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Chapter 1 – Dust at Dusk


[image: ]


The late summer sun hung low over the rolling fields, washing everything in a deep amber glow. The road leading into Cedar Hollow stretched on like a ribbon of dirt and gravel, twisting between golden wheat and tall grass that swayed in the warm breeze. Every few minutes, a puff of red dust lifted into the air where wagon wheels or truck tires had once passed, only to settle slowly again, blanketing the roadside weeds in a dull, earthen coat.

Ella Mae Carson tightened her grip on the steering wheel of her old blue Chevy, the bench seat creaking beneath her as she adjusted her posture. The air coming through the half-open window was warm and thick with the smell of earth and hay. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, its echo swallowed quickly by the open fields.

The town was still a good mile away, but the outline of the old grain elevator was already visible, rising above the treetops like a silent sentinel. Ella’s eyes lingered on it, the way one might stare at a long-forgotten landmark, unsure if it’s comforting or foreboding. She hadn’t been back to Cedar Hollow in over eight years, not since the night she’d left without saying goodbye.

A sign on the roadside leaned slightly to one side, the paint faded but still legible: “Welcome to Cedar Hollow — A Good Place to Grow.” The words felt almost ironic now, though she didn’t let the thought settle. She was here for a reason, and letting her mind drift toward the past would only make it harder to do what needed to be done.

Main Street came into view, lined with weathered storefronts and painted signs that had probably been hanging there since her grandfather’s time. The feed store was still the tallest building in the row, its tin roof catching the last glint of sunlight. A few doors down, the diner’s neon sign flickered on and off, fighting to stay lit. She could already imagine the smell of coffee and fresh pie drifting out when the door opened.

As Ella eased the Chevy into a parking space in front of Miller’s Feed & Supply, she spotted a man leaning casually against the post outside. His jeans were dusty, and his hat sat low over his brow, casting a shadow across his eyes. She recognized him instantly — Luke McAllister. The last time she’d seen him, they’d been standing on the Mill Creek Bridge, voices raised, the night air tense with words neither of them had wanted to speak.

Luke’s gaze met hers as she stepped out of the truck, the gravel crunching under her boots. His expression didn’t change much — maybe a flicker of surprise, maybe not — but his stance straightened ever so slightly.

“Didn’t think I’d see you here again,” he said, his voice low and even.

“Didn’t think I’d be back,” Ella replied, brushing a bit of dust from her sleeve.

The pause between them was heavy, filled with all the unspoken questions. Ella glanced toward the feed store door, hoping to sidestep the conversation.

“You here for business or just passing through?” Luke asked, his tone somewhere between cautious curiosity and guarded familiarity.

“Business,” she said simply. “I’m here to see Mr. Miller.”

Luke studied her for a moment longer, then gave a slow nod. “He’s inside. Been waiting for you.”

Inside the feed store, the air smelled of grain, old wood, and the faint tang of machine oil. Wooden bins lined the walls, sacks of feed stacked neatly in the corner. Behind the counter stood Henry Miller, tall and wiry, with a neatly trimmed mustache and a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose.

“Ella Mae Carson,” he said with a smile that didn’t quite hide his curiosity. “Back in town. Thought you’d settled somewhere far from here.”

“Life changes,” she answered, stepping closer. “I got your letter. I came as quick as I could.”

Henry’s smile faded as he motioned her toward the back room. The moment the door closed behind them, the creak of the wooden floor seemed louder. On the table lay a thick envelope, yellowed around the edges, her name scrawled across the front in a familiar hand.

“Your uncle left this with me,” Henry said, resting his palm on the envelope. “Told me to give it to you if you ever came back.”

Ella’s stomach tightened. Her uncle had been gone for three years now, but his presence felt suddenly near. She took the envelope, feeling its weight. It wasn’t just paper inside — something small and solid shifted within.

“What’s in it?” she asked, her voice quieter than before.

“Only one way to know,” Henry said, leaning back against the wall.

She slid a finger under the flap, tearing it open carefully. Inside was a folded letter and a small brass key, worn and cold in her palm. The letter was short, the handwriting slanted and hurried.

Ella, if you’re reading this, it means I didn’t get the chance to tell you face-to-face. The key opens the lockbox in the loft of the old barn. You’ll find things there that will answer some questions and raise others. Be careful who you trust.

Her fingers tightened around the key. “The barn’s still there?”

Henry nodded. “Hasn’t been touched since you left. Folks around here say it’s bad luck to go near it.”

Outside, the sun had dipped lower, shadows stretching across the road. Ella stepped out of the feed store with the envelope tucked under her arm. Luke was still there, though now he leaned against his old truck, arms crossed.

“You got that look,” he said when she passed him.

“What look?” she asked, not slowing her step.

“The look that says you’re about to stir up something this town’s been trying to keep buried.”

She stopped and turned to face him. “Maybe some things shouldn’t stay buried.”

The breeze shifted, carrying the scent of cut hay and something faintly metallic. Luke’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t press further.

The drive out to the farm felt longer than she remembered. The dirt road twisted through fields where the grass grew high, dotted with wildflowers. At the top of a gentle hill, the old Carson place stood quiet, its white paint faded to gray, shutters hanging askew. The barn loomed behind it, its red paint flaking, the roof sagging slightly.

Ella parked beside the leaning fence, the creak of the gate loud in the stillness as she pushed it open. The barn doors groaned when she slid them apart, a smell of dust and old hay spilling out. Inside, beams of light filtered through gaps in the walls, illuminating floating specks of dust like slow-falling snow.

She found the ladder to the loft and climbed, each rung complaining under her weight. The loft was just as she remembered — bales of hay stacked in the far corner, an old trunk by the wall, and near the beam, a weathered lockbox. The brass key turned smoothly, the click echoing in the quiet space.

Inside were bundles of old photographs, a small leather-bound journal, and a folded map with lines drawn in red ink. The photos were of people she didn’t recognize — strangers standing in front of buildings she’d never seen. The journal’s pages were filled with terse entries, names, and dates, some crossed out in thick black ink.

One name appeared over and over, underlined in several entries: M. Whitaker.

Ella’s pulse quickened. The Whitaker family had left Cedar Hollow years before she was born, and folks rarely spoke of them except in whispers.

A sudden creak from below made her freeze. She glanced toward the ladder, but no one was there. Still, the sound hadn’t been her imagination.

Closing the box, she slipped the key into her pocket and descended quietly. Stepping out into the dusky light, she caught a glimpse of a figure moving beyond the fence line — tall, wearing a dark coat despite the warmth of the evening.

The figure paused just long enough to look her way before disappearing into the tall grass.

Ella stood still for a moment, the key pressing against her thigh, the dust settling around her boots. She knew then that Cedar Hollow hadn’t forgotten her — and whatever her uncle had left behind was just the beginning.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger in the Feed Store
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Morning broke with a thin veil of mist drifting over the fields, softening the edges of the landscape. Cedar Hollow woke slowly; a rooster crowed somewhere in the distance, and the clatter of an early tractor echoed faintly across the valley. Ella Mae Carson pulled her truck into the same parking space outside Miller’s Feed & Supply, her eyes scanning Main Street for any sign of the tall figure she’d seen near her uncle’s barn the night before.

The storefronts were the same as yesterday, but the air felt different — heavier, as if the town itself had shifted an inch overnight. She pushed open the feed store’s door, the familiar jingle of the bell above greeting her, along with the earthy scent of grain and the faint tang of oiled wood.

Henry Miller stood behind the counter, sorting through a pile of invoices. He glanced up and offered a polite nod. “Back already? Didn’t figure you’d be up this early.”

“Didn’t sleep much,” Ella replied, keeping her voice neutral. “Figured I’d get an early start on things.”

Henry slid the invoices aside and leaned against the counter. “You still have that key?”

Ella tapped her pocket. “It’s not the key I’m worried about. I saw someone out at the farm last night — tall, dark coat. Didn’t recognize him.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed. “This time of year, folks don’t wander around in coats. You think it’s someone from around
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