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      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The personal names have been invented by the author, and any likeness to the name of any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        Amish Recipe

      

      
        Amish Recipe

      

      
        About Ruth Hartzler

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jane, have you heard from Damon yet?” asked Eleanor, at our usual pre-dawn breakfast. 

      Eleanor had created quite the spread. There were piping hot pancakes with shimmering maple syrup, sizzling bacon, runny eggs, and enough coffee to keep a small army on its toes. There was also coffee soup, a traditional Amish breakfast, for Matilda. The only problem with the spread was that I had not touched a single thing. I slumped at the table, my chin resting in my hands, and I sighed and sighed again. 

      “I am sure he’s fine,” I replied miserably. What was the point in having a boyfriend if he was going to disappear in Scotland? “He’s likely found someone called Skye. She’s probably the very attractive daughter of a dairy farmer.”

      “Take Mr. Crumbles, Jane.” Matilda walked into the kitchen and shoved the big gray cat into my arms. “You’ll feel better. Patting a cute little kitten always makes me feel better.”

      Mr. Crumbles bit my finger, and I was forced to let him go. He sprung on the table, stole a slice of bacon before Eleanor could shoo him away, and jumped to the floor. We all watched as he vanished around the corner, purring loudly. 

      “Honestly, Matilda,” Eleanor said. “A cute little kitten? Sometimes you say the strangest things.” 

      I sighed. There was tension between the two sisters, and I often found myself in the middle of it. If only I could bite someone on the hand, grab a slice of bacon, and vanish. 

      “I do not,” Matilda snapped. 

      “You’re just grumpy because you haven’t had your coffee soup, and it isn’t dawn yet,” Eleanor retorted. She exchanged a glance with me. “Isn’t that right, Jane?” 

      “I’m not grumpy,” Matilda protested. She patted my back. “I suppose you can’t eat because you’re worried about not hearing from Damon? He’s probably having a wonderful time visiting his mother.” 

      “Or Skye,” Eleanor added unhelpfully.

      Matilda frowned. “Who is Skye?”

      I replied, “She’s the young, thin, daughter of a Scottish dairy farmer.”

      “Mr. Crumbles!” Eleanor cried suddenly. When no one was looking, he had crept into the room, and now he was running off with another slice of bacon. There would be no breakfast left for me if I didn’t eat something soon. Gingerly, I picked up a fork and poked my eggs. 

      “Scotland is full of wonderful sights like the Edinburgh Castle, Scottish Highland cattle, and the Loch Ness Monster,” Eleanor said. 

      Matilda stirred her coffee soup vigorously, causing a delightful aroma of coffee, and thankfully not stale bread, to waft through the air. “There’s no such thing as the Loch Ness Monster, Eleanor.” 

      Eleanor’s face formed a scowl. “How would you know?” 

      Matilda snorted rudely. “And Damon has already seen the sights of Scotland. After all, he was born there. He only left Scotland a few years ago, I believe. Isn’t that right, Jane?” 

      “Yes,” I said absently. Damon had flown to Scotland a month earlier to visit his mother, but I hadn’t heard from him for the past five days. That was unusual, as Damon liked to call me every morning, to say hello and to make sure I had not accidentally set fire to anything. 

      “I’m sure he hasn’t found another woman, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Matilda turned her attention to her breakfast, which she consumed rather noisily. After an interval, she added, “I wouldn’t worry, Jane. After all, I’m not worried about Damon. I’m worried about me. I haven’t had enough breakfast.”

      Eleanor spoke up. “Jane, how did he seem when he last spoke to you?” 

      I plastered what I hoped was a nonchalant look on my face. “He seemed his normal self.” 

      “There’s a logical explanation for sure,” Eleanor said. “Maybe he lost his phone.” 

      “Then why didn’t he get another phone and call me?” 

      “Because nobody remembers anybody’s number these days,” Eleanor pointed out. “It’s not like when we were young and had to remember people’s phone numbers. These days, the phone remembers the numbers and calls people for you.” 

      Damon would remember my phone number, I wanted to say, but there did not seem any point in arguing. 

      Matilda rolled her eyes.

      Undaunted, Eleanor pushed on. “Yes, that’s it! He lost his phone in a loch. Or maybe the Loch Ness Monster ate it,” she said. “Or maybe one of those Scottish Highland cows ate it. I’ve heard they are very friendly with people.” 

      Matilda groaned, “I’m afraid to ask, but why would cows that are friendly to humans eat phones?” 

      Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest. “I simply meant that those cattle have a reputation for being friendly. That means they would get close to people, unlike other breeds of cattle that wouldn’t get close to people. If you can’t get close to people, how will you eat their phones?” 

      The sisters continued to bicker. I stood up abruptly. “If he lost his phone, he could call the phone in Rebecca’s shop.” 

      I sat back down and ran my hand over my eyes. “I have a bad feeling. I think something’s happened to him.” 

      A sudden blast interrupted the conversation. The whole farmhouse shook. Matilda’s mug fell and shattered on the stone floor. 

      “What was that?” I cried. 

      The noise continued. It sounded as though the whole yard was falling in. It was a terrible racket. 

      “I’m going to see what’s going on.” Matilda picked up her coat. “I can’t identify that sound.” 

      I grabbed a flashlight. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I’m coming too,” said Eleanor. 

      Matilda didn’t argue. 

      We hurried down into the living room, out the front door, and sprinted across to the barn. 

      I had expected to see Billy, the unruly and somewhat dangerous goat, wreaking havoc and maybe jumping up and down on my car, but for once, there was not a goat in sight. 

      Matilda grabbed my arm. “Stay under cover, Jane.” Matilda’s grip was like a vice on my arm. Her hand was warm from where she had been holding her bowl of coffee soup. 

      For the first time, I noticed that she and Eleanor were well-armed. Matilda was clutching a shotgun, and Eleanor was wielding a large hunting knife. I shouldn’t have been surprised, really. The knife’s handle was rubbed smooth and was missing a chunk at the tip. Matilda’s shotgun was ancient and dull, and the butt of the grip had deep dents from her calloused hand. It seemed the surge of adrenaline had suddenly made me observant.

      The three of us hung back just outside the barn door. I did my best to stay calm, but my senses were heightened. The air was sharp and dry. It smelled of livestock, old leather, and hay. 

      I stood on one side of the door. Eleanor and Matilda stood on the other. We all stared at the barn door. We stayed like that for what seemed to me to be a long time, until we were sure that whatever it was that had made those frightening sounds was long gone. 

      I poked my head into the barn, and then quickly withdrew it. 

      “Jane, what is it?” asked Matilda. She pumped her shotgun. “Jane, what did you see?” 

      I shook my head. “Nothing.” 

      Matilda and Eleanor, who were standing right behind me, didn’t say anything. We crept away from the barn into the early morning dark. Whoever said, ‘It’s always darkest before dawn,’ was right. Somewhere, an owl hooted. 

      I showed the way with the flashlight I’d grabbed from the house. We crept to the edge of the orchard and took cover behind some apple trees. 

      “Be careful. Maybe Billy escaped,” Eleanor said under her breath. 

      But all was quiet. “Let’s go back to the house,” Matilda whispered. “Don’t let down your guard.” 

      As soon as we reached the porch, the screeching sound came again. Something was the matter. 

      I gripped my flashlight and peered into the fading darkness. Matilda and Eleanor aimed their weapons. We inched along, making our way to the barn. 

      Matilda said, “It’s coming from inside the barn!” 

      She raced to the door, Eleanor beside her, and me hard on their heels. 

      We all gasped when we identified the source of the terrible sound.
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      It was an old wall phone.

      I looked at the worn and dirty phone. “How can a phone make such a terrible noise?” I said to nobody in particular.

      The phone was attached to a wooden frame, and its outer casing was worn. Paint was peeling from the phone, and the cord was fraying.

      Matilda wasted no time examining it. “It appears to have an amplifier attached to it, so people who are working outside can hear it.”

      “I think the neighbors ten miles away heard it!” I exclaimed. “I had no idea this old phone worked.”

      Eleanor spoke up. “Yes, indeed. I’ve heard that the sound of old-fashioned phones with amplifiers could be heard for miles.” She looked up at the rafters. “And people could eavesdrop. That’s one of the reasons people called it the ‘party line.’ People far and wide would pick up the phone and listen in.”

      Matilda stared at the massive phone. “And look at that old-fashioned cord!” she exclaimed. “This must have been the original phone set. I’ve never bothered to look at it before.”

      “It’s in such good condition,” Eleanor said.

      Matilda pointed to the phone and the wire. “I’m willing to bet that this is still hooked up to the line.”

      “No way,” I said. “That phone probably hasn’t worked for fifty-some years.” I shook my head. “Well, clearly it is working, because we all heard it.”

      Eleanor took a deep breath. “You have to pull the receiver off the hook to make a call.”

      Matilda rolled her eyes. “Everybody knows that, Eleanor.”

      My stomach knotted. “I have the most awful feeling. This place looks like the setting for a horror movie with the early shafts of sunlight eerily making their way over the hills, and the phone making that dreadful noise. Who could possibly be calling us? It can’t be good news.”

      “Maybe the call was meant for the last owners of the farm,” Matilda said.

      Eleanor nodded slowly. “Yes, that makes sense, Matilda.”

      “I always make sense,” Matilda said, “unlike some people.”

      “Oh, yes, you’re right!” I exclaimed. “Rebecca did tell me about the phone. It’s on a separate line to the phone in the house. She didn’t tell me it still worked, though.”

      Matilda clapped her hands. “Mystery solved! As the house phone isn’t working due to Billy eating through the lines yesterday, somebody has called the other phone which must be on a separate line. The number must be in the book.”

      “What book?” Eleanor asked.

      “The phone book, obviously.”

      The phone rang again, once more uttering the sound that reminded me of a hailstorm on an iron roof with a vibration that felt like an approaching tornado.

      “Answer it, Jane,” Matilda said urgently.

      Suddenly, I knew the phone call was going to be about Damon. I just knew. I hurried to the phone, my heart in my mouth. With one hand, I clutched my stomach, and with the other hand, I snatched the receiver and put it to my ear. “Hello,” I began, but a voice cut me off.

      “Mrs. Jane Delight?”

      The accent was Scottish, but it wasn’t Damon’s voice. “Yes?” I said tentatively.

      “Detective Inspector Campbell speaking. Detective Damon McCloud’s mother has supplied us with information as to your name and general location, and we were able to track down this phone number.” He continued to speak, but the barn interior was spinning.

      “Has, has something happened to Damon?” I sputtered.

      It seemed ages before the voice said, “Mrs. Delight, I regret to inform you that Detective McCloud has been kidnapped.”

      Time froze, I was certain. Time stopped. The world stood still. Matilda, who was standing right next to me, looked at me with puzzlement.

      “Do you have any more information?” I said rather too loudly. “What happened?” My voice was hoarse and shrill, and my hands began to shake. The phone slipped from my grasp, and the person on the phone continued his story.

      “And I will tell you this, Mrs. Delight,” Detective Campbell was saying when I picked up the receiver handset, and I could tell he was trying to be gentle. “Mrs. Delight?”

      I knew he was talking, but I didn’t want to hear it, and my eyes were closed, and I was floating, floating, floating. I could hear him shuffling papers around, but my eyes were still closed. At once, the connection was lost. Once more, I dropped the receiver. It fell to the end of its cord and bounced off the wooden post in front of me.

      I turned to Matilda and Eleanor. “Damon has been kidnapped.” The room whirled around me. I swallowed hard and straightened up again. “Damon,” I said softly. “Damon is gone.” 

      I slumped to the ground and leaned against the cold corner of the wall. My hands covered my face, and my whole body shook.

      “Jane, what happened?” Eleanor asked me.

      I tried to answer her, but nothing came out of my mouth except a groan of despair and misery. “Damon has been kidnapped,” I said softly. “I have to go to Scotland.” Before Eleanor could say anything more, I pushed myself up off the floor with all of my strength and ran toward the door.

      I heard Matilda shouting after me, “Jane! Jane! Can you hear me? Do something, Eleanor. Don’t just stand there!”

      A deafening roar drowned out my thoughts. My heart was beating out of my chest.

      I sent up a silent prayer that Damon was okay. A surge of adrenaline flooded through me as I flung myself out of the barn and looked up at the now blue sky, squinting as the morning sun hurt my eyes.

      I had to find Damon. I would find Damon, no matter what it took.
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      “But we should come with you,” Matilda protested. She thrust a package into my hand. “Breakfast burritos. You didn’t have any breakfast.”

      I thanked her, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to eat it. I turned my attention to a customer. It had been a busy morning in my sister Rebecca’s cupcake store. I was tending to customers while Rebecca was in the shop’s kitchen baking more cupcakes. Matilda and Eleanor were fussing over me.

      “I think we should go with you,” Matilda said. “I know you’ve already booked, Jane, but even if we can’t get on the same flight, we could get on a later flight.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t want you to go with me. You both need to stay and help Rebecca. And Rebecca will need a lot of help at the Mud Sale this Saturday.”

      Deep crevices formed on Eleanor’s forehead. “A Mud Sale? Who would buy it?”

      “Buy what?” Matilda snapped.

      “Why, mud, of course,” Eleanor retorted. “People can make their own, so why would anybody buy it?”

      Matilda clutched her head and hurried out of the shop, leaving me to explain to Eleanor. “A Mud Sale is usually a benefit auction for a fire company. It’s called a Mud Sale as it’s usually held at the end of winter when there’s mud around.”

      “I see.” Eleanor nodded slowly. “And it’s the end of winter now. But Jane, can’t the Amish people help Rebecca at the Mud Sale, leaving us free to fly to Edinburgh with you this afternoon?”

      I shook my head. “No, because they’ll have their own stalls, and they will all be horribly busy. Besides, Rebecca can’t run the shop by herself. She needs help. And who will look after Mr. Crumbles and the goats? Please say you’ll stay because I won’t be able to fly to Edinburgh to find Damon if you don’t.”

      “All right then, we’ll stay and help Rebecca,” Eleanor said with a sigh. “But Jane, I don’t like the thought of you going to Scotland by yourself. Scottish people are dangerous, with their big swords and everything. And then there are the monsters that live in lochs.” She shuddered.

      I didn’t know how to respond. “Um, I’ll be all right,” I began, but Eleanor cut me off.

      “Can’t you leave it to the police? The Scottish detectives will find Damon, I’m certain of it. You’ve never even been to the country, so you can’t possibly be of any help.”

      “You may be right,” I admitted, “but I can’t stay here. I have to go.”

      Rebecca walked into the room carrying a tray. The heavenly aroma of cupcakes fresh from the oven filled the room. My mouth watered at the buttery smell of frosting, the smell of crushed nuts, the scent of cinnamon and vanilla. “How long do you plan to stay, Jane?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe a week, maybe two. I really don’t know. I’m playing it by ear.”

      Matilda strode back into the shop. “Has Eleanor stopped talking foolishness yet?” she asked, but then her eyes fell upon Rebecca. Rebecca didn’t like bickering, as Matilda well knew, which is no doubt why she rapidly changed the subject. “Have you booked your accommodation yet, Jane?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t had time. But don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll find accommodation at short notice.”

      “When do you plan to introduce yourself to Damon’s mother?” Eleanor asked me.

      I bit my lip and thought it over. “That’s a bit awkward, isn’t it!” When nobody responded, I added, “I have no idea, to be honest. I’ll settle in and call Detective Campbell, and then I’ll probably contact Damon’s mother. It’s not the best of circumstances to meet her for the first time like this.”

      “It certainly isn’t,” Matilda said. “Call us as soon as you have somewhere to stay, Jane, so we won’t worry so much about you.”

      I promised I would.

      And so, several hours later, I found myself somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, heading for Scotland.

      My stomach was in knots. I counted myself lucky that my passport was current. Just before my divorce, I had accompanied my ex-husband, Ted, to New Zealand to visit his cousin.

      The plane shook, and I fastened my seatbelt. All the plane disaster movies and documentaries I had seen flooded back to me. I tried to turn my thoughts away from the turbulence to the events of the day.

      The detective had called again on the old barn phone, and I had given him my cell phone number. He had no news about Damon. I had told him I was flying to Scotland, and he had promised he would keep me informed of any progress.

      I pressed my nose to the small window and watched the pattern of lights below me. I was leaving an airstrip I knew and would next be on solid ground at an airport on the east coast of Scotland. A feathered vein of lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating every cloud, and before I knew it, I felt myself drifting off to sleep.

      I opened my eyes and saw the woman sitting next to me, her head lolling back and forth as she slept. I looked out of the window and was surprised to see it was dark, which meant that we’d been in the air for several hours, and it was getting late. I was about to put my seatbelt back on when I heard her stir.

      “How long have I been asleep?” she asked me.

      “I don’t know. I think you were awake when I fell asleep, and I’ve been asleep for a few hours.”

      She nodded. “I was exhausted. You must have been too. Oh, the plane is descending. That noise is the landing gear.”

      I looked out of the window once more. In the distance, I saw what I assumed was the coast of Scotland. The world below was a sea of blue, and the horizon was a line of black against the sky.

      Now I had to find accommodation—and Damon.
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      The Customs clearance at Edinburgh International Airport did not take as long as I thought it would, much to my relief.

      After passing my carry-on luggage and my purse through the X-ray machine, I was waved through. I should have been, of course, as my passport and purse held no contraband, but I had been expecting a much more thorough search. My jittery fixation with the X-ray machine was only broken by the intrusive presence of a cute sniffer dog, which made sure I wasn’t carrying anything illegal, such as a kilo of Afghan opium or maybe a stray banana.

      The customs officer who checked my passport stared at me. “Business or pleasure?”

      I’d heard stories of lone travelers being asked all sorts of probing questions, and I didn’t envy Americans who had to prove they really were Americans. Still, he accepted my short reply, “Pleasure”—was investigating my boyfriend’s kidnapping pleasure?—with a nod, and wished me a happy stay in Scotland before stamping my passport.

      I scanned the terminal for the signs pointing the way to baggage. A man in a gray shirt and black pants appeared beside me. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m trying to find baggage claim.” I guessed him to be well over six feet, maybe six feet four inches, with dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. He had the build of a man who worked out regularly. Or a kidnapper, maybe?

      “Aye, that’s right this way.” He tapped my shoulder and pointed. “Do you want me to show you?”

      “I’m fine, really. Thank you.” I stopped and shot him a small smile.

      He backed off, but I knew he was watching me. I turned, smiled once more, and then slipped around a corner. When I glanced back, he was gone. I had no reason to be suspicious, but my nerves were on edge.

      I retrieved my luggage and sat down at a café to catch my breath. After a few sips of coffee, I turned on my phone. There were several missed calls as well as texts from Matilda and Eleanor telling me to call them immediately.

      My thoughts first went to Damon. Was there news? Surely not, as Matilda and Eleanor would have texted to say, or I would have had a call from Detective Campbell.

      I immediately called Matilda. She answered at once. “Jane! We have some good news about your accommodation.”

      My body tensed. “Accommodation?” I began tentatively. Before I could say any more, Matilda pushed on. “Yes! We found you a lovely place, a cute little Bed and Breakfast.”

      Eleanor piped up. “But it’s not in the highlands, it’s in the lowlands. The highlands are full of men with big swords, and they’re very aggressive, so I believe. The lowlands are filled with more peaceable people. Historically, the highland people fought each other, whereas the lowlands people only had to fight the English.”

      “What nonsense you speak!” Matilda continued
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