farther than I made it in the car he sold me.”

Before she could stop herself, she climbed onto the dubious microscopic platform. The engine coughed, sputtered, then died. A second and several “dash-it-alls” later, the engine sputtered to life again.

The vehicle edged forward as shy as a teen at a dance then took off like a shot. Ella gripped Flo’s shoulders for dear life, wondering what she had gotten herself into.







CHAPTER 17







“IN ALL MY—” Ella counted on her fingers but gave up a half-second later. “—thirty-odd years, I never pictured spending part of Christmas Eve at a homemade gun range.”

Flo hefted an alarmingly large gun across the snow and spoke between grunts. “You asked.”

“To my everlasting regret, yes. Yes, I did.”

Ella wasn’t sure what was more concerning. The fact that they were in a clearing in the middle of the forest, coincidentally, the very one in which she’d witnessed Leif and Erik’s sword fighting during her flight of death with Wink. The fact that there was a folding table in front of her that creaked under the weight of several weapons that would’ve put the firearms section of a Cabela’s to shame. Or the fact that Flo didn’t wear her glasses and kept bumping into things.

Ella watched her friend bumble through the snow as she set up targets. Flo had obviously gone to great lengths creating a safe, suitable range, with an unknown backdrop, freezing temperatures, and no proper eye protection that Ella could see. And to really punch up the safety factor, Flo wore a white coat that blended in with the snow.

“I’m confused,” Ella said to Wink, who was busy unloading a heavy-looking bag from under the seat of the snowmobile. “I mean, more than usual. What’s she setting targets up for? I thought we were going to test various firearms on watermelons?”

“We are.” Wink reached into the bag and retrieved a mid-sized melon. It was a little underripe for Ella’s liking, but she figured it didn’t matter since they would be riddling it with bullets. “But Flo also wants to test out one of her new prototypes.”

The diner owner hefted the watermelon across the snow and motioned for Ella to do the same with another. 

“And you’re okay with this?” Somehow, Flo had carved out a path in the snow beforehand, and Ella’s boots only sank a few inches atop hard snow.

“‘Course not. But, if she’s going to blow something up, better out here with a minimal chance of damage or forest fires.”

“Sure, sure. And the fact that we’re a few miles away from medical help isn’t at all concerning?”

“Nothing Betsy can’t handle.”

They stopped short and looked back at the table, judging the distance.

“Betsy…?”

Wink tipped her head towards the decrepit snowmobile.

“You’re giving it a name, now? That’s fine. I would’ve gone with something cooler, like, The Cyclone or Blade Runner.” Ella gasped at her own genius. “Blade Runner, get it? I just thought of that.”

“Hey,” Flo called out, trudging back down the range, “stagger your melons every five yards.”

Ella grinned. “What do you want me to do with my melons?”

Flo’s body may have given up on her, but her mind was sharp as the hunting knife Ella had seen in her purse. “The watermelons, you nut job. Those melons—” Flo pointed at Ella’s chest “—I’d like covered a bit more often. A proper-fitting blouse wouldn’t hurt you none, either.” 

“At least hers haven’t traveled south, yet,” Wink said.

Flo helped them space their two watermelons approximately five yards apart. As she bent down, she grunted, “At least I got some at all next to those mosquito bites of yours.”

While they walked back to the bag to retrieve three more melons, Ella gave Wink a Reader’s Digest version of the break-in at the diner.

“It was the same vandal, I’m sure. The size and tread match on the footprints. You wouldn’t happen to know what size shoe Horatio wears, would you?”

“About ten and a half.” When Ella looked at her funny, she added, “I helped him at the clothing bank when he was first stranded. The size stuck because it was the same as my Donald.”

After placing her second watermelon, Ella straightened, massaged her back, then squinted at Flo. “Hey, I thought you wanted five yards between each one?”

“I do. What of it?”

“That’s not five yards. That’s, like, three feet from Wink’s.” Ella pointed at the other light green fruit to the woman’s left.

Wink’s breath puffed out like a steam engine. “Florence Henderson, where are your glasses?”

“Didn’t need ‘em.”

“Your inability to see a few feet in front of you begs to differ.” 

Ella shook her head. “Sure, why wouldn’t you need to see when shooting?” 

“Relax, will ya, you two? I got it covered.”

“I’m brimming with confidence,” Ella said as she and Wink exchanged eye rolls.

As Ella placed a third melon about five yards closer than her previous one, she watched the two older women traipse through the snow, her heart swelling with gratitude. Before arriving in Keystone, if she’d asked any of her friends to help her set up a shooting range to test one of her hair-brained theories, they would’ve scoffed and told her to see a therapist.

Despite their antics, the two women in front of her were some of the finest she’d met, built of fortitude and gumption and loyalty.

All around them, the pine and fir trees bent, laden with snow. A breathy stillness settled in the clearing, broken only by the crunch of boots over snow and Flo and Wink’s bickering. If the sky was falling down around them, they’d still argue whether or not it was blue.

The weather continued to cooperate—for how much longer, she couldn’t be certain. Tiny flakes fell over her sleeves like grains of sugar.

When Thing One and Thing Two returned to the armament table, Ella asked about the backdrop. “Aren’t their cabins nearby?” She was pretty sure Leif’s wasn’t too far from where they stood as the crow flies.

Flo unclasped an ammunition box stocked to the brim. “We’re facing East. Nothing between us and that new mountain range.”

Wink fidgeted with her pink hair, tucking it back under her hat. “But you did warn Leif, didn’t you?”

“Uh, sure.”

Wink’s lips pinched together. The thought of the Norseman hearing the ruckus they were about to make and his reaction to it filled Ella with dread. 

“It’ll be fine. It’s nothing he’s not used to out here.” Flo unzipped a duffel bag, and two of Ella’s greater concerns were alleviated. 

Flo handed over protective glasses that were scratched in all the wrong places. Putting her own on, the older woman explained how hers had the prescription built in.

After breathing on hers, Ella attempted to wipe away a stubborn smudge only to realize the smudge was tiny abrasions. “I didn’t know they made safety glasses with the prescriptions in the 1950s.”

“They didn’t. Bought these off Harold’s estate when he bought the farm.”

Ella wasn’t sure who Harold was, one of Flo’s many husbands possibly. “But the prescription’s close to yours, right?”

Flo shrugged.

“Also, silly question, are we supposed to be able to see the watermelons?” She hadn’t noticed it until now, but the heavy fruit had sunk in the more recent, powdered snow, only a couple inches visible on each one.

“What’re you talking about? You can see ‘em.” Flo pointed in the direction of Twin Hills, several feet from the nearest fruit.

With a nudge, Ella guided the old woman’s hand a few degrees East.

“So, you can see ‘em,” Flo said.

“I can see their general shape, which apparently is far more than you can see. I thought those glasses had a prescription?”

“They do. I was just testing you.”

Wink pulled out two more sets of earmuffs from the duffel bag that matched Flo’s. “Was Harold far-sighted?”

“Didn’t ask, but I think so.”

“You’re near-sighted.”

“So?” Flo thunked several boxes of ammunition onto the table.

Wink’s voice oozed with annoyance. “So, it’s actually worse with you wearing them than not. This is just like that time we got chased by a polar bear.”

“I saved us, didn’t I?”

“Only because you caused an avalanche that buried half the town.”

Ella glanced in the direction of the craggy rocks, wondering if they should be concerned about something similar happening. 

Before the two older women could continue their argument, Ella cut in and reminded them that if the barber Sal was right about the weather, they didn’t have much longer.

They settled in behind the table. After donning both hearing protection and eyewear, Flo fired the first shot—and the next several successive ones until she finally hit a watermelon.

They approached the fruit, rolling it out of its nestled spot. As they did, chunks of its innards fell out. Ella grimaced and tried to avoid thinking about Erik’s head wound.

Wink’s mouth moved.

“What?” Ella shouted.

Reaching over, Flo shoved Ella’s earmuffs aside. “Take off your ear protection, feather brains.”

“Oh, right.”

“I said,” Wink continued, “that this has an exit wound. We gotta try again.”

Ella began to lead the way back. “Only maybe one of us should fire the next round.”

“Why?” Flo’s tone turned to acid, and Ella made a mental note about how sensitive the crazy woman was about her aim.

“Because,” she said, glancing over at the several hundred rounds of ammunition, “I’m not sure we have enough if you kept at it.” After a withering glare from Flo, she added, “It’s the glasses, I’m sure.” 

That seemed to assuage the woman’s pride, and she acquiesced, letting Ella take the next firearm. 

Ella raised it, aimed, took the safety off, then paused. “Wait.” Her hands lowered as she flipped the safety with her thumb. “Remember when we found Erik? When Chapman was interviewing Flo, we surveyed the site, and Will spotted that broken bough?” 

She exchanged the weapon for her cellphone, flitting through her gallery of photos and videos until she found what she was looking for. As Flo and Wink bent their heads over the phone, Ella pulled up the picture she’d taken then played the video so they’d have more of an idea of scale. When the broken branch came into view, she paused it.

“That was about, what, sixty yards from the body?” She looked to Wink for confirmation.

“If that’s so,” Flo said, “then the killer wouldn’t have to be that good of a shot. Doesn’t take much skill at that range with a twenty-inch barrel.”

Nodding, Wink scanned their targets. “Then that’s where we need to place the watermelons.”

After relocating the fruit, Ella fired the next weapon. It, too, made an exit wound. Firearm by firearm, they repeated the process, checking their target each time, until they were nearing the end of their melon supply.

While Wink and Ella were setting up the last batch from the bag and picking their way through the fruity carnage for suitable spots to place the new ones, Flo, who’d been complaining about watching them have all the fun, tested one of her inter-dimensional prototype weapons. It was boxy and not one of the devices Ella had spotted in her room. 

Wink and Ella returned to the table and watched the theater that was Flo. She was her own brand of entertainment, replacing Ella’s need for TV—almost.

After several presses of the button on top of her device and bouts of diving for cover, Flo trudged up to the box and kicked it. It let out a noise between a beep and a burp, spat out smoke, then the lights on the front faded.

Quite suddenly, a flame shot out the back. Flo dived to the ground. The industrial blow torch-sized flame focused its cone-of-fire barrage on a nearby tree limb.

Just as abruptly as it had begun, the flame sputtered out. The unsuspecting branch dripped with melted snow, smoke curling up from the now exposed, charred needles.

The fact alone that Flo had managed to set a tree on fire given the weather was remarkable and only something she could’ve achieved.

From back at the table, Ella and Wink went from stunned silence to doubled over in peals of laughter.

Flo kicked snow like a toddler as she stomped back to the table. “Stupid thing.”

“It worked,” Ella said, resting an encouraging hand on her friend’s top layer of jackets. “Aside from the barbecued tree, I saw a bird fly away over there. You were going for a deterrent of small creatures, right? Granted, it might have flown away on its own accord, but one can never know. I’d chock that in the win column. But maybe next time warn me so I can bring marshmallows, okay?”

Shaking off Ella’s hand, Flo grumbled under her breath about having lousy friends.

Once Ella and Wink had finished wiping tears from their eyes, it was back to business. They were nearing the end of the line of weapons. 

Ella picked up a long-barreled, lever-action repeating rifle—or so Flo told her. Something about it tickled a part of her brain, a memory trying to break free. 

After pumping the lever, she squeezed the trigger. The end of the barrel flashed as she absorbed the recoil. The now-familiar scent of gunpowder filled her nose. A hole appeared in the side of the fruit, but the watermelon remained intact.

Her breath hitched, and she glanced sideways at the other two. “That’s promising.”

No one spoke as all three approached. The sound of their boots crunching in the snow seemed to echo through the clearing.

Carefully, Ella rolled the melon aside. Its smooth, striated-colored surface continued all the way around until she was staring at the entry hole again.

“That’s it,” Ella said, her voice soft. “That’s the weapon that killed Erik.”

She straightened, and they stood staring at the melon. It wasn’t scientific, she knew. Heck, it probably wouldn’t hold up in any court. But this was Keystone, and things were done differently. At the very least, it narrowed down the probable murder weapons.

“So,” Wink said, drawing out the word. “Which one was it, Flo?”

It was a long while before the crazy woman answered, and when she did, her voice sounded small and far away. “Applesauce.”

Wink’s eyes rolled up. “Quit pretending you’re young. Nobody our age says ‘applesauce’.”

But Flo wasn’t listening. “It’s my Winchester 73. Been around since 1873. Very popular. It’s known as ‘The Gun that Won the West’. Edwin borrowed the rifle Thursday, the day before we found Erik.”

And that’s when it clicked. Ella knew she’d seen that gun another time, before seeing it at the inn. 

No, she’d seen it in a small cabin in the woods. A cabin not too far from where they now stood.







CHAPTER 18







WINK STARED AT Flo. “Edwin borrowed it? You sure?”

Ella didn’t hear nor notice Flo’s reply, their voices sounding far away as if she heard them underwater. Her chest constricted and her breathing became labored. 

She’d been wrong about Leif. All of the evidence pointed to him, but she’d thought it too easy, too neat. And she’d allowed herself to be taken in by his emotional reaction, taken in by a traveler out of time like herself.

She seized both of her friends’ sleeves so suddenly they stopped mid-argument.

“Ella?” Wink asked. “What’s wrong?”

“We have to get out of here. Right now.”

“What? Why?” Wink looked to Flo who seemed just as bewildered. 

Ella prodded them over to the parked snowmobile. “Get on Blade Runner—“

“Betsy.”

“Get on Betsy. Hurry!”

“If you think I’m leaving any of this,” Flo said, sweeping her hand over the arsenal nearby, “you’re nuttier than circus peanuts.”

Ella slid to a stop.

She turned.

G.I. Jane, she was not and she wasn’t in some Hollywood movie, but, if they were in danger like she suspected, it might be the only thing to ward off the Viking.

“You’re right. Pack up what you can.” Ella started to turn then stopped. “Also, peanuts are a legume. Not a nut.” 

With that, she picked up a .22 handgun she knew next to nothing about, but she did know where the trigger and business end were. When she realized that neither of the older women was moving, she clapped her hands to shake them from their stupor. “Don’t just stand there. Wink, warm up Betsy. Hurry!”

Ella shoved the pistol in her jacket pocket and instructed Flo to load up a rifle. Then they frantically packed up the rest of the gear. Seeing as how they hadn’t ridden over with the armament, she wasn’t sure how it would all fit on the ride back to town. 

As they frantically piled duffle bag on top of duffle bag and strapped them to the small platform Ella had ridden on, Flo said between gasps of air, “I wish you’d explain why we’re running about like this. I swear, my heart’s about to pop.”

“Because you need more exercise,” Wink hollered over the roar of the ancient snowmobile, “like I keep telling you, woman,” 

Ella hefted the last bag on top and strapped it in. “Because I think Leif’s the one who killed Erik, and he’ll have heard us shooting.”

 She climbed onto the ski blades. They were wider apart than was comfortable, forcing her to do the partial splits like a gymnast.

Wink and Flo hopped on, this time with Flo at the driver’s seat.

Ella gripped Wink’s shoulders. “Wait—why’s she driving? She can’t see!”

Wink jumped, and Ella could tell the thought hadn’t occurred to her. As the diner owner reached forward to stop her, Flo revved the vehicle, and it shot out across the snow.

Ella nearly flew off the skis, and only managed to stay on because she was creating bruises in Wink’s shoulders. Wind whipped past her, stinging her eyes and any other area of exposed skin. Her cheeks flapped, and her eyes were sucked to the back of her head as the vehicle careened over a drift, barely missing a tree, the bark brushing Ella’s jacket.

As a general rule, she reserved screaming for rollercoasters and the occasional large spider, but she felt the moment warranted one of her loudest, longest screeches known to date.

Her panic rose to new heights when she heard Wink yell, “We’re going to die!”

If the woman who hang glided on a regular basis, suspended several hundred feet above the ground in nothing but thin material and a metal frame, was terrified for her life, then death was imminent.

A large ponderosa pine rose directly in front of them.

Ella yelled, “Left!” at the same time Wink screamed, “Right!”

“Which one is it?” Flo said over her shoulder.

“Just pick one!” The words had barely left Ella’s mouth, swallowed by the wind before Flo careened left. 

Turning too sharply, the snowmobile tipped onto one blade, threatened to spill its occupants, then jostled back into a horizontal position the way the manufacturers had intended it.

Ella’s fear crossed over into hysteria. Rather than her life flashing before her eyes, she experienced disjointed thoughts and regrets, some of which she voiced.

“I don’t want to die. Not without reading the rest of Game of Thrones.” Her thoughts flitted, reaching into her childhood. “I wish I had kissed Devon in the third grade. I wonder what he’s doing now.”

“Stop this instant!” Wink screeched. 

“Why?”

“Because you’re blind as a bat, and you’re going to kill us!”

“I never got to try lobster,” Ella said as they hit another drift and went airborne for a full four Mississippis. “I bet it tastes like crab—”

“You hear that?” Wink shouted at Flo. 

“—or shrimp.”

“You broke Ella!”

“—really, all seafood tastes the same.”

“Now turn this damn thing off!”

Flo let out a growl that became one with the guttural, smoker’s cough of the motor. “Fine, you babies.”

To Ella’s relief, the vehicle slowed, and she no longer felt her stomach hugging her spine. Something—probably yesterday’s lunch—crawled up her esophagus and threatened a reappearance.

Muttering curses, Flo let up on the throttle even more until they chugged to a stop. At the last moment, the front of the vehicle came to a rest, kissing the bark on a fir tree before she cut the engine.

“Unbelievable.” Wink jumped off the death trap and shoved Flo back on the seat so she could take the wheel. 

“I agree,” Ella said, coming down from her adrenaline high, regaining lucidity. “Dale Earnhardt Jr. there missed all of those trees going Mach seven but managed to hit one while practically parked.”

Flo did her best to twist her stiff neck around, gave up, and flipped Ella the bird. “I resent that.”

“You have no idea who Dale Earnhardt Jr. is.” 

A noise in the forest drew Ella’s attention to her left. Snow sloughed off a bough, causing it to spring back into place. 

Up front, Wink struggled to get the vehicle to back up. It complied an inch at a time. “Can’t get it in gear. Ella hop off.”

“Why?”

“Cause I think your weight’s making it stall.”

“Excuse me? My weight?” She gave a pointed look at Flo’s generous back, a jab that was lost on both older women since they had their backs to her.

“You’re on the blades.”

“But you just said you couldn’t get it in gear. I don’t think that’s related to my weight on the skis.”

“Just try, dear, will you?” Wink said in barely concealed frustration.

With her own annoyed, heavy breathing, Ella complied. After watching Wink continue to struggle with the stuck Betsy, Ella suggested putting it in neutral and pushing it out, much like a car.

It took bribing Flo with the promise of an entire cheesecake for her to climb off, as well, and help. Since they couldn’t get an angle on the front because it was resting against a tree, they pulled from the back and sides. 

Bending to grip the seat with her gloved hands, Ella felt something hard digging into her side. She’d forgotten she had one of Flo’s guns tucked into her pocket, a precaution that now felt like an overreaction.

Breathing out in puffs, she heaved each time Wink counted to three. Between breaths, she said, “Probably would be a lot lighter without all of these guns on here.” It had been a lot of work strapping them on, so she wasn’t about to suggest unpacking them. She just thought it worth mentioning. “Also, I wouldn’t have thought this rust bucket capable of traveling that fast.” She gave the vehicle an almost appreciative look.

“Yes, well….” Wink focused on her grip and counted to three again. 

Inch by inch they made progress.

“Well, what?” Ella prodded. A line formed between Wink’s eyebrows in concentration.

“Wink?” 

Ella let go of the seat as Wink called out, “three,” causing the two women to jolt and groan. Ella could swear she heard something in Flo’s back break.

They both cursed and turned on Ella who crossed her arms. “You had Lou soup this up, didn’t you? No vehicle on God’s green earth that’s not a race car should be capable of going that fast. He rejiggered the motor or some such nonsense, didn’t he?”

Wink pressed her lips together but held Ella’s gaze.

“Rejiggered the motor?” Flo repeated. “Really? Remind me not to let you near any vehicle.”

“Never mind that—” Ella held up her hand and made a motion for them to be quiet.

“Why should I be quiet? You’re the one talking.”

Ella kicked snow at Flo and motioned again for her to button her lips, this time more emphatically and throwing in wild eyes and lots of pointing for good measure.

She indicated a spot off to her left, incidentally the same spot she’d heard a noise earlier.

The two older women crept around Betsy and joined Ella with a minimal amount of noise considering their usual fanfare. 

When they were within whispering range, Ella hissed out, “I heard something over there. Something big.”

“Could be a bear,” Wink suggested.

Flo’s eyes lit up, and she began to dig through the top duffle bag for a weapon.

“What about the rifle I asked you to load?” Ella asked. 

“Won’t do no good if it’s a big bear. Just make him angrier. No, I need something that packs a punch.”

Ella wanted to point out that the whole point of today was to test out low caliber, low trajectory rounds, and weapons. Also, Flo wouldn’t be able to hit the side of a barn a foot away without her glasses. But she chose to voice neither of those things, mostly because something else was pulling her focus and filling her with dread.

“Oh, crap.” She gripped Wink’s arm. “Is that smoke over there? I think that Flo crashed us just outside Leif’s cabin.”

“Hey, I didn’t crash.” Flo pulled out a different rifle, shook her head, and exchanged it for another.

“Fine. Parked it inconveniently against a tree. Better?”

“Yep.”

Wink hobbled to the vehicle and leaned against it as if her strength alone would inch it away enough that they could drive forward. “Pipe down, you two. Let’s just get out of here before he finds us.”

Something massive and covered in fur pelts crashed through the trees behind them. Ella spun on her heel while Flo pumped her rifle and took aim. Leif lumbered towards them like a bear—a bear with a sharp ax and sword on his belt.

“Too late!” Ella hollered.







CHAPTER 19







“RUN!” WINK YELLED. 

Ella wasn’t so sure they could outrun him. “Wink, get the snowmobile going! Flo—”

“I’m on it.” The crazy woman snapped her rifle to her shoulder and leveled it at the charging Viking. Meanwhile, Ella and Wink scrambled to inch the vehicle just a little farther back. Another couple of inches and they could turn and clear the tree.

Her heels slid as she strained and threw all her weight behind pulling the snowmobile back. She found the looming Norseman a great motivator and discovered a new font of strength of which she didn’t know she possessed.

“That’s it!” Wink hopped on and fired up the motor. It sputtered in protest before settling into a throaty hum.

Ella chanced a glance over her shoulder at the Viking. He no longer lumbered towards them but had been stopped in his tracks on account of Flo’s firearm. 

His body was rigid, set in a fighter’s stance, fingers dancing over his sword.

“I wouldn’t.” Flo continued to point the rifle, only several inches to his left.

Ella reached out.

She nudged the gun so it aimed at him. 

“Almost… yep, there we go.” She left Flo to cover their backs, hopping onto the skis. “Flo, let’s go!”

The old woman shuffled backward, knocked into Ella, and dropped the gun. Before Leif could charge, Ella scooped it up from the snow and directed it at him. 

“Would you just get on? I got him.”

She managed to grapple and aim the weapon with one hand, freeing up the other to grip onto Flo. Wink revved the engine, and the snowmobile lurched, nearly throwing Ella to the ground. After a tense moment of turning and scraping against the tree, they cleared the obstacle and took off. 

The Viking shrank into the distance. With the immediate threat gone and the assurance of safety, she began to come down from her adrenaline rush, and with that, full functioning of her faculties returned. She thought back to Leif’s expression. He hadn’t been angry or murderous but full of bewilderment.

She puzzled over the realization a moment, wondering what it meant, before resting the gun on the bag in front of her. Despite the fact that there was no looming danger, Wink kept Betsy at an eye-watering pace—not break-neck Flo speed—but fast enough that Ella created divots in Flo’s shoulders with both hands.

By the time they flew through the park and reached the south end of town, Ella’s heart had returned to a normal rhythm and no longer felt like it was going to burst out of her chest Aliens style.

Another snowstorm had moved in, flakes marching down from the gray clouds like a brigade, forcing Wink to have to slow to a crawl.

Ella tapped Flo’s shoulder and had her relay a message to Wink, asking her to take her directly to the Sheriff’s station. With the sky falling the way it was, she didn’t want to have to go back out, especially since encroaching darkness limned the mountains with its shadows.

A minute later, Wink slowed the ancient snowmobile to a stop. Ella guessed they were in front of Chapman’s office but could barely make out the tops of buildings over the berm and through the thick flakes. With cold, stiff limbs, she hopped off the skis and started to climb the mountain of snow.

“You think Chapman will be in?”

“Chapman?” Flo looked at Wink. “What do you wanna see him for?”

“What? Are you serious? Because we need to tell him about the gun.”

“Oh, you said ‘sheriff’s office’.”

“What did you think I said?” Ella was now high enough up the bank to glimpse the buildings on the other side. “Wait, did you drop me off at the bar?”

“I thought you wanted a drink before going home. Why do you think I stayed on instead of having Twinkle Toes here drop me off at the inn when we passed it?” Flo climbed back onto the snowmobile and jutted out her lip. “I can’t go to the sheriff’s. He’ll take these.” She tipped her extra tall beanie at the mound of bags strapped to the back. 

Wink tutted at Flo. “I thought it was strange, Ella asking to be dropped off at the bar, but it made sense after nearly getting attacked by a Viking.”

“That’s just it,” Ella said. “He didn’t attack.”

“‘Cause I had him at gunpoint.” Flo’s voice rose in pride as she attempted to mold her hat-covered beehive into shape.

“Yes, he really seemed scared. I think there was a higher probability of you shooting yourself.”

“Or one of us,” Wink added.

“Yes, or that.”

Flo called them both names and insulted their lineage. 

“Hop on, El,” Wink said. “I’ll take you the rest of the way to Chapman’s.”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll hike it.”

“It’s three blocks,” Flo cut in. “Her young bones can manage. Meanwhile, we’re sitting her flapping our gums, and I can’t feel my backside anymore.”

“It’s still there,” Wink said, “unfortunately.”

Ella waved at them, mostly to head off any more arguing. “Flo, I’ll help you stash your guns when I get back.”

“Nice try, poodle head.”

“Caught that, did you?” 

Wink waved farewell before putting the vehicle in gear and driving off. Since there wasn’t room in the narrow, plowed lane to turn around, Ella guessed she’d circle a block in order to turn south on Main Street. 

Ella kicked in a foothold and mounted the berm. Carefully, she slid down the other side. She had a whole three blocks to come up with an explanation for how she came upon the information she had.

By the time her boots found the station’s front door, she’d failed to invent anything reasonable. She’d just have to wing it, relying on her charm and silver tongue.

Inside, she found the place more depressing than usual, this mostly due to the half-lit string of bulbs and the scrawny, skeleton of a Christmas tree in the corner that made Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree look like it belonged in Rockefeller Center.

“Miss Barton?” Sheriff Chapman sat in his rickety swivel chair, his cowboy boots resting on his desk.

Ella started. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there. I was just admiring the whole Nightmare Before Christmas vibe you have going on.” When she caught his puzzled expression, she explained, “I know that reference means nothing to you, but trust me, that joke was hilarious. Well, not hilarious, per se, so much as… funny? Actually, let’s go with marginally funny.”

“Miss Barton, is there something I can do for you or did you come in here to hear yourself talk?”

“Hm? Oh, right. That.”

She slid around to the other side of his desk, dropped into a wooden chair, and propped her feet on his desk alongside his boots. Glancing sideways at the jail cells, she said, “Kinda nice being on this side of the bars, am I right?”

His steel gray eyes narrowed as he slid his feet to the floor and leaned forward. His chair creaked under him.

“Right, right.” She couldn’t stall any longer, hoping for a lightning flash of inspiration. She’d just have to play it straight. 

Ella slid her boots off the desk, as well, noting she left behind scuffs of dirty snow that were quickly forming puddles. With a sheepish grin, she ran her sleeve over the mess, only smearing the sludge instead of it actually soaking into the fabric.

Chapman cleared his throat. 

“So,” she began, “I know what weapon killed Erik.”

He leaned back, a gesture for her to continue.

“When I found out that he’d been killed by a bullet—” she winced.

“How’d you hear that I reckon?”

“Small town and all that.”

“Hm.”

“Anyway, it wasn’t like I wasn’t guessing that—“ she wasn’t “—because at the scene, you’d mentioned something about the blood spatter being off, remember?”

“I remember.”

“So, when I heard about the bullet in his cranium with no exit wound, I found that strange. It’s unusual, isn’t it? At least in my day it is.” Her eyes fell to the gloves still on her hands. She slipped them off. “So, Wink, Flo, and I decided to see if we couldn’t narrow it down, see which make and model of firearm could’ve killed him.”

“Normally, I’d say that seems unlikely, given the broad range of weapons available. You’d have to have a large stock to be able to test various guns… but then, I know who you’re friends with.” He folded his fingers together. “So, you found it?”

“Yes. We tested it on a watermelon. It was the only one that didn’t leave an exit wound.”

“You’re failing to take into account other variables, as they say.”

“I know it’s not ideal, not knowing the wind speed and such. But we think we know what distance the killer fired from.”

“Oh?”

She pulled out her phone, telling him about the broken branch, the amount of snow on it matching that on the body, then showed him the picture.

“I see.” He put his boots on the desk again and tugged at the ends of his handlebar mustache, curling it around his fingers. “I see,” he repeated, quieter and to himself.

“Do you know what a Winchester 73 looks like?”

“Can’t say as I do.”

“Right, of course. It’d be after your time.” She fidgeted with a fingernail. “I saw one before today. In Leif’s cabin that day we went to tell him about Erik.”

“That so?”

She nodded.

His eyes turned inward, and he lapsed into silence. 

“I just thought you should know. Mind you, we didn’t test every weapon in Keystone, so it’s possible there’s another that would give a similar result. And like I said, it wasn’t a scientific test by any means. But maybe… I don’t know, maybe you can match a bullet fired from his gun to the one found in Erik.”

“Might see what I can do.” He massaged a gray five o’ clock shadow along his cheek as he seemed to consider saying more. “Asked around. Turns out, several witnesses saw Erik and Leif having it out at the bar.”

“They were arguing? Do you know what about?”

He shook his head. “No one could understand them. But they said Leif was fit to be tied.”

“Did it turn violent?”

“Nothing crazy. A few fists were thrown. Lou said at one point one of ‘em brandished his ax but didn’t use it.”

“He say which one?”

“Naw. It’s Lou. Couldn’t tell one from the other.”

“You sure he wasn’t seeing double of one of them?”

Chapman’s mouth twitched. “Wouldn’t put it past him. That mechanic loves a bottle more than most mothers love their children.”

Ella didn’t argue the point. “Are you coming over tomorrow?”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“Christmas.” She left out the “duh” but kept it in her tone.

“Don’t think so. When you get to be my age, gone through the things I have, the holidays are just another day. I’m in my twilight years, my third act, as they say.”

Ella studied him, his gray hair above gray, weary eyes. A man in a drab, gray room. King of a crumbling castle in a gray world. 

A piece of her heart broke off, and she’d never before wished for color more than in that moment, to breathe life into his gray kingdom.

“Why are you looking at me like that? I don’t want your pity.”

“No, of course not.” 

The chair scraped across the floor as she rose. When her hand clasped the knob on the front door, she paused. 

“You know, the third act’s never over until you’re in the grave. And even then, there’s always an encore.” She faced him. “For all the grief you give Flo and Wink, you could really learn something from them.” 

With that, she left him to his dull thoughts. 

Some people, she decided as she trudged through the snow, lived a paper existence and were satisfied. But she didn’t think Chapman was one of them. No, something whispered in her that he turned away from life, avoided happiness, to punish himself. How sad such a life must be, and how overlooked forgiveness was.







CHAPTER 20







BY THE TIME Ella reached the inn, she could barely see two feet in front of her. The front door burst in, knocking the coat tree against the wall. Struggling, she closed it and whipped off her hat, combing her fingers through her disheveled hair. The lights flickered overhead, and she eyed them warily.

“Honey, I’m home,” she called out to the empty entrance hall. She chuckled to herself. “Never gets old.”

After unraveling herself from her snow gear, her stomach led her to the kitchen. It was well past four o’clock, and she felt as if she could eat the entire contents of the refrigerator.

Finding left-over baked trout with lemon and dill, she served up a portion and slid it in the oven to heat up. She definitely missed microwaves. 

Pouring herself a cup of cold coffee, she added cream and ice cubes then pretended it was a latte from her favorite coffee shop back home. 

After tugging on an oven mitt, she pulled the trout out. As she was turning off the dial, the lights quivered again then winked out altogether.

Ella stood in darkness. Wan light from the dying winter day filtered through the picture window above the table. 

Grabbing her food, she fumbled around the island and used one hand to guide herself down the hallway.

Fortunately, the inn had several fireplaces, so there’d be no want for warmth and light. Well, maybe some lack of warmth as not all of the hearths were enough to heat every corner of the ginormous manor. 

Back in the entrance hall, Jimmy bent under the check-in desk, rummaging through the dark shelves.

“Looking for a light,” he murmured.

Ella took a bite of trout that flaked off in her mouth, then she set the dish by the banker’s lamp, with its iconic emerald shade and golden base, and flipped on the flashlight app on her cellphone. 

“Well, I’ll be…” His expression went from impressed to dubious as it usually did around any of her “gadgets.”

Together, they rifled through the dusty shelves. Several minutes later, they had a small collection of flashlights, but only two held batteries with enough juice.

Ella already suspected the answer but felt the need to ask anyway. “I don’t suppose you have more batteries?”

“Unfortunately, no. Can’t afford them. Rose went down to the basement for some kerosene lanterns. Looks like we’ll be roughing it a while.”

At least the power had gone out before absolute darkness had settled in—and after she’d warmed up her food. The ambient light from the windows cast the hall in dim blue, just enough to perceive shadowy silhouettes. 

“I’m actually surprised we’ve had electricity as long as we have,” she said. “Didn’t think the reserve power would last.”

“It didn’t. Will got a few turbines moving again.”

Ella smiled to herself at the inventor’s resourcefulness. She’d yet to hear of something he couldn’t fix.

“Chapman assigned volunteers on them around the clock. My guess is they either lost the battle, not enough manpower, or it’s a downed power line.”

 Leaving Jimmy to figure out the lighting situation, she felt her way back through the south corridor to deposit her empty dish into the sink. She used her phone to illuminate a path back to her room so she could wrap Rose’s present. She had no paper with which to use nor bows. Short of wrapping it in a plastic Walmart bag she had in her suitcase, she figured she could wrap a handkerchief around it and use a piece of yarn to tie a bow.

Already, the cold air crept through the single pane windows in her room and made her skin prickle. If they didn’t get the power back on, it was going to be a night for layers and cuddling with Fluffy.

She rustled through the chest at the foot of her bed and pulled out an old blanket that smelled of mothballs and years. Slowly, Ella pinned the blanket over the window, hoping it would stave off the onslaught of the draft. 

She turned a slow circle, looking for anything to use as wrapping paper. If she had to, she could run down to the parlor for some old editions of Keystone Corner as a last resort, but she preferred to find something less DIY.

A scratch came at her door followed by a soft cry. Ella greeted Fluffy as she cracked open the door. The feline’s body pushed aside the door, and his tail crooked high above his head. 

Making a beeline for the four-poster bed, he leaped onto the soft mattress and instantly rolled onto his back, his large belly spreading wide. She chuckled and buried her fingers in his thick fur before scratching under his chin and behind his ears. 

Her eyes drifted to the dresser in the corner and all the odds and ends clustered on top. Her fingers froze as she wondered why it hadn’t occurred to her before. Pulling away from the cat, she earned a glare from his large green and hazel flecked eyes.

Her knees scraped over the floor as she got on all fours and rooted around under the bed, reaching into the shadows until her fingers located her suitcase. It and two other pieces of luggage, along with her backpack, were all she had of her old life.

Digging through the mess of dirty clothes, portable Bluetooth speaker, and books, she located the small jewelry box she used for traveling. It was one of those cheap, blue velvet boxes she’d taken the pillow lining out of. 

Ella dumped the contents on top of the dresser. Next, she found scraps of lace inside the hope chest where she’d gotten the blanket. Folding them over, she created a pillow for the charms to lay on. Carefully, she placed them on top, admired her handiwork, and shut the lid with a snap.

By now, her fingers and toes were popsicles. She scooped up Rose’s present and pulled Fluffy away from the bits of ribbon he’d been chewing on.

Carrying both down the stairs, she went to the parlor. The tree looked drab with the power out, but its scent still permeated the air with Christmas.

She deposited Fluffy on the fainting couch then placed the present on top of another wrapped in newsprint. Jimmy’s lazy handwriting scrawled Rose’s name in an arc across the top. Ella frowned at the gift, knowing it held another gelatin mold.

She dropped a couple of logs onto the dying fire and watched sparks fly from the embers to dance in the air. Her thoughts turned to Erik’s killer and the break-in at the diner. So far, she’d been unable to find a connection between the two incidents. The Viking had no ties to Grandma’s Kitchen nor the pies bake. If they hadn’t been busy fleeing Leif, she would’ve checked his footprints in the snow.

Pulling out her phone, she added the new information about the murder weapon. Next, she added both Leif and Edwin to the suspect list. She didn’t really think the old boarder was involved, but he did have access to the make and model of gun that could’ve killed Erik.

Her mouth turned down, staring at his name. He also had access to the inn. Beside his name, she added, shoe size?

Shoving the phone back into a pocket, she ruminated more on finding a connection between the vandalism and Erik’s murder. Nothing had been taken from either crime scene, so it couldn’t have been covering up a robbery.

Ella’s breath caught in her chest. Actually, that wasn’t true. Maybe nothing had been taken off Erik’s person that she was aware of, but something had been stolen nearby. Mrs. Faraday had mentioned that someone had been breaking into the greenhouses and stealing food. 

Maybe that was the common thread between the two crimes: food. However, the pies had been destroyed, not eaten or stolen. 

Would someone really kill for such a thing? If they’re desperate enough, they would. But if that were true, wouldn’t the food bank also have been broken into?

Ella squinted against a building headache and shelved the matter for the moment. Across the room, Fluffy had grown bored on the sofa and taken up batting one of the ornaments on the tree. 

She shooed him away. His stomach swept from side-to-side as he scooted to the edge of the room before plopping onto a rug. His large eyes locked onto the ornament, his tail swishing. 

She heard the front door open, and voices bounced down the north hallway. As she stoked the fire, Rose, Jimmy, and Will ambled in. Her stomach fluttered when the inventor flashed her a wide smile, showing off a dimple in one of his cheeks.

Her hands flew to her hair, taming the curls as best she could. Wearing a beanie half the day in snowy weather had done frizzy wonders to her coif. 

“Look who’s spending Christmas Eve with us,” Rose crooned, her eyes dancing at Ella.

“Thanks, Cupid. Could you be any subtler?” She turned to Will. “I apologize for her behavior.”

Will slipped off his fedora, brushed the snow off, and laid it on an end table. A lock of chocolate hair fell across his forehead. “When you’re one of the few bachelors in a small, confined town, you get used to it.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ll be spending the holiday with us.”

Jimmy clapped a large hand on Will’s back, chuckling. “Didn’t have much choice, though, did you?” 

Ella frowned. “What do you mean?”

Will stuck his hands in his trousers and stared at the ground. “I had a small mishap with my fireplace.”

“What kind of mishap?”

“There was a fire.”

“Oh.” Ella paused. “I fail to see how that’s a mishap.” She pointed at the flames licking the wood in the fireplace beside her. “Kinda what they’re for. Fire.”

“Thanks, Prometheus. Not this kind. The fire was in my chimney. And past the hearth. And a little on the roof.”

Ella’s eyes widened. “What? Are you okay?”

“Everything’s fine. I closed the damper then crawled onto the roof and used the snow to put out the flames.”

“Creosote buildup?” she guessed.

He nodded, ducking his head. “It should’ve never happened in the first place. It was my neglect that caused it.”

Rose paused from where she’d been fussing with the low-hanging ornaments, the ones Fluffy had been messing with. “Don’t you go blaming yourself. You’ve been busy keeping this town running. Some things were bound to fall through the cracks.”

Ella attempted to lighten his mood. “So, what you’re saying is, you’re not here for the pleasure of our company, so much as avoiding freezing to death, is that the sum of it?”

Some of the tension left his face. “Basically. It was either you lot or the Spielmans and their nine kids.”

“You hear that, Rose? We beat out the Spielmans. I’m flattered.”

“You should clean your flue every so often,” Jimmy said, sounding every bit the decade older than Will that he was. “And burn hotter fires.”

“Jimmy, leave the poor man alone.” Rose’s eyes fell onto the dark tree, her crimson lips thinning into a line. “It’s such a shame the power’s out. It’ll be odd not having a lit tree for Christmas.”

“Also the heat,” Ella said, in case anyone forgot about the lack of furnace. “My room’s already turning into the North Pole.”

Jimmy grabbed a fire poker and nudged the logs around, causing shadows to flicker along the walls. “We’ll probably have to sleep in here or the study tonight.” 

“I can’t do anything about the furnace, but….” The inventor strolled over and inspected the power cord for the Christmas lights. “I might be able to rewire the lights to an alternative source. If you’re not too attached to them, that is. I can rig them up to some batteries then return it to the plug-in after the holidays. It’ll be a little worse for wear but should still work in an outlet.”

Rose shrugged. “I’d be fine with that, but we’re out of batteries.”

“Jimmy and I found some flashlights with batteries earlier,” Ella said.

Jimmy rubbed a hand over his thinning hair. “They’re almost dead, though.” 

They fell silent, thinking through the problem.

Ella snapped her fingers. “Of course. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. Be right back.”

She raced up to her room and retrieved the “C” batteries from her Bluetooth speaker. They clanged together and rolled over her palm as she bit her lip. Listening to music and podcasts through the speakers was one of her last connections to home. However, she could still use the small, built-in speaker on her cell phone.

She darted back to the staircase, nearly bowling Edwin over. She informed him they were all in the parlor, then she hollered down the dark hallway for Flo to join them too. 

A small pop, not quite an explosion but something in between, answered followed by Flo’s rusty voice carrying out a litany of swear words.

Ella winced. “Give it a break, will you? If I don’t see you downstairs in the next five minutes, I’ll…” She couldn’t think of a good threat, so she changed tactics. “Will’s downstairs. He’s going to be spending Christmas with us.”

“I’ll be right down. Soon as I put out this fire.”

“Son of a—” Ella took a step towards Flo’s room, shook her head, then backed towards the stairs. No smoke came from the crack under the door. Flo would holler if it was serious.

Ella stopped on a stair. Wouldn’t she?

“What is with everyone here and fires?” she mumbled to herself and resumed descending the grand staircase.

Back in the parlor, Will had already stripped the wires and had a roll of electrical tape standing by. Edwin settled onto the chaise lounge sofa while Jimmy and Rose sat on the couch across from him, discussing the mayoral candidates for the upcoming election.

The hardwood floor felt cold beneath Ella as she sat next to Will. His eyes widened when she handed him the precious batteries. 

“Where did you get these?” When she told him, his mouth turned down. “Ella, I can’t take these from you.”

“You can, and you will. I’d rather have the tree lit for Christmas. I just hope they’ll last long enough to enjoy them tomorrow.” 

“They will. We’ll only turn them on for a little bit tonight, save most of the juice for tomorrow morning.”

While she helped hold the batteries in parallel—or succession to each other, ensuring that the positive electrode touched the negative of the next—their conversation drifted from her telling him about rechargeable batteries to the research she’d been conducting before her arrival in Keystone. It had been some time since she’d talked linguistics, and she became more energized the longer she spoke. By the time they were ready to test the lights, her heart felt light, a million miles away from murders and break-ins and Vikings.

“Okay, let’s give it a go,” Will said.

“Wait.” She grabbed his arm “Just like that with no pomp? Let me give you a drumroll at least.” 

She attempted to make the noise with her mouth, but it came out weedy and more like she was having a stroke. So, she switched to drumming her hands on the floor.

With great ceremony, he touched the exposed wire to the positive node of the first battery. 

“Ta-da!” Ella called out.

The tree came alive with large Christmas bulbs and bubble lights, reflecting in the dark windows. Reaching over, Ella grabbed Will’s hand and forced it into a high five.

“See?” she said, referring to the high five. “Doesn’t your hand feel just so—” she breathed in “—satisfied?”

“Kind of hurts. Should it be tingling?”

Jimmy and Rose clapped at the tree while Edwin nodded his approval. Flo, who’d just come in, took one look at the decorations. “This what I came down here for?”

“And Will,” Ella reminded her. The older woman shot her a death glare, her cheeks tinting more than the clown rouge she usually wore.

“Nice to see you, Flo,” the inventor said, full of 1920s charm. “It’s ever a mystery to me how you have friends.”

Ella spoke out the side of her mouth in a loud stage-whisper. “She doesn’t.”

Flo’s mountain of hair shivered as she dropped into a wing-backed chair. “Quite the change of tune from a bit ago, poodle head.” Her voice rose a full octave and turned nasally. “‘Oh, Flo. I’d just cry if you didn’t join us—’”

“I don’t sound like that.” Ella turned to Will. “Do I sound like that?”

“‘—we’d be lost without you. You’re so pretty and funny. You’re my best friend.’”

“I did not say that,” Ella protested then said louder so the whole room could hear. “I never said that.”

Flo turned her back so only Ella and Will could see her face as she gave a vicious wink. “It ain’t right to lie. Not on Christmas. What would the good Lord say?”

Ella’s voice dropped so Rose wouldn’t overhear. “You know you’re going to hell, right?”

“I’ll save you a seat.”







CHAPTER 21







FOR A LATE dinner—Ella’s second, which she failed to mention to anybody—they had turkey and cranberry sandwiches on the parlor floor, picnic style. Half the meal was filled with Rose fretting about what to do for food the next day if the power wasn’t restored.

“Honey, if you haven’t noticed, we’re not picky eaters,” Jimmy said, a red cranberry stuck on his chin. 

“Speak for yourself,” Flo said.

“Just so long as we’re all together,” Jimmy continued without acknowledging the old coot, “warm and safe. That’s what matters.”

Rose’s eyes narrowed behind her cat eye glasses. “This isn’t a Dickens novel, for heaven’s sake. You can’t have a proper holiday without proper holiday food.”

Ella leaned back, her belly finally reaching its capacity after a second sandwich. “I’m sure we’re supposed to argue that point… something about the birth of Christ or what have you. But I like your priorities.” She rubbed her hand over her belly.

Rose laughed, then Jimmy pecked his wife on the cheek. 

A knock came from the front door proceeded by Wink’s voice in the entrance hall.

“We’re in here,” Ella yelled causing Rose to wince and cover her ears.

Wink strolled in, her electric pink bob standing at odd angles and an old-fashioned picnic basket in her arms different than Flo’s from their luge down the mountain. 

She set the basket on the sofa and peeled off her hat and gloves. “I could barely see a foot in front of my face. I swear, if this weather keeps up, we’ll be snowed in by tomorrow morning.”

Ella prodded the basket lid, but the diner owner smacked her hand away. 

“I think you’ve had enough.” Flo looked pointedly at Ella’s bulging stomach.

“You can’t blame a girl for wanting dessert.” She turned to Wink. “I thought you went home after you dropped off Scrooge over here. It’s dangerous to go anywhere in this weather.” Ella pictured Wink traversing Twin Hills’ dangerous curves on Betsy.

“I was at Stewart’s Market—”

Ella made a catcall noise which everyone ignored.

“—when the power went out. I don’t have enough firewood to last me through the night. So, I checked on old Shorty then came straight here.” She settled onto the chaise couch, staring across at Rose. “I hope it’s not too much trouble…”

“Not at all.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.” 

“Nonsense. I’m offended that you even think so. There’s plenty of room here.”

“I’m not sure if we can hike next door, but if our food situation gets desperate enough, we can always send someone to the diner.”

“I volunteer Flo,” Ella said.

“Seconded,” said Will.

Rose shot them both dark looks. 

Ella held up her hands. “Hey, I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking.”

“Keep talking,” Flo said. “Just remember where we’re both headed.”

Ella closed her mouth.

“Anyway,” Rose continued, “there’s plenty of food in the pantry.”

After she had Wink settled with a plate of food, Rose said, “So, Ella, how’s your investigation coming along? Have you figured out who ruined my kitchen?”

Jimmy leaned over to his wife and whispered loudly, “And hurt Wink, dear. Don’t forget Wink.”

Ella swallowed. There was no use in denying that she’d been trying to figure it out. “I’m just as clueless as you are. There’s not much to investigate.” Her eyes flitted to Edwin’s shoes. They appeared large, but she couldn’t get a look at the tread. “The most I have to go on is the shoe size and tread of the intruder. My guess is they’re from a man’s boot.”

“Could be a woman with big feet,” Flo suggested.

“I figured that was a given.”

“Well, it wasn’t.”

Ella hissed out a breath between her teeth. “Yes, so either a man or a female Sasquatch, yes.”

Flo blinked at her. “What’s a Sasquatch?”

“Oh, boy.” Ella bit her lip, unsure if she wanted to go down that rabbit hole of a topic with the conspiracy theorist.

Wink spoke up before she had to decide. “It might help narrow it down if we knew how they got into the diner.” 

Ella shook her head. “I’ve been racking my brain. Only three people have a key. You, me, and Horatio.”

Wink became engrossed in the crumbs on her plate. “Five.”

“What’s that?” Ella bent her ear forward.

“Five people have keys.” 

“Who else has a key?”

“Stew and Flo.”

Ella whirled around, turning accusatory eyes on the crazy old lady in the chair.

Flo returned the shaded look. “Come now. You can’t think I did it.”

“Bitter grapes and all that.”

“I hit my best friend?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Wink said. The corner of her mouth turned up, indicating she wasn’t seriously considering Flo the perpetrator.

“One time,” Flo said. “I warned you I had a good right hook and that we shouldn’t be sparring.”

“Sparring?” Ella, who’d been reaching for her teacup, stopped, and she leaned forward. She mouthed sparring to Will who shrugged. Meanwhile, Edwin’s snores whispered from the sofa by the fireplace. 

She shook away the barrage of questions tumbling around in her head. “Okay, Muhammad Ali and Floyd Mayweather. Sparring aside, no I don’t think Flo did it. Her shoe size doesn’t match for one. And even if she’d worn a larger pair, I think she’d have a hard time running in them. Remember? I ran after the vandal. Flo only runs if there’s food involved.”

The old woman sniffed. “True.”

“What are the chances Stewart is…” Ella searched for the least offensive turn of phrase.

“Less than honorable?” Rose helped.

“I was going to say a maniacal stain on humanity hell-bent on destruction with an unhealthy hatred of pies that should be treated by a professional. But sure, ‘less than honorable’ sounds better.”

“Lord have mercy,” Flo muttered, staring at Ella. “You need help.”

“Wink?” Ella asked.

“Stew’s as straight as they come,” Wink said.

Ella sipped at her tea before saying, “That means something different where I’m from, but go on. What’s his shoe size?”

Wink seemed taken aback by the question, slightly defensive, but then answered in a slow voice. “Ten and a half. I’d stake my life on him not being involved.”

Rose nodded, her blonde pin curls quivering. “She’s right. Mr. Benson could no sooner hurt Wink than himself. His world revolves around her.”

The color in Wink’s cheeks turned several different shades of pink.

“Did you check to see if he still had the key?” Will asked. “It’s possible someone could’ve stolen it.”

“I did. That was part of my reason for going over there. He still had it. Saw it with my own two eyes. Flo, do you still have yours?”

“Honestly,” Flo bit out. Her hand dived under her blouse, and several heads turned followed by a chorus of protests.

“Holy inappropriate, Flo.” Ella’s hand shot up to shield her eyes, hoping the image burned into her retinas would be forgotten before she died. “Do you want to be alone or something?”

“Keep your pantyhose on. Look.”

“I don’t want to.” Ella elbowed Will. “You look.”

“Me? Why me?”

“I’m showing you the key, for heaven’s sake.”

“Is your top on?”

Flo retorted in a mock voice. “Yes, my top is on. Sheesh.”

Slowly, Ella lowered her hand and told the others the coast was clear. “A little warning next time would be appreciated.” Her eyes fell to the key, and she let out a frustrated sigh. “Back to square one.”

“Did you figure out how the intruder broke in here?” Will asked.

Rose pursed her lips, throwing a shadowy glance at her husband.

“I know, dear,” he said. “We’re locking up from now on.” 

For the month that Ella had lived there, the inn had always had an open-door policy because it was an inn, after all. If a local found themselves in a scrape and needed a place to stay, they had it. If an outsider traveled through the town, well, that was less than ideal, but at the very least the innkeepers could pump them for information about the surrounding area without having to send out a volunteer.

“So, it could’ve been anyone,” Rose said. Her petite shoulders sank.

Ella sat on the couch between Wink and Will, the two people she least suspected in both break-ins. In a low voice only they could hear, she said, “Except I checked the entire perimeter of the mansion. No footprints. Whoever broke in either flew and came down the chimney St. Nick style or….” She let the sentence die, leaving the other two to draw their own conclusions.

Neither spoke, but both their heads swiveled the room. Ella saw doubt then suspicion in their eyes amidst the reflection of firelight.

Flo sat up so suddenly Ella thought she was experiencing a seizure. “Got it.” The old woman smacked her lips and beamed, waiting for someone to say something.

Ella bit. “You going to tell us or do we have to read your mind?”

“Huh? You can’t read my mind. Not when I wear this.” Her hand dived into the beehive and came out with a chunk of tinfoil folded into a diamond.

Ella opened her mouth.

She snapped it shut.

“Hey, cotton head,” Wink said, “what is it you’ve got?” Flo blinked at her.

Ella took a deep breath. “You just said, ‘I got it’.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. You literally just said that. Quit messing around with those stupid ghost repeller weapons. They’re frying what’s left of your brain.”

Flo snapped her fingers. “That’s right. I was just sitting here, thinking how nice it’d be to make a device to walk through walls.” Her eyes slid to Will expectantly. When he didn’t so much as blink, she shrugged and continued. “Anyway, I thought, ‘Hey, Flo, you ol’ genius you, I think you’re on to something.’ Maybe that’s how the perp got in.”

“You think the vandal walked through the diner wall?” Wink said, her voice overlapping with Ella’s as she said, “Perp? Really?”

“Of course not. ‘Cause such a device hasn’t been invented yet.” The batty woman’s eyes slid again to Will, this time lingering until he shook his head in confirmation. “But maybe they picked the lock.”

Ella was unclear of how Flo had arrived at that conclusion from walking through solid matter, but she didn’t belabor the point.

Will’s hand ran down his jaw. “Hm, those things are a standard tumbler. Easy to pick.”

All sets of eyes—save the snoozing Edwin’s—turned towards the inventor.

“William Whitehall.” Rose peered at him over her glasses. “How would you know that?”

He shrugged. “Hey, I was young once.”

“So were we all,” Wink said, “but I can’t say as I ever learned how to jimmy a lock.” 

Will’s hands fidgeted with the roll of tape in his lap, his eyes darted to Ella, and she got the sense he was gauging her reaction.

She shot him a thumbs up. “I expect you to teach me everything you know.”

“Planning on breaking and entering in your future?”

“Plan? No. But if I keep bumming around with these two, I anticipate that skill will come in handy.”

As the storm continued to rage outside, the hours grew long, Edwin awoke, and the conversation shifted to favorite Christmases of past. Will’s was around age fourteen when he received his first tool set. Rose’s was her first time ice skating. And Edwin’s was the last one he’d spent with his wife. 

While the elderly man spoke, his voice creaked, not with years, but memories. His arthritic fingers brushed over his ring finger and the indentation of naked skin. 

Ella frowned and stared at the bare spot, a full shade brighter than the surrounding skin, exposed and vulnerable. She’d never seen him without his wedding band. 

It was Wink’s turn. She’d just launched into a description of her family’s yule log recipe passed down through generations when the picnic basket beside her shook. 

Both Ella and Will stirred. 

Ella pointed at the quivering whicker. “Uh, Wink? Your food’s moving.”

Wink’s gaze dropped to the basket. “Oh, that. That’s not food.”

“It’s not?” Ella couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice. “You sure there’s not dessert in there somewhere? Like a cookie, perhaps?”

The lid popped up. A gray head full of whiskers and a twitching nose poked out. 

Ella’s chest deflated as she glared indignantly at Chester. “Not sure I’d want a cookie now. How am I supposed to distinguish between raisins or droppings?”

“That’s good,” Wink said, “because there aren’t any cookies.”

“Well, no. Not now that he ate them.”

Wink closed her eyes for a breath and seemed to be counting in her head. 

“If you haven’t been home since—” Ella stopped herself before mentioning the gun range and run-in with the Norseman “—since this afternoon, then where’s he been?”

Wink petted the squirrel’s head. “Stew was watching him.”

On the rug in the corner, Fluffy’s eyes drew open like shades on a window. He dropped to a crouch, pupils dilated, tail twitching.

Ella glanced from one ball of fur to the other and scooted to the edge of her seat. Every encounter between the two seemed to end in broken furniture or dishes. Before there was a furry battle royale in the parlor, she distracted the feline by plopping a remnant of meat from her dinner plate in front of him.

By the time she returned to the couch, Chester sat on Wink’s shoulder in all his elf costume glory, scratching behind his ear and trying his best to lick himself over his clothes.

When eleven o’ clock rolled around and Jimmy was now harmonizing his snores with Edwin’s, they called it a night. Rose woke her husband, and together, along with Will, the three took flashlights and a lantern to the basement to retrieve cots for everyone to sleep on.

The moment their lights faded, Ella motioned Flo over to the couch.

“Finally,” she said. “Move your bones, Flo. I don’t know how much time we have. I’ve been dying to talk to you two all night.” 

She wasn’t sure why she didn’t want the others to hear what Chapman had told her, but it felt appropriate keeping it secret until the killer was caught, only sharing it with her partners in crime.

The cushion beside Ella dipped as Flo dropped to the couch with a grunt, causing Ella to fall into the woman’s gravity well.

Flo’s elbow dug into Ella’s ribs. “Scoot over.”

 “You scoot over.”

“Ella?” Wink snapped her fingers in front of their faces to get their attention.

“Right.” After a glance towards Edwin, who hadn’t moved except for a slight tilt of his head in the past hour, Ella dropped her voice to a loud whisper and paraphrased her conversation with Chapman.

“So? They had a brawl.” Flo picked at her nail, bored. “Big deal.”

Ella turned to Wink for help.

“It is a big deal, Flo,” Wink said. “It casts aspersion and suspicion on the man. Did you ever see those two fight before?” Flo opened her mouth, but Wink added, “Besides when they practiced sparring and sword fighting. I mean, actual arguing to the point they beat on each other.”

Flo’s gummy mouth flapped closed.

“So,” Ella said, “what’s this mean? I don’t know about you two, but this solidifies his spot at the top of my suspect list.”

Wink sighed. “It’s certainly pointing to him killing Erik.”

“Was he trained enough with a gun to kill Erik from that distance? I’m assuming so because he had one and seemed to be into his weapons… a little too much if you ask me.” Ella looked pointedly at Flo who was still too enraptured with her nails to notice. “I’ve been trying to find a connection between Erik’s murder and the break-ins. Suppose Leif did kill him, why break into the diner and destroy the pies?”

“To throw off aspirations?” Flo said, without looking up.

“I’m assuming you mean aspersions,” Ella said.

“That’s what I said. Get your ears checked.”

“But even that’s wrong. You’re using the word incorrectly.”

“Oh dear,” Wink said. “Did I use it incorrectly?”

“I can’t remember.”

Meanwhile, under her breath, Flo repeated the word aspersion several times.

“Aspersions aside…” Ella said, pausing, “Okay, now I just hate that word. I’m going to say suspicion because I think that’s what we, all, actually mean. So, Leif breaks into the greenhouses to, what? Steal food or something? Erik tries to stop him. They argue, maybe pick up their argument from the bar the night before, which may or may not be related to Leif stealing food. Leif kills his friend. Then, destroys the pies both at the diner and at the inn to throw off suspicion?”

They lapsed into silence. 

Flo finally looked up from her nails. “What if he destroyed the pies to cover the fact that he took more food? Stands to reason the son of a gun stole more food.”

“Except he didn’t. There was nothing else taken from either place—” Ella slapped her forehead. “Wait. There were a couple dozen eggs missing the day after the pie bake.”

Wink frowned. “And who’s to say he didn’t steal a couple of pies before destroying the rest? We wouldn’t have noticed in the mess. Did you count pie tins while cleaning up?”

Ella shook her head. “Didn’t cross my mind at the time that I should.”

Satisfied that she’d won some sort of unspoken argument, Flo returned to her nails, a smug expression on her face.

“Half-a-dozen, we would’ve noticed,” Wink continued. “But a couple could’ve gone amiss.”

“I suppose it’s possible. Except….” Ella pulled out her phone and swiped to the photos she’d taken in the diner’s kitchen. She landed on one that showed one of the suspect’s footprints in comparison to her own boot. “If we’re right, these would have to be Leif’s—” She held up her hand before Flo could speak “—and no, we’re not going with some sort of giant woman.”

Wink’s mouth turned down at the corners. “I’m not sure.”

“About the giant woman? Really?”

“No. These are still too small to be Leif’s. Also,” Wink said, squinting, “looks like the tread’s more modern than those wool and animal hide shoes he wears.”

Ella zoomed in on the photo. Wink was right. The fact that there even was a tread pattern should’ve clued her in. Either Leif had worn a different set of shoes, several sizes too small and from a more modern era to cover his tracks, or he wasn’t their vandal.







CHAPTER 22







ELLA PEELED OPEN her eyes. Her cot creaked beneath her as she rolled over and pulled the silk comforter she’d dragged from her room up to her chin. The parlor was full of makeshift beds on sofas and cots dug up from the basement. Waking up to a room full of friends wasn’t a bad start to Christmas morning, she decided. 

In the corner, Will sat on his cot with his back against the wall, his face partially covered in stubble and his hair fluffed up at odd angles. His eyes were trained on a book, but he seemed to sense her looking at him.

“Merry Christmas,” he said in a low voice so as not to wake the others.

She returned the greeting as she crawled out from beneath the comforter and layers of blankets to have a peek outside. The view out the windows was partially blocked by a wall of snow that was almost chest-level for her. Light flakes fell from a pale sky, flushed pink on the horizon.

Softly whistling at the glittering view, she drank it in, never having seen so much snow in her life.

“It’s like Seven Brides for Seven Brothers,” she said under her breath. Turning a side-eye back to the inhabitants of the room, she hoped being trapped in the snow was the only likeness to the old movie, and they could avoid the whole kidnapping, barn-raising part.

Wandering back to her cot, she shivered and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. “We should build a ski lift on one of the hills.” 

A soft chuckle floated over from Will’s cot. 

“What are you reading?”

His eyes never wavered as he lifted the book so she could read the dust jacket of A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens.

“Fitting.” 

Her skin prickled in the cool air, not wanting to think what the temperature was like in the rest of the inn. Reluctantly, Ella dropped the blanket again and exchanged it for her sweatshirt. Then, she padded over and stoked the coals.

A couple minutes and two pieces of kindling later, she had a small fire burning. As she stifled a yawn, a horrible question struck her. What would they do for coffee? Maybe they could put the percolator over the fire.

The others began to stir, grumbling about Ella’s and Will’s loud voices. Down the passageway came the faint sound of the front door opening and a rough voice calling out.

Since Ella was the most awake and Will was still engrossed in his novel, she went to greet the newcomer, wondering who’d managed to burrow through the snow.

Chapman stood in the entrance hall, hat in hands, looking very much out of place. 

“Merry Christmas,” she greeted him.

“Hope Rose doesn’t mind.” He dipped his head, still massaging the brim of his bowler hat. “But I got snowed in at the office last night and ran outta wood this morning.”

“I know for a fact she won’t mind. But how’d you make it down the street?”

He pointed a weathered hand at a snow shovel and snowshoes propped up beside the coat tree.

After leading him into the parlor, she went to see if Rose needed help bringing in coffee supplies, mostly to move her along.

“Just carry the grounds and stop getting underfoot,” Rose said as she carried a tray with the percolator, cups, and fixings down the hallway.

Back in the parlor, Jimmy had set aside some good coals in the fireplace. Water sloshed around inside as Rose set the percolator on top.

“You’re going to arrest him?” Will was asking Chapman.

Ella straightened. “Who’s he going to arrest?”

“Leif,” Chapman answered. “Once the snow’s cleared up enough that Horse can make the trek out to his cabin.”

Ella sank to the sofa cushion beside Flo. So, that was it then? Leif would be accused of killing Erik. Despite the fact that circumstantial evidence fit, it didn’t sit right with her. 

“Time for presents?” Wink hopped up from the chaise in a manner that should’ve been impossible for a person without caffeine pumping through them.

While she dug under the tree, Chester poked his head out from above a branch, bristled his nose, then promptly disappeared again. With the gifts doled out, Will stoked the fire and added a log before settled on the sofa next to Ella. 

“Me first,” Wink said as she disappeared from the room.

“Should be good,” Flo muttered. Ella shot her a dark look. 

A moment later, Wink returned, her arms full of packages wrapped in burlap sack with ribbons. “I hid these in the study yesterday.”

She passed one out to each of them, blushing when she got to Chapman. “Sorry, I didn’t know you’d be here.”

He waved her off.

Ella peeled back the rough material one fold at a time. A swatch of red peeked up at her as she pulled back the last fold. It was a sweater. And not just any sweater, but the gaudiest Christmas sweater she’d ever seen. It had gold bobbles, a snowman with antlers, and a tree with eyes. 

Her mouth gaped open a moment before she smiled at Wink and thanked her, stopping herself short from saying, Cool, an ugly Christmas sweater.

When Wink had turned away, Will bent over and whispered, “Don’t worry. We only wear them on Christmas.”

“Not bad,” Flo said, climbing up from the couch. “Mine’s better.”

“It’s not a competition,” Ella said.

“It is for them.” Rose pursed her lips as she shook her head.

“I thought we were just doing a Secret Santa swap?” Ella swallowed. “I didn’t get presents for everyone.”

“We are. This is just their annual tradition.” Rose’s voice dipped in an uncharacteristically dark tone, adding, “For the past ten years.”

Flo’s present to everyone also happened to be Christmas sweaters, just as gaudy, only the majority of the material made out of green yarn instead of red, with elves performing various cringe-worthy actions. 

On Will’s, they appeared to be decorating a Christmas tree, but the crazy woman explained they were actually stealing the ornaments. On Ella’s, an elf appeared to be taking a dump in the fireplace. Wink’s, however, was most disconcerting, with Santa wrapped in rope and the elves hanging him from the chimney. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Ella said, truly at a loss for words. “Thanks?”

A smug smile filled Flo’s face as she sat back down.

An awkward silence filled the room as they each had to make a decision of which sweater to don. Naturally, most picked Wink’s. Jimmy passed his Flo sweater off to Chapman, telling him it wasn’t right to leave him out.

Will must’ve felt bad for the old woman because he tugged Flo’s gift on over his pajamas, which Ella felt best since his was the least offensive.

Next up were the Secret Santa presents. Rose cooed over the new charms Ella had bought, immediately adding them to her bracelet. While Jimmy opened his present, she continued to fawn over the new additions to her bracelet, dangling them in the gray light seeping in through the windows.

“Alright,” Wink said, rubbing her hands together, “who had me?”

All around the room, eyes turned on each other, but nobody spoke. Beside Ella, Flo took a box the size of two coffee mugs stacked on top of each other and slipped it behind her back, her eyes on Chapman.

“I had you. It’s, uh, upstairs. Sorry, ol’ girl.”

“Well, go get it.”

“Later.”

“But I want to open it now.”

“Later,” Flo bit out again, her eyebrows wiggling and tipping her head in Chapman’s direction.

“Subtle,” Ella murmured.

After a pregnant pause, Will cleared his throat, stretching off the sofa. “I pulled your name, El,” he said, handing her a lumpy, hard gift. He continued to stand, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I hope you like it.”

Ella’s fingers ripped apart old editions of Keystone Corner. Three strange looking devices rolled off the paper and into her lap. It took her a moment to recognize them, and a small gasp escaped her mouth.

“Are these the walkie-talkies you were working on a while back?”

He nodded. “Well, the next generation, so to speak. The farmers I made them for seemed to like them. They gave me feedback on how I could modify and improve them. I figure—” his eyes flitted to Chapman “—they could come in handy.”

He didn’t have to say more; she understood what he meant. Rolling the devices onto Wink’s lap, Ella leaped up and wrapped her arms around his neck, thanking him profusely.

Leaning into his ear, she whispered, “I promise we won’t get into too much trouble.”

He winked as she released him.

He spent a few minutes showing her how they worked and the charging cords he’d made for each one. “Of course, you need electricity to charge them, so they might die on you before we get the power restored.”

For the next half hour, Ella, Wink, and Flo hid around the manor, testing the walky-talkies’ range and practicing speaking in code—an unnecessary precaution given nobody else was on their channel.

Rose’s voice rang through the inn, heralding them back to the parlor. Chapman, Jimmy, Will, and Edwin were in the middle of a game, slapping cards on a poker table that had been set up next to the fire.

While drinking her second cup of coffee, Ella studied the sheriff’s poker face, cataloging any micro-expression for further use. Her walkie-talkie dug into her stomach, alongside her cellphone. 

Wink had just finished convincing her to join Rose and Flo for a game of bridge when outside the window, a tall shadow struggled through the snow. All she could see of the figure was a faded gray Stetson hat. For the town being snowed in, a fair amount of people seemed to be able to wander about.

Telling the others she had to use the restroom, Ella slipped into the foyer and creaked open the front door.

Six’s hand froze in mid-air as if he’d just been about to knock. It dropped to his side. 

“Hey, darlin’.”

She cringed, hating that he called her that, but she knew if she asked him to stop, he’d only use it more frequently. 

“Merry Christmas, Jesse.”

The cigarette in his lips rolled to the side, and he corrected her through his teeth. “Six.”

“I know.” 

After a peek behind her, she opened the door wider. “Do you want to come in?”

His head tilted to the side, seeming to consider the proposal until Chapman’s voice echoed down the hall. 

Six sneered. “What’s he doin’ here?”

“I invited him. Just like I’m inviting you.”

“Who’s at the door, Ella?” Rose called from the parlor.

Ella opened her mouth, but Six shook his head. “I ain’t comin’ in.”

“No one,” Ella hollered back. Then softer, she said, “Please, Six. It’s cold, and it’s Christmas. Come inside.”

“Look, I just wanted to give you this.” 

It wasn’t until that moment she noticed one of his hands had been hiding behind his back. She flinched, not sure what to expect. It didn’t go unnoticed by him as he let out a husky laugh. 

“Don’t worry. It won’t hurt ya.”

He held aloft a strangely shaped object wrapped in brown paper. 

“Well go on. Take it.” He shoved it forward.

It felt heavy in her hands as she ripped off the packaging. Two eyes stared back at her from beneath a pointy red cap. 

“You got me a gnome?” Ella laughed before she could temper the noise so the others didn’t overhear. “Is this Amicus?” she asked, referring to the lawn ornament he’d stolen from Dot’s house when she’d tried to shoot them.

“Nope. I figured Amicus needed a friend.”

She flitted her gaze up to his dark eyes, the meaning behind his words not going unnoticed. “I think so too. Everybody needs a friend.” 

Ella avoided asking how he’d procured the gnome, figuring plausible deniability was best in case Chapman ever investigated the mysterious disappearances of the little statues all over town. 

Instead, she arranged her expression into one of gratitude at the most-likely-stolen lawn ornament. “What’s its name?”

“Whatever you want. You’re the language expert.”

After another invitation inside, he shook his head and scratched at the scruff along his jawline.

“Another time?” she asked.

“Perhaps.”

“Whenever you’re ready, Six, you’re welcome here.”

After wishing him a Merry Christmas again, she closed the door, smiled at her gift, then took it to her room. It wasn’t until she was positioning the gnome on her dresser, testing out various names, that she realized she’d forgotten to give Chapman his present. She’d left at the diner again, forgotten in the chaos of the break-in and Wink getting injured.

Downstairs, she made a quick detour to the parlor to tell everyone she had to run next door, “run” being a stretch since it was most likely that she’d have to dig her way over.

“That’s fine,” Rose said from the card game going on by the couch. “After I change, I’m going to see if Will can’t hook the stove up to a propane tank, and we can make pancakes.”

“Mm, yes, waffles sound delicious.”

“Pancakes, dear. Can’t hook up the waffle iron.”

Before Ella slipped out of the room, both Flo and Wink called out to her.

“Grab donuts!” Wink said at the same time Flo yelled, “Keep your walking talking on so I can test this baby’s range.”

“Walkie-talkie,” Ella said, the correction lost on the woman who’d become too engrossed in fiddling with the device’s controls again to hear.







CHAPTER 23







BY THE TIME Ella was falling from the snow drift outside Grandma’s Kitchen through the front door, sweat dripped from beneath her beanie after digging and crawling her way over.

Throwing her hat onto the nearest table, she kicked aside the snow that had come in on her boots as best she could.

“Welp, that’s going to leave a puddle,” she muttered, staring at the doormat.

A crash rent the air behind her.

Ella spun. It took her a moment to locate the source of the noise. The tin Coca-Cola sign had fallen from its sentry over the hole.

The corners of Ella’s mouth tugged down as she moved to hang it back up. She’d just rounded the lunch counter when a figure in a brown jacket sprang up and threw her to the linoleum floor.

They slid several feet, the figure cutting off the air supply to Ella’s lungs.

A garbled cry escaped her mouth. Her hands clawed at the hooded figure. Groping, her fingers probed the hidden face until they felt eyes, and she dug her fingers in.

The assailant cried out, a high-pitched, feminine wail.

The pressure on Ella’s chest let up. She rolled over, shoving the figure off her. With trembling hands, she tugged out the walkie-talkie, grappling with the controls. Simultaneously, she scooted across the floor, putting space between herself and the assailant.

“Wink. Flo. There’s someone in the diner. Hurry!” Ella sputtered, unsure if the device even worked through the feet of snow and distance to the inn. 

Setting aside Will’s invention, her hand gripped the first weapon it could find: the empty coffee pot.

She hit the carafe against the edge of the counter to break it like in the movies, using the sharp edges of glass for a weapon. It bounced in her hand and remained intact.

“What the—what’s this made out of?”

During the struggle, the assailant’s hood had fallen away.

Ella brandished the empty pot then halted. “Evelyn?”

The woman’s eyes were red-rimmed and weeping from Ella’s finger probing.

“You’re the vandal?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evelyn spat.

Ella waved the pot around the room. “What are you doing, breaking in?” 

The two women circled each other like predators, Evelyn’s wild eyes darting for the door. Ella moved between the woman and her means of escape. It was a safe bet that the back entrance was snowed in.

Puzzle pieces fell into place. The missing eggs. The stolen food from the greenhouses. Sarah nabbing bits of stale fries.

“You’re stealing food? Is that why you’ve been breaking in?”

Evelyn blinked at her in confusion a moment. Something clicked behind her eyes, and her expression morphed from feral ferocity to shame. “I-I thought that with the power out, I might gather food before it went to waste.”

Ella wasn’t fooled by the sudden change. “It’s fifteen degrees Fahrenheit outside and not much warmer in here. Food’s not going to waste. Try again, Evelyn.” 

“I needed it,” Evelyn whispered. “Ever since Paul—my husband—passed, we’re down to a single income. I-I can’t provide for my daughter. She’s only getting one meal a day.”

“What about the food bank?”

“It helps, but it’s still not enough.”

Ella bit her lip a moment, fighting the empathy that threatened to well up, imagining Sarah going to bed hungry every night.

She shook her head. “I’m not buying it.”

Like a veil, Evelyn dropped the act and sneered. “I had to try.”

Her feet stilled from pacing as she lifted her chin. “You don’t know what it’s like in this rotten town. My good-for-nothing husband left us without a penny to our name.”

“If you’d just asked, I’m sure Wink would’ve helped out.”

Evelyn spat on the ground by way of response. The dejected, mild-mannered woman Ella had met at the pie bake had been replaced with a feral, bitter woman. 

Evelyn’s hands worked over her clothes, smoothing out wrinkles before they rubbed at a water stain on her jacket from their tussle.

Another question mark clicked for Ella. Erik’s body. Something about the way it lay had seemed off, and she now realized what it was. It had been posed, pristinely arranged. His limbs placed alongside him in a way that was unnatural for a man just shot in the head. And his clothes. Granted the snow would’ve affected them, but his tunic had pulled taut and spread, nary a wrinkle in the fabric.

“Is that why you killed him? Did you kill Erik because he caught you stealing?”

Evelyn sneered. “You think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

“Really? A human life for some food?”

“You try living here for a few years, see if you don’t change your tune.”

“You’re not originally from Keystone?” Ella shook away the question, realizing that wasn’t the point. “How did you get the drop on a Viking?”

“I grew up on a farm. My Pa taught me how to hunt. I just hunted the oaf of a man like I did deer. Wasn’t too hard.”

A shiver traveled up Ella’s spine at the calloused confession. “The gun?”

“Was my husband’s.” Evelyn let out a snort. “How ‘bout that? I guess he was good for something after all.”

The front door swung in, and the bell tore off the wall, rolling across the floor.

Flo and Wink stood in the doorway, panting.

“Chapman’s on his way.” Wink held up a snow shovel like a bat. 

In Flo’s sun-spotted hands was the box she’d hidden behind her back, her Secret Santa present to Wink. She ripped open the packaging and pulled out something oblong with lights and metal protrusions.

Trapped, Evelyn crouched like a cat, her head swiveling between the two older women on one side and Ella on the other.

She pounced and bowled Ella to the ground. Ella’s hip jarred into the floor as Evelyn leaped for the kitchen door. She was going to take her chances out the back.

Wink threw the shovel. It traveled end over end and hit the kitchen door with a bone-rattling thud, sending several splinters flying.

Evelyn had ducked just in time. As Ella rolled to her feet, Flo lobbed the device in her hands. It rolled across the linoleum in slow motion, reaching Evelyn’s feet at the same moment her hand shoved open the kitchen door.

Ella, who was approximately three feet away and knowing Flo and her weapons, tried to dive for cover behind the counter. But she was too late.

The air exploded with a concussive force that threw her into the cabinets and shattering a couple windows. Light and smoke blinded her a moment before a shrill shriek filled the air, nearly blowing out her eardrums.

Covering her head, she rolled on the floor, sure it was the second coming, as acrid smoke continued to issue from the device, burning her nostrils with its sulphuric smell. Her tear ducts streamed. 

Through the screams and haze, she made out Evelyn, lying unconscious on the ground.

“Make it stop!” Ella yelled. Fear gripped her when she realized she couldn’t hear her own words.

Boots appeared a few inches from her face, parting the smoke in swirls. A leathery hand reached down, grabbed the device, and carried it away. A few breaths later, the world fell silent.

Rolling onto her back, Ella coughed. She yawned and massaged her ears, certain there was permanent damage.

“Anybody hurt?” Sheriff Chapman drawled. He sounded far away and like he spoke through several feet of water. To Ella’s horror, as she climbed to her feet, she saw he was within arm’s length.

He brushed snow off his hands. Outside, smoke curled from a dark spot in a drift, and she had her answer as to what happened to Flo’s grenade.

“I think she’s hurt,” Ella hollered, pointing down at the form on the ground. 

“Ouch, don’t yell,” Wink said. “My ears are ringing enough as it is. We can hear you just fine.”

“Well, I can’t.” Ella glared at Flo. “What in all that’s holy was that?”

“Stun grenade.”

“What?”

“STUN GRENADE.”

“You couldn’t have waited a moment to throw it?”

“She was getting away.”

“What?”

Wink patted Ella’s shoulders then indicated for her to massage her ears. It helped, and she found her hearing slowly returning. 

While Wink and Flo swept the glass from the broken windows, Ella told Chapman about Evelyn breaking in and her confession that she’d killed Erik.

His eyes sunk, and the wrinkles grew around his mouth. After that, Ella helped her friends tape garbage bags over the naked window frames until they could nail boards over them. When they were on the last one, Evelyn came around but refused to talk. 

Chapman searched the woman for weapons. From her right pocket, his hand pulled out a leather case which, he discovered after opening, held tools for picking locks.

“Nobody tells Will he was right,” Ella said to Flo and Wink.

Meanwhile, Chapman gathered Evelyn’s hands and cuffed them in his antique manacles.

In a loud whisper, Ella said, “We have got to get him new handcuffs. I mean, the tetanus concern alone… .” 

Hands on her hips, Wink stepped into the woman’s line-of-sight. “I would’ve helped you, you know. If you’d just asked. I just gotta know, why the pies? They would’ve gone to others struggling like yourself.”

Evelyn’s vacant eyes rose and seemed to look through Wink. “I didn’t touch your stupid pies.”

Ella exchanged a confused glance with Wink, but before either could ask further questions, Chapman hauled Evelyn to her feet and dragged her towards the door.

“I hope you like a nice, cold cell.” He looked back at the trio standing by the counter. “Tell Jimmy and Rose I’ll need to borrow some of their wood to heat the station. Wouldn’t be good to let this one freeze to death before being properly processed.” He paused and seemed to reconsider this notion.

As he reached for the door, Sarah burst inside.

“Mom?” Her voice was shrill, and her eyes shot wildly from her detained mother to the sheriff then around the smoke-hazed room. “What’s going on?”

When no one immediately answered, Ella cleared her throat. “It seems your mother’s been breaking in.” She left out the part about stealing food and killing a man.

Sarah turned on her mother. “Is that why you’ve been acting funny?” Not only did the girl seem unfazed by the revelation, but also some of the confusion in her expression cleared. She dropped a burlap sack on the nearest table. “I thought you were coming to drop off Rose’s flour and had forgotten it. So, I grabbed it and chased you down.” She stared at the floor.

Chapman shifted uncomfortably, uncertainty in his eyes. Ella mouthed for him to go and that they’d take care of the girl. He nodded. Their boots scuffing across the floor, he dragged Evelyn outside.

Sarah’s hand swiped at her face, and she sniffled. Draping her arm across the girl’s shoulders, Ella said, “Sorry about your mom. I’m sure Chapman’ll let you visit her.” 

Sarah shrugged. “I’m glad she’s gone. Won’t make a difference to me.” Yet, her eyes held pain. 

Ella wanted to say more, tell her everything would be okay, but she knew life wasn’t always so kind. In the end, she settled on squeezing the girl’s shoulder.

Wink and Flo escorted Sarah to the inn while Ella trailed behind after grabbing the sack of flour, Chapman’s present, and locking the front door. It was probably moot since the intruder had been caught and anyone really wanting inside could just penetrate the garbage bag windows. But it made her feel better.

Only Will and Jimmy were in the parlor, Rose and Edwin having gone to get dressed for the day. Ella poured Sarah a cup of tea and sat beside her while they watched the two older women reenact the scene from the diner for the two men.

Ella winced when they got to the bit about the stun grenade, her ears still smarting. Beside her, Sarah stared at the dancing flames, her eyes a million miles away.

Leaning over, Ella nudged her with her elbow. “It’s going to be okay, kid.”

“She killed that Erik guy, didn’t she?”

Ella swallowed, dipping her head in a slow nod.

The pre-teen sighed. “Why?”

Ella considered lying, considered softening the blow. If her mother was stealing to feed them, she didn’t want Sarah taking any blame for her mother’s actions. 

In the end, she chose what she would’ve preferred. The truth. “Because Erik caught her stealing food.”

The untouched tea in Sarah’s cup sloshed as she turned. “Stealing food? You sure?”

Ella nodded.

“Why would she steal food? We’re doing fine. Sure, we go to the food bank once in a while, but her job is more than enough to cover the bills and feed us.”

Ella studied her. “Parents are good at hiding things. If you didn’t notice, it’s because she hid it well.”

“I’m telling you, she didn’t need to steal. I’ll show you our cupboards. We’ve got more than enough. Heck, I threw out a loaf of bread and a block of cheese yesterday because they were moldy.”

“Strange,” was all Ella could think to say. Why would Evelyn steal food they didn’t need?







CHAPTER 24







IT WASN’T ADDING up. Ella was missing something, and the squirming in her gut told her there was a larger part of the picture she wasn’t seeing yet.

If Evelyn didn’t need food, why go to the food bank? Unless… unless she knew who was volunteering at the food bank. Maybe she’d asked Pauline questions about the investigation, much like Ella had, feeling out what the doctor knew.

Rose swept into the room, her curls a little worse for wear, but sporting her signature makeup and pearls. 

“Oh, Sarah. How wonderful to see you.”

“She’ll be hanging with us today,” Ella said, hoping the innkeeper picked up on her tone.

“Certainly.”

“How come you’re not wearing the sweater I made you?” Flo asked.

“Yeah, Rose,” Ella chimed in. “How come?”

Rose’s delicate finger pushed her glasses up her nose as she said tactfully, “I didn’t want to muss it up. I came in to recruit help for breakfast. It’s already nearing lunchtime.”

“That’s what aprons are for.” Ella’s mouth slammed shut after Rose shot her a nasty look.

Everyone gravitated toward the kitchen. As they passed through the entrance hall, she lingered back then darted into the foyer. 

She was in the middle of zipping up her jacket when Will joined her. 

“Going somewhere?”

Ella caught her bottom lip between teeth, debating on how much to tell him. “Something’s not right. Evelyn confessing like that, it was too easy. And why steal? Sarah said they didn’t need to.”

“Kleptomania’s a real thing.”

“I agree, but I don’t think that’s it.” She leaned her head into the entrance hall, dropping her voice even more. “Will you cover for me? I’ll only be gone a few minutes. I have a hunch—more like an inkling of a hunch—and I just want to check it out.”

“I should come with you.” He began to grab his trench coat from its hook, but she stopped him.

“I’ll be safe. I promise.” She pulled out the walkie-talkie. “This already saved me once. I’ll keep it on, just in case.” When he didn’t move, she pressed him deeper into the inn and assured him again. “Look, the killer’s been caught. I’ll be fine. I’ll be right back.”




Ella stood in the chilly diner, the light from her phone sweeping the room. Despite her assurances to Will, her teeth were on edge, the slightest sound causing her to jolt.

If Evelyn had been breaking in for food, then why not break in to the greenhouses again? With Erik gone, they would certainly be easier to get into without having to pick the diner’s lock.

Her gaze swept the room, the beam from her light swathing a path. No, the woman had been searching for something. Money?

Ella checked the cash drawer, but it was still locked. Lighting the surface, she saw that it hadn’t been tampered with either.

She let out a frustrated sigh, turning and reliving the past few days. Wink said that when she’d first come in the day after the pie bake, Evelyn had been in this room… behind the lunch counter. 

Ella stepped deeper behind the counter, pointing her light every which way. Instead of fleeing, Evelyn had hit Wink over the head and remained until Ella came in—for how long that was, she couldn’t be certain. 

When Ella had come into the room, she, too, had found Evelyn behind the counter. And again this morning.

Her skin prickled with excitement, knowing she was on to something. The light from her phone fell onto the tin sign on the wall, and she froze. 

It had fallen when she’d stepped in to retrieve Chapman’s present. At the time, she thought it random, but what if it had fallen because it had been precariously replaced?

Pulling down the sign, Ella stood on tiptoes to peer into the gaping maw of sheetrock—or whatever sheetrock adjacent material Evelyn’s husband had used.

Ella gasped. Evelyn’s husband had built this very wall. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

The stool scraped over the floor as she dragged it from the closet. Leaning against the soda fountain for support, she stuck her light into the hole and part of her head, making sure to hold her breath due to certain asbestos.

Slowly, she swept the beam up and down. Most of the interior lay empty, with very little by way of insulation, which she figured she should tell Wink about.

Then, the light caught on something. A brown bag, perhaps. After another minute of looking, she discovered four more bags.

Her breath quickened.

She leaned away from the hole and breathed in air that still smelled of smoke from Flo’s stun grenade but was fresher than the musty scent inside the wall.

She scanned the room, searching for a means to get the bags out. In the end, she settled for using the handles of a broom and mop, pinching them together like chopsticks, while holding the light in her mouth.

It took several attempts and muffled curses, but she managed to retrieve a single bag. It fell to the counter with a heavy thunk, and loose clumps of insulation scattered.

She waved away the dust, coughing, and pried it open. 

“Cha-ching,” she whispered. 

The bag was filled with bundles of currency straps. Stacks of ones. Separate straps of sequential bills, all still wrapped together.

By her estimation, she held ten thousand smackers in her hands. After climbing back up the stool, she dragged out the other four matching bags.

Sweeping the bags into an unused burlap sack, she hefted her score onto her shoulder like Santa and his bag, grabbed her phone, and dashed back to the inn with a spring in her step.




Ella kicked in the kitchen door, singing, “I know why Evelyn broke into Grandma’s Kitchen.” She caught Sarah’s face and bit down on some of the excitement bubbling up.

Only Wink turned her way, the rest too busy scuttling about, making bacon and eggs. Jimmy and Will were out on the terrace, shivering together in the confined space of half-cleared snow. They fiddled with a propane tank, the hose snaking through the cracked door and leading to the stove. 

“Is that safe?” Ella asked, momentarily distracted. She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter.” 

Sweeping forward, she dumped the bags’ contents onto the island.

“You mind?” Flo growled. “I’m trying to—” For the first time since Ella had met her, the woman became speechless.

“I know, right?”

The woman’s veiny hands snatched at the cash. Rose glanced up from the stove, did a double take, and abandoned the sausages in the pan.

“What on earth?! Where did you get all that?”

“From the diner. Be right back.” Ella dashed out of the room, took the stairs two at a time, and darted into her room. She ripped open the drawer on the bedside table, grabbed the binder of newspaper clippings, then sprinted back to the kitchen. She could hear a commotion coming from the room before she swept back in.

Will and Jimmy had come in, and everyone was gathered around the pile of money, raking their hands over the stacks, counting and recounting. 

“There’s gotta be over $50,000 here,” Flo said, stuffing some of it in her bra before Wink batted her hand away and forced her to put the rest back.

Ella found the page she was looking for and rotated the book around, jabbing a finger at the article.

“Tool Belt Bandits,” she said, gasping for air from her dash up and down the stairs.

Pacing, she waited until they were mostly through the article. “Suppose, the bandits came through Keystone? The town flashed, and they became trapped here. Flush with cash but no way to spend it.”

“But how did they get it into the wall?” Wink asked. 

“How do you think?” Ella asked. “Who built the wall? Who knew construction? Tool Belt Bandits.”

Rose gasped. “Not Paul Hanks.”

“Yep. Think about it. Evelyn had forgotten that her husband built the addition onto the diner. Remember, Wink? The break-in happened the day after you reminded her.”

Wink nodded her pink head. 

“Also,” Ella continued, “both you and I found her near Flo’s hole in the wall.” She glanced sideways at Sarah, wondering if the girl should be in the room for this.

The pre-teen’s lips quivered. “My parents were bank robbers?”

“Possibly.”

Her eyes glistened. She blinked several times. “Does that mean I get to keep the money?”

Flo leaned over it protectively. “Let’s not get carried away, shall we?”

“Actually,” Will said, clearing his throat, “that’s for Chapman to decide.”

Ella nodded. “He should be back any minute to collect firewood for the station.”

The scent of burning sausage and bacon pulled Rose and Wink away from the mountain of cash. 

“I thought we were having pancakes, too?” Ella said.

“You volunteering to make them?” Flo asked, part of her hair drooping into her eyes.

“We’re going in courses,” Rose said from the stove. “Wink and I were just about to whip up the first batch.”

Carrying two plates piled high with breakfast meat, Wink set them on the table, and the vultures descended.

Ella volunteered to help stir and pour the pancake batter once Rose had made it. In the meantime, with nothing else to do, she fanned through a stack of hundreds, relishing the smell, while noshing on a crispy strip of bacon.

At that moment, the door swung in, and Chapman strolled in.

“Thought I’d find everyone here—” He stopped short when he caught sight of Ella and Flo creating a house out of the money stacks. 

“Oh, hey,” Ella said. “We’re just about to eat breakfast.” She pointed to the table. “Bacon?”

He looked from the house of cash to the bacon then back to Ella, seeming to struggle for words.

Eventually, he grabbed a sausage link. “Someone wanna tell me what I missed.”

“We’re rich, that’s what.” Flo took the roof off the house and fanned herself with it, causing Sarah to frown from her perch on the stool.

“$50,000 is hardly rich,” Ella said. The room stilled, and all eyes turned to her. “Right. Inflation. Well, where I’m from, this is, like, a couple years of college. Community college. Not even room and board. Maybe some textbooks.”

Wink cleared her throat, handing Ella a bowl of pancake batter with a whisk in it. “Anyway, Ella found this in the wall at Grandma’s Kitchen.” She spun the binder around so Chapman could read the article. 

Between bouts of stirring and pouring batter onto a skillet, Ella filled in the finer details, adding her own hypotheses while trying to remain tactful with Sarah in the room.

Chapman began stacking the money then shoving it back into the dusty paper bags.

“Well, this’ll go to the office with me until we can figure out what to do with it. I’ll want to check out this story first. See if I can’t get Mrs. Hanks to confess.”

“I think it should go to Sarah,” Ella said, putting a powdery hand on the girl’s shoulder and leaving a print behind. 

“I’ll keep your opinion in mind,” Chapman said, his voice rich with sarcasm. “‘Cause I value your thoughts so highly—”

“Okay, I get the point.”

‘’—that I think them above the law.”

“Bit overdramatic.” She snapped her fingers. “Speaking of, before you go, I have a present for you. I’d forgotten it in the diner which was why I went over this morning the first time. Risked my life for it, really. You’re welcome.”

She retrieved Chapman’s present from where she’d set it on the front desk and swept back into the kitchen. His eyebrows rose as she handed it off. He shifted his lean frame on the barstool, looking from her to the present.

“It’s nothing much, but I just wanted to make sure you had something.”

His large hands tore at the paper, and a mug rolled out into his calloused palm. She had painted it herself and baked it in the oven at the diner, sealing in the color. Heads leaned in, trying to read what it said. 

“Who’s Elizabeth Caroline Chapman?” Flo asked with as much sensitivity as a politician. After a kick from Ella, a moment later, her mouth formed an “O.”

Chapman didn’t answer, his eyes glued to the mug. His face had always been a mask, carved in stone, difficult to read. 

Ella worried her lip. Was it too… personal? Her pulse sped up, and she tumbled over an apology in her head.

His gaze swept up, his eyes glistening, as he whispered, “Thank you.”

Relief flooded her, and she relaxed into a smile. It had been a gamble putting his daughter’s name on the cup. It would be a constant reminder of the family torn from him when he became stranded in Keystone, and she hadn’t been sure if he wanted that reminder. For some, the wound was always too fresh. For others, they wanted to keep the memory of their loved ones alive. In the end, she supposed a bittersweet mixture of the two was where he’d settled.

He thanked her again and stood, collecting the mug and the bags of money. Flo’s face drooped as much as her hair. He threw out a farewell. As he strolled out of the kitchen, Flo waved.

“You’re saying bye to the money, aren’t you?” Ella asked.

“‘Course I am. It ain’t for that badge.”

“Chapman’s a good man.” Wink plopped several more strips of bacon on the stove. “Maybe if you had higher standards, you’d see that.”

“Eesh.” The word slipped out of Ella’s mouth before she could stop herself when she pictured Chapman and Flo as an item. 

The old woman glared at her. Casually, Ella picked up the bowl of batter. “Eesh, I was just thinking about how many calories are in this.” Behind Flo’s back, Will grinned.

Soon, the normal hustle and bustle filled the kitchen, with the spatter and pop of more bacon, the noise of conversation, and too many cooks in the kitchen, making it hard to maneuver. 

Pouring batter, Ella listened to the din, tuning in to Edwin and Sarah’s conversation at the island counter. He’d been asking her about school. Ella suspected he was trying to take the girl’s mind off the fact that her mother had just been arrested for murder and the discovery of her parents’ secret past as bank robbers.

An unformed thought niggled at the back of Ella’s brain like a huge question mark. Evelyn had readily admitted, more or less, to stealing and even killing Erik, yet had denied destroying the pies. Why lie about such a small thing?

If she was, in fact, telling the truth, then who had demolished them? And for what purpose?

Her shoe squeaked over the linoleum floor, the sound tugging at that part of her brain again. The footprints in the flour. They were a men’s size thirteen. Unless Evelyn had been lying about being the vandal, worn men’s shoes, and had sprinted in said shoes several sizes too big, then the vandal was still out there.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled at the thought. She shoved the shadows away, so she could focus on breakfast and enjoy the holiday.

After stacking the first, mostly golden, pancakes on the table and a smaller one on the island counter, she told Wink that they were getting low on the batter. 

“I’ll whip up some more.” Wink dragged the sack of flour across the counter. 

Ella, who’d been handing Edwin and Sarah utensils, caught the way the old boarder’s eyes left the buttery pancakes, left his teen conversationalist, and followed the flour. He stared hungrily at it.

“Need help Wink?” he offered.

The diner owner turned, her eyebrows near her hairline. “You? Offering to help cook? Didn’t think I’d ever see the day. I got it, thanks, Ed.” 

When he caught Ella watching him, Edwin turned back to Sarah, a sheepish grin on his face.

Ella returned to the stove, mixing and pouring, all the while, the gears in her mind whirring. The flour was the key.







CHAPTER 25







AFTER THE FOOD had been cleared away, it was decided that the party needed to move back to the warmest room in the mansion. As the guests filed out of the kitchen after placing their dirty dishes in the sink, Edwin lingered near the doorway. 

Rose’s blonde curls bounced around her shoulders as she moved towards the sink to attack the dishes.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Ella said, stepping into her path. “I got them.”

“I was just going to wash them in warm water from the stove.”

“Will turned off the propane.” Ella shooed the innkeeper out of the room, squeezing past a hovering Edwin. “I’ll rinse them in cold water so it’ll be easier to wash once we have hot water again.”

After Rose parted, Edwin asked Ella, “Aren’t you going to play games?”

“In a minute.” Turning to the sink, she could feel his eyes boring into her back. “Did you need something?”

“Just thought I’d offer my help.” He edged around the island and into view. 

The mounting suspicion in her gut grew from a murmur to a roar. He’d never helped with the dishes in the past several weeks she’d lived there. His fingers found a spot on his chin and scratched it, waiting for her response. 

“Thanks, but I’m fine.” 

“Sure? It’s no trouble.” He began to roll up his sleeves. Before he could shuffle forward, she made like she was grabbing more dirty dishes, being sure to bump the partially filled flour sifter from the top of the counter. It fell to the floor with a clatter and cloud of flour. 

“Oops.” She bent and scooped up the sifter, really sprinkling the powder about. “I’ll mop that up later.” 

As he moved to join her behind the sink, his shoe stepped into the white substance. 

She turned the faucet on, letting the cold water hit a patch of syrup. “Really, Edwin. I got this. Go join the others. I’ll be right in.” Her tone came out more forced than she’d intended, but he got the hint.

Slowly nodding, he shot a parting glance at the flour sack before shuffling out of the kitchen. She waited a minute to be sure he wasn’t going to pop back in, then she cracked open the door, water dripping from her hands, and peeked into the dark hallway.

Satisfied, she wiped her hands down her pants, rushing back to the counter. Stooping, she pulled out her phone and shone it on the flour. Her heart sank to the floor as she stared at a shoe print that matched the others exactly.

Just to be certain, she rolled through the images on her phone and pulled up one, holding it side-by-side with the real-life image.

“Why, Edwin?” she whispered. 

But she knew why. Well, she had a suspicion, anyway.

Her hands tugged open the burlap sack, tipping the mouth toward the window. Squinting, she rolled the bag around. She debated on using her clean hands or the sifter. The sifter would take longer, but would also not give Rose a coronary if she were to ever ask. 

She plunged the cup inside, shaking until the powder sifted through the grate at the bottom. Again and again, she repeated the movement, trying to form a search grid in the burlap sack. 

She lost count, but somewhere between her tenth and fiftieth try, as the last of the powder sprinkled into the bag like falling snow, something metallic tinkled over the grate.

Holding her breath, she reached in and pulled out the object, letting it roll around on her palm. Edwin’s gold wedding band glinted in the late morning light, covered in patches of flour.

Ella blinked at the object in her hand, reflecting the gray sky outside. Using the sweater Wink had knit for her, she buffed the band until it shone. Her mouth turned down, fitting the puzzle pieces together. 

He must’ve lost it the day of the pie bake. Why not just ask everyone to help him find it? He’d destroyed two kitchens and several pies meant for charity, all to find his ring.

Shaking her head, she slipped it into her pocket, considering her next move.

In the parlor, Edwin sat in the corner furthest from the fireplace in one of the wingback chairs, his face partially obscured by shadows.

She stood in the middle of the room, watching, letting the noise wash over her. When she didn’t move, the din died and all eyes turned expectantly to her. 

“El?” Will said, holding a deck of cards in his hands. “You alright?”

“You look flushed,” Rose said. “Sit down.”

Ella shook her head. Her hand plunged it into her pocket and pulled out the wedding band. She held it in the air like she was Gollum in Lord of the Rings. 

“Were you looking for this?” She pierced Edwin with her gaze.

He sprung out of the chair with an agility that belied his age and closed the distance to the object in three steps.

“Where did you find it?”

“In the sack of flour.”

His arthritic fingers snatched it from her outstretched hand. A smile spread over his face as he slid it on his finger, back over the crease in his skin. “I’ve been looking everywhere for this.”

“I know.”

He froze, his gaze sliding from the gold band to her face. The color left his skin.

“Everywhere,” she said, “like the diner? And the kitchen?”

His jowls trembled, and he took a step back. 

Will sensed the tension in her voice, scooted his chair away from the poker table, and stood. 

“El? What’re you saying?”

“I’m saying, Edwin here destroyed both kitchens and the pies.” 

The air turned heavy, filled only by the popping of the fire.

Rose’s hand hovered over her mouth. “Edwin, is that true?”

“I-I would never do anything—” 

His eyes were filled with fear and regret. 

“Edwin, I matched your footprints. You were there both times. I just want to understand why.”

His eyes glistened, and he looked away. When he spoke, his voice broke. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t thinking straight. When I lost my wedding band, something came over me. I thought I’d gone mad. It’s the only thing I have that Martha gave me. The only tie I have to her.” He blinked, and his head drooped. “When I couldn’t find it, I panicked. I miss her so much. When you’ve been married as long as I have, and you lose the love of your life like that, something breaks inside you. You’re never quite whole.” His hands covered his face, and his shoulders racked in silent sobs.

No one spoke for a long time. Slowly, Ella rested her hand on his shoulder, glancing between Rose and Wink. Would they press charges?

Rose dabbed at her eyes then folded her hands in her lap. “I understand, Ed. But I wish you had asked for help finding it instead of making a mess and ruining some perfectly good pies.”

Edwin’s head dropped lower. “I know. I’m sorry, Rose.”

“For heaven’s sake,” Flo mumbled. “They were just pies. Nobody died.”

Ella blinked at her.

“I mean,” the old woman added, “he didn’t kill anyone.” She remembered Sarah was in the room. “No offense, dear.”

Rose smiled. “I didn’t think I’d ever say this, but Flo’s right.”

Edwin’s head popped up, a ghost of a smile creeping around his eyes.

“Wink?” Ella said. 

The pink-haired woman stared into the fire. Chester sat in her lap, gnawing on his elf ears. “I don’t mind the mess, and it was Evelyn who gave me this goose egg—no offense, Sarah. But I do mind that there are families out there right now whose tables are a little more barren because of you, Ed.” Despite the harsh words, her voice held a softness. “Nevertheless, I think you’ve suffered enough. If anyone understands missing their spouse, it’s me.” She petted Chester’s head before finally looking at Edwin.

“Thank you, Wink.”

“What time did you go over there?” Ella asked suddenly.

“To the diner? Little after midnight, I reckon.”

“Through the back?”After he nodded, she said, “Explains why I didn’t see your footprints.”

“What I’m curious to know,” Will said, “is how you got into the diner.”

Edwin’s cheeks flushed. “I borrowed Flo’s key.”

The older woman’s cheeks turned purple. “You sneaked into my room while I was sleeping?”

“Hey,” Ella said, “think of it this way. You can now say you’ve had a man in your bedroom after dark sometime this century. Also, at least he had the courtesy to use a key and not pick the lock, unlike Evelyn. That’s something.” She turned to Sarah who held up a hand before Ella could say more.

“I know, I know,” the pre-teen said. “No offense.”

Jimmy stretched out his legs and leveled the older man with sharp eyes. “Looks like you’re off the hook, Ed. Maybe you could do some community service to make up for this?”

“Give it a rest, will ya,” Flo huffed. “I want to get back to poker. I was about to clean this one out.” She dipped her sad bouffant towards Will.

Edwin’s shoulders dropped as if a heavy burden had been lifted. “I think I’ll go up to my room now.”

Despite the fact that everyone seemed to forgive him, guilt hung heavy over his countenance as he left the room.

“I should head out,” Sarah said. ”I think Mama will expect a visit. And I want answers.”

Before she left, Rose had Ella pack up food for the girl to take to the sheriff’s office to share with Chapman and Evelyn. 

Ella handed over the basket of goods as she opened the front door, feeling very much like Yogi Bear.

“Thanks, Ella,” Sarah said, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. 

Ella wished she could do more. “If you ever need anything, anything at all, come to me. Okay?”

The girl’s chin quivered, and her hand swept at her eyes before the tears could fall. She nodded.

Over Sarah’s head, the overcast sky came alive with a purple haze. Electricity in several hues forked, increasing in frequency until it created a dome. The hair on Ella’s arm stood on end.

“We’re flashing!” she called to the others.

“That’s nice, dear,” Wink called out. 

Sarah grunted and shrugged. “Merry Christmas, Ella.” 

She sauntered down the steps, hefting the picnic basket of goods in her arms. She struggled through drifts of snow and the recently swathed path that Chapman had created as the electrical storm overhead brewed. What was new to Ella was old hat to these people. What was awe-inspiring, like seeing the Northern Lights for the first time or the miracle of life, was as banal as a change in weather. 

Ella hoped that moment never came for her, that a flower never became a garden bed in the background, scenery only glimpsed at rather than soaked in. But she knew that wasn’t how it worked. New becomes old. Rare is appreciated because it’s not ordinary. There would come a time when she, too, would no longer look to the sky. 

Then again, maybe not. Sunsets, for her, had yet to lose their beauty. 

Ella put her hand up in time as the lines coalesced into a brilliant light that flashed brighter than the brightest day. A brief pain shot through her eyes, giving her a near-instant headache. 

Blinking away the spots, she ran, tumbling and slipping, through the snow and doing her best to keep to the path. A gentle breeze blew through her hair with only a slightly marked difference in temperature. No longer a freeze-your-nostril-hairs biting cold, but still cold enough not to melt the snow. 

Climbing the berm, she stood atop the world and searched the horizon, trying to get a bead on where they’d jumped. The craggy, possibly-Alps were gone. To the south hung low mountains and cityscape.

A city.

Her hands trembled slightly as she dug out her smartphone. She held up the device, shivering as the wind pierced her thin pajamas, searching for a cell signal. 

Hope came crashing down a moment later when she saw she had no bars. With the storm of emotions trickled along another. Relief? The realization of emotion surprised her, but that was a thought she would unpack another time. Not when standing in the street in her Star Wars pajamas and chattering teeth. 

Back inside, great commotion came from the parlor. Rose burst into the entrance hall, nearly colliding with Ella, and shouted, “Edwin! Come quick!” She continued to holler for him, hopping on the spot, grinning from ear to ear.







CHAPTER 26







“WHAT’S GOING ON?” Ella asked. 

It took a moment for Edwin to hobble to the top of the staircase, and he peered down in complete confusion. “What the devil is wrong?”

Rose gasped for air. “We’re in 1973!”

His thick brows hooded over his eyes. They shot up. He scrambled down the stairs so quickly Ella feared he’d trip. 

“In here,” Rose said, still gasping for breath in excitement.

Ella jogged on their heels as they ran into the parlor. “Rose, you sure about the year?”

Her words were barely audible over the din in the room.

“Positive! Every flash, I check the radio. I had Will put batteries in just now. And, well, listen.”

Ella held her breath and leaned close to the battery-operated tube radio Rose had brought in from the kitchen. The innkeeper hissed for everyone to be quiet.




…Marks the anniversary of the coal sludge spill in West Virginia. One year ago today on February 26, 1972, one hundred and twenty-five people were killed in Buffalo Creek when…




Ella missed the rest as Rose squealed and wrapped Edwin in a tight embrace.

“Four years,” he whispered. “If I leave now, I’ll have only been gone four years. Do you think…?”

“I’m sure Martha hasn’t stopped looking for you,” Wink said.

He spun his wedding band around his finger. “It’s our anniversary, you know.”

“What are you doing?” Will nudged him toward the doorway. “Go pack!”

“Never mind packing,” Jimmy said. “Get outta here as fast as you can before we flash again.” 

“He’s right.” Rose pushed the boarder through the hallway. “Don’t risk it. We’ll pack for you and drop your stuff over the line.”

A fire had been lit under Edwin’s feet, and he scurried out of the room. They followed like groupies at a concert. Each step he took had a bounce, and he kept singing, “I’m going home! I get to see my Martha!”

1973, Ella thought, my parents haven’t met yet. They’d be younger than she was right now, out of high school for four years.

Edwin slid to an abrupt halt at the bottom of the stairs. “Wait, how will I get from West Virginia to North Carolina?”

“Does it matter?” Flo said. “You’ll figure it out. But not if you don’t get your behind moving.”

“Money!” Rose blurted out. “Go! We’ll give you money. I’ll pack for you!”

They raced off in different directions, Ella and Rose dashing up the stairs. Glancing over her shoulder, Ella noticed Flo not following. 

“What? Don’t give me that look. I don’t have any money to give him.”

Ella beat everyone back to the front door, cash wadded up in her hands. She zipped up her jacket and shoved her feet into her snow boots. 

With bulging pockets, Edwin hurried over the snow.

“Get on Betsy,” Wink called and frantically brushed two feet of snow off the vehicle.

After a throaty start, Wink and Edwin raced across the snow and were gone in a cloud of exhaust. 

The others jogged down Main Street after them, Jimmy carrying the bag of Edwin’s items that Rose had packed. The group probably looked silly, but Ella didn’t care. Edwin was going home.

By the time they reached the boundary line, Ella was sweating and panting. Only Will had kept up. Jimmy trailed several yards back, staying with his wife. Flo, Ella was pretty sure, had been lost back in the yard at the inn.

Ahead, the snow looked like it had been sheared off, dropping five feet or so to more snow. Edwin stood on the other side, beaming up.

Ella gulped down air, hunched over, breathing like an asthmatic.

Will sounded winded when he asked, “Do you think you can make a trip back with supplies before you catch a bus home?”

“Yes, of course,” Edwin replied. “Don’t risk sending a volunteer. I’ll toss what I can get over the border.”

“We need batteries, bulbs, the usual. You know the drill.” 

Edwin’s expression set to steel. “I won’t let you down.”

The innkeepers had caught up. Rose gasped for air as she added to the list. “Medicine. Antibiotics, if you can get them. Sugar. The cane’s not producing as Gladys had hoped.” She continued rattling off more items. Edwin bobbed his head, his eyes transfixed on the horizon.

Ella, Will, Wink, Rose, and Jimmy stood in a line, staring down as they said farewell.

Tilting his head back, Edwin spoke. “I’ll miss you. All of you.” His eyes lingered on Jimmy and Rose. “There are no words for how much you’ve helped me. Given me a family when I had none. Thank you.

“I’ll be back tonight with what supplies I can. If Keystone’s still here, I’ll toss them across the border.”

He swallowed a deep breath, seeming to savor it. He looked over his shoulder at the unknown city, a waiting journey home before him. The sun hung low on the horizon, lighting his eyes with hope, peace, and a range of other emotions.

“See you around.”

Turning on his heel, he shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled towards the skyline. The sound of whistling rolled across the barren landscape as Edwin marched home.

“How about that,” Ella said softly. “He got his Christmas wish.” 




It took a couple of days of interrogating Evelyn before Chapman pieced together events. Two days after Christmas, he came into the diner while Ella, Will, and Wink were fixing the windows from Flo’s stun grenade. 

Over a thermos of coffee Ella had brought from the inn, he explained how Evelyn and Paul were, in fact, the Tool Belt Bandits—a ridiculous name if he’d ever heard one.

 They’d traveled across the country, robbing banks with a handgun and Winchester 73 rifle. When they stumbled into the village, they planned to stay overnight, sleeping in their car to hide from the heat from their most recent robbery in southwest Colorado. The next morning, they awoke and drove out of town, only to find ocean and icebergs surrounding Keystone. 

Stranded, they fought about what to do next. They used what they could of the money without drawing suspicion. Meanwhile, Paul worked construction, something he’d picked up from his father before his foray into the banking business. 

They had Sarah, and things seemed to be tumbling along smoothly for a little while. Paul was settling into his new line of work, but Evelyn wanted more. And she wanted out of the village. As relationships tended to do under pressure, their marriage turned toxic, and they fought nearly constantly.

Then one day, Paul hid their loot from his wife. Evelyn grew furious, but no matter what she tried, he wouldn’t relinquish the location of the money. 

Soon, he was diagnosed with cancer. Growing iller only cemented his bitterness, and he took the money’s location to the grave. 

For some time, Evelyn suspected he’d stashed the ill-gotten fortune at one of his work sites. For the past year or so, she’d been working through the various sites around town, searching as best she could without drawing attention. In recent weeks, she’d become more desperate, and the endless snow had been the last straw. 

Evelyn stole food as a cover story, in case she ever was found out. All anyone would discover was a poor mother, trying to provide for her daughter.

What she hadn’t accounted for was Erik. The greenhouses were nearly an endless task, only knowing vaguely which houses he’d remodeled after a storm had blown through town.

The Viking had caught her the first night, threatened her with an ax if she came back. She did, bringing along her father’s rifle, the very one she’d used during the bank robberies over a decade before. 

Using the ax to cover the bullet had been a stroke of genius, she felt. It wasn’t until the pie bake and Wink mentioning Paul’s construction on the addition to the diner that Evelyn realized he’d even worked on it. That lit a hunger inside the woman, and she wasn’t going to stop until she’d torn the place down to its studs.

Chapman shook his head, sipping the last of his coffee.

Ella studied her cold, untouched brew. “What’s going to happen to Sarah?”

“Neighbors offered to take her in. Seems she spent a lot of time with them, anyway, since her mother wasn’t around much.” 

Donning his bowler hat, he brushed the brim and left.




Ella placed the last stone and stood back to admire their work. Several other stones sat a foot, or so, away from each other, dotting the clearing. It was certainly shaped like a boat.

A few feet over, Will stretched his back, his hat in his hands in solemn silence. Ella wasn’t sure what came next, so she sidled over and stood between the inventor and Leif, staring at the freshly turned earth in the center of the “boat.” 

They’d helped the Viking bury his friend according to their custom, also burying the Norseman’s ax, a musket, and his sword alongside him. 

Leif’s lips moved silently. When it seemed he was finished, Ella brushed her fingers across his arm. 

“Þú munt hittast aftur í Valhöll.” She knew it wasn’t perfect, an Icelandic butchering mixed with Old Norse, but she hoped the sentiment carried across.

His chin dipped in understanding. He spoke no words, but his eyes carried their gratitude.

Ella slid back beside Will. A moment later, his fingers entangled with hers, sending her arm tingling, as he whispered, “What’d you say?”

It was a moment before she answered. “I told him they would meet again in Valhalla.” Her mouth turned down. “At least I hope that’s what I said.”

The somber silence was broken by crackling electronic static. A tinny voice creaked out from Ella’s jacket. 

“Poodle head, you there?”

 Ella jumped, her hands clawing through her pockets. Leif whirled around, and she shot him a sheepish grin as she pulled out the walkie-talkie. 

“Oops, heh. Forgot to turn this thing off. Pretty rude of me, really.” She motioned at the Viking. “Carry on.”

When she and Will had trekked a ways from the clearing, boots crunching over the snow, she held the device up.

“What do you want, Flo? I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

“What’s got your panties in a wad? Just thought you’d wanna know, Chapman gave us the sled back.”

“Rosebud’s back?”

“Yep.”

Will’s mouth turned into a thin, disapproving line. “Gave it back or she took it back?”

“Which do you think?” Ella mashed her thumb on the button and spoke into the device. “Maybe that’s not such a good idea, Flo. Remember what happened last time?”

“We’re already set up. Just seeing if you wanted to join the fun.”

“Wait, what? You and Wink are already at the top of the hill?” 

The device crackled. 

“Flo?” Ella pressed the button a few times but got no response. She let out an exasperated sigh and searched Will’s blue-green eyes.

One of his dimples showed as he grinned, replacing his fedora. “I’ll drive.” 


Hello, friends!




Thank you for reading my book. I can’t tell you how much that means to me.

I hope this series is as fun for you as it is for me because I plan on writing many more. When my day gets rough, I like to sit at my keyboard and visit Keystone Village and all its wonderful, quirky residents. And for a little while, I’m whisked far from politics, family obligations, and responsibilities.

Can you do me a favor? If you enjoyed this book, I’d be incredibly humbled if you left a review on Amazon, Goodreads, and BookBub. It helps other awesome readers like yourself find the series.

Also, if you’re interested to know when the next book in the series comes out (it’s soon, by the way), you can follow me on BookBub. However, Facebook is the best place to find me (search for @AmiDianeAuthor). Stop by and say hello. We can chat about cats, food, and coffee. I’m on all the time. I mean a lot. Too much, if I’m being honest.  
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