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      Ashes to Ashes is the prequel to the Maddie Swallows cozy  mystery series and is yours for free!

      

      When you download Ashes to Ashes, you’ll also have the chance to sign up for my newsletter. I send emails twice a month, and I hope to see you there! Emails are the most reliable way I have to contact my readers with updates about my current projects, sales, and new releases.
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        Most honeymoons include romance and relaxation. Not murder.

      

      

      

      When Maddie Swallows envisioned her honeymoon, she pictured a luxury resort nestled in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. Instead, she and her husband, Benji, find themselves in a dusty saloon in a town known for its old western movie sets, where daily bank robberies and staged shootouts are the norm.

      

      Soon after checking in, Maddie and Benji stumble upon a man hanging from an old movie prop noose. Initially believing it to be part of the entertainment, they quickly realize the grim truth—the man is dead, and no one knows his identity or how he ended up there.

      

      As the entire town of Dusty Ridge becomes a suspect pool, the local sheriff seems more concerned with preserving the town’s reputation than solving the murder. With time running out, Maddie and Benji must uncover the truth behind the murders before they become the murderer’s next victims.
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      Gunfire. Two shots.

      Benji had already been driving slowly along the winding roads of the Colorado mountains, but when we’d had to turn off onto a bumpy dirt road a mile back, we’d been forced to a crawl. I was exhausted from the drive and anxious to get to our hotel, but after hearing those gunshots…I was suddenly no longer in a hurry. Getting stuck in the middle of a shootout was hardly the way to start our honeymoon.

      I squinted, trying to see through the trees. The forest was dense, and if the shooter was hiding in there, it would be impossible to tell.

      It turned out that the trees weren’t where our attention needed to be.

      We had just reached a bend in the road when a man stepped out in front of us. He held out a hand like he was a construction worker, though he wore chaps and a cowboy hat.

      Benji, whose sole focus was on avoiding the numerous potholes, didn’t notice the man, who was calmly standing there, smiling, fully expecting us to stop.

      “Benji,” I squealed.

      My husband glanced up, then slammed his foot on the brake. We skidded to a stop, bouncing off one of the potholes that Benji had been working so hard to avoid.

      My breaths came quick and heavy, and I held onto the dashboard.

      “What is someone doing in the middle of the road?” Benji asked, his breathing as labored as my own. “I could have killed him.”

      As if in response to Benji’s question, enthusiastic booing punctuated the air, and a cowboy on a horse appeared at the bend, racing as if his life depended on it. He was dressed all in black, and a bandana covered the bottom half of his face. His horse carried three canvas bags with large dollar signs printed on the sides.

      “That’s the outlaw of Dusty Ridge,” Benji whispered, his eyes lighting up in excitement.

      As the cowboy raced past us, we made eye contact, and he tipped his hat.

      Okay, a polite outlaw.

      Dusty Ridge.

      It wasn’t exactly the romantic honeymoon destination I’d had in mind, but that was partly my fault. Things had gotten busy, with my dad being murdered and all that, and I was still in my sappy I don’t care as long as I’m with you phase. So, I had told Benji that he could choose where we spent our honeymoon.

      I was starting to care, now that we were arriving at the small Colorado town of Dusty Ridge, known for its classic Western movie sets, midday shootouts, and late-afternoon bank robberies.

      I turned to Benji, who was leaning over the steering wheel, craning his neck, as if he could see through the trees that surrounded us. His ginormous grin told me that even though we hadn’t checked into our hotel yet, he was in heaven.

      I slipped back into my I don’t care as long as I’m with you laissez-faire attitude, because seeing Benji this happy—I really didn’t care.

      And who knew, maybe it would turn out that Dusty Ridge was the most romantic place that Benji could have chosen. If I were honest with myself, I wouldn’t mind seeing Benji in a cowboy hat and tight jeans. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized the potential this honeymoon held.

      We had to wait another minute or two, but then the cowboy in front of the car waved us forward, and we rumbled along the dirt road that led into town. True to the town’s name, dust swirled around the car as we drove, so much so that I could taste it, even with the windows up.

      When we rounded the corner, my eyes widened and Benji’s smile grew. If I hadn’t known better—which I didn’t—I’d have said this town hadn’t changed at all since the 1800s. Wooden storefronts with plank walkways stretched in front of us. To the right of us was a barber, a pharmacy, a bank, and the sheriff’s station. Further ahead on the left was a fire station with a single fire engine, a bakery, and a two-story saloon.

      The car lumbered forward, and Benji eventually slowed to a stop. He turned to me, his smile having never faded. “So, what do you think?”

      I lowered my window and stuck my head out. A cool breeze washed over me—a stark contrast to the heat of New Mexico.

      From Benji’s expression, I could tell that he expected I had fallen in love with this town as much as he already had. It was funny, because Benji knew me better than anyone else in the world, with the exception of my kids. And he honestly believed this old Western town would be my idea of the perfect honeymoon.

      The jury was still out on that verdict, but if Benji was so sure I’d love it, I was willing to give it a chance.

      “It’s beautiful here,” I said, taking in the mountains that surrounded us. “And there is plenty to keep us entertained. As long as the shootouts remain fictional. After the wedding we had, we don’t need any more dead bodies.”

      Benji gave me a quick kiss. “I couldn’t agree more.” And then he popped the trunk and jumped out of the car.

      “Shouldn’t we wait until we get to the hotel to unload?” I asked.  I hadn’t brought an excessive amount of clothes, but it was enough to fill two suitcases. I had wanted to ensure I had the right items for the right weather.

      “We’re already here,” Benji said, setting one of my suitcases on the planked walkway. He nodded toward the saloon.

      I blinked. “We’re staying…in a bar?” It looked nice enough—it seemed it had been renovated recently and had that ‘now open for business’ kind of look about it. But it wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind for our honeymoon.

      “It’s a saloon, not a bar,” Benji said. “And we’re staying in the suite above it. Very exclusive. We’ll have the entire second floor to ourselves.” He walked back to the trunk to retrieve the other two bags. “There was availability above the sheriff’s office, but the rooms are a lot smaller. I thought the splurge was worth it.”

      My darling husband had splurged for the saloon suite. Maybe it would be better than I was imagining it to be.

      Husband. I still wasn’t quite used to calling him that, but I hoped the novelty never wore off.

      “Sounds wonderful,” I said, stepping out of the car. I took my suitcase from his hand, and as I lugged it toward the front doors, a woman stepped out. She was in full saloon attire, donning a red sequined dress with black lace and a matching feathered hat.

      She gave me a warm smile. “Welcome to Dusty Ridge. You must be Maddison.”

      “I am,” I said, returning her smile. “And this is my husband, Benji.”

      The woman nodded, as if she’d expected as much. “Congratulations on your recent marriage.” She motioned to a young man who stood behind her, hidden by the old-fashioned swinging doors.

      The young man stepped through the doors and nodded toward the suitcases. “May I?”

      Dusty Ridge was more refined than I had given it credit for. “Yes. Thank you.”

      The young man took our three suitcases and disappeared back inside.

      “I hope you’ll find your accommodations satisfactory,” the woman said, turning back to us. “My name is Amelia Bloomfield—but you can call me Amy. If you need anything at all, you just let me know, and I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you so much, Amy,” I said, immediately liking her.

      She gestured toward the saloon. “Let’s get you two checked in, and I’ll show you to your room.”

      Benji took my hand and squeezed it, his excitement palpable. As we followed Amy inside, he leaned in and whispered in my ear, “After she shows us where our room is, I had something special in mind. If you’re up to it, of course. I know long drives make you tired.”

      A shiver of anticipation ran up my spine.

      “Oh, yeah?” I said, my tone teasing. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Visiting the movie sets on the other side of town,” he said. “I only caught a glimpse of them on our way in, but did I tell you that Six Shots to Sundown and Deadwood Sky were both filmed right here in Dusty Ridge?”

      I looked for any hint that Benji was kidding, but he looked like a boy who had woken up early on Christmas morning and was just waiting for permission to burst down the stairs and see what Santa had brought him.

      I had known that Benji had enjoyed watching old Westerns with his dad growing up, but I hadn’t realized just how much he’d enjoyed them until now.

      “I think I can muster up enough energy to walk over there with you,” I said with a laugh. Anything else I’d thought Benji had in mind could wait.

      Amy walked behind the bar, which apparently doubled as the check-in counter, to code our keycards. “Not that I was eavesdropping,” Amy said, picking up a pamphlet from beside her, “but if you’re interested in the history of our town, and the movies that have been filmed here, you’ll find this worth a read.” She handed it to Benji. “We also have an indoor museum with real props from the movies. You won’t find any replicas here—our pride wouldn’t allow it.”

      “And for those that might not be as into that sort of thing,” she continued, handing me a different pamphlet, “we do offer spa services.” She gave me a wink, like she knew what I’d been thinking.

      I wasn’t sure what about me said I would prefer a spa to a museum, but Amy had read me wrong. Was I into cowboy movies? No, not really. But I loved history, and I loved museums—I could get lost in plaques for hours. I also really loved movies. I’d always wanted to visit an active movie set and hoped I still might someday. For right now, this might be the closest I was going to get.

      “Thank you,” I said, folding the pamphlet and slipping it into my purse. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings by appearing ungrateful.

      Amy seemed pleased with herself for a job well done, handed us our keycards, and then led us to an elevator in the back.

      “This is a private elevator,” Amy said, glancing over her shoulder at us. “You are the only ones who can access it, and it will take you directly to your room. Don’t worry, there is a privacy door that you can close so that if you need anything from us, we aren’t walking in unannounced.” She gave us a wink as she swiped our keycard. The elevator doors instantly opened.

      I knew I shouldn’t be embarrassed by the innuendo, but I couldn’t help the blush that crept into my cheeks. “Thank you for all your help,” I said, pushing Benji into the elevator and hitting the ‘close door’ button. “I’m sure everything will be just perfect.”

      “You’ll find a menu in your room,” Amy continued, even as the doors were closing. “Your breakfast is complimenta⁠—”

      The elevator door cut off the rest of her sentence.

      Benji glanced at me, an amused eyebrow raised. “What was all that about?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I get weird when other people make a big deal about newlywed couples and…stuff.”

      He laughed and pulled me in for a kiss. “What if we were the ones who made it weird for her?”

      Our lips lingered, and then I pulled back, scrunching my nose. “Then I’d never be able to look her in the eye if I needed so much as an extra blanket.”

      Benji smirked. The elevator doors opened, and we stepped out into the Saloon Suite.

      “You’re sure you want to run out to that movie set right away?” I asked, taking in the large room. A dining area sat to our left, complete with a table filled with chocolates and sparkling cider. A king-size bed sat in the middle of the room with rose petals sprinkled over it. If we wanted to take in the sunset later, a private balcony welcomed us. And of course it was all Western themed, complete with a cowboy boot clock on the wall.

      “I suppose we could rest up first,” Benji said, scooping me up in his arms.

      I squealed as he tossed me onto the bed.

      I could get used to living in the Wild West.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt a lot later than it was when Benji and I finally emerged from the Saloon Suite and stepped into the elevator. I stifled a yawn as it reached the main floor.

      Amy glanced our way when we stepped out, and she gave a wave. Benji took the opportunity to grab my hand, pull me into a dramatic dip, and then give me a giant kiss.

      “Oh, come on,” I said when he pulled me back to my feet. My face burned with both embarrassment and attraction to my husband, and I hoped the blush wasn’t obvious. “I know you think you’re making it weird for Amy, but honestly, look at her face—she’s delighted.”

      Benji glanced over to the bar and couldn’t ignore Amy’s large smile. “Yeah, my plan seems to have backfired.” It was cute how disappointed he sounded.

      “Think of how lonely it must be, living in a place like this,” I said, taking his hand and pulling him toward the front door. “Are there any actual residents in this town, or is everyone that Amy interacts with either a co-worker or a tourist?”

      My eyes were still blurry from sleep, and I rubbed them, remembering a moment too late that I was still wearing mascara. Amy might think she knew what had happened up there in the bedroom, but little did she know that Benji had been spot on when he’d said that long car drives made me sleepy. Sometime after my fortieth birthday, I had regressed into a toddler, and I had just taken a three-hour nap to recuperate from the busy day. That had been a mistake, as I was now more tired than before.

      I glanced up at Benji with a pleading look and pulled a tissue from my purse. “Help, please.”

      He smiled and used it to wipe away whatever mascara I had inadvertently smeared. “Good as new.”

      This was what true romance looked like. Sure, passionate kisses were nice. But having a man who looked at my mascara-smudged face with love and helped wipe the smears away? That was something special.

      “Food first, or movie sets?” I asked, pushing through the saloon doors.

      My stomach said food, but I had made Benji wait long enough for his Six Shots to Sundown adventure. Dinner could wait.

      Before Benji could answer, I pulled him to the right. “You’re right, we should go see the movie sets first.”

      Benji’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      He kissed my forehead. “You really do love me.”

      “I married you, didn’t I?”

      There weren’t many people out on Main Street, but those we saw were taking pictures with various props that had been placed around town for photo ops. One man had his head and hands stuck in a stockade, a grim look on his face, like he was being punished.

      “I think this town is pretty cool,” I whispered to Benji, “but you are not getting a picture of me in that thing. I refuse to be that kind of tourist.”

      “Absolutely not,” Benji agreed.

      We rounded the corner, and I could see the movie sets in the distance. This area of town looked awfully deserted, though. The only person in the vicinity was a man wearing a backwards baseball cap who was trimming some grass on the side of the road.

      Benji didn’t seem to notice and was thrilled just to be there. “You okay if we’re the kind of tourists who get their picture taken with fake backdrops?”

      Before I could answer, the man with the trimmer noticed us and hurried over. “You must have missed the sign. The museum is closed for the evening. You can come back in the morning. It opens at ten a.m.”

      “Can we at least look at the movie sets and come back tomorrow for the museum?” Benji asked, already trying to step around the man. He really wanted to see those sets.

      “The sets are a part of the museum,” the man said.

      Now that I looked, I saw the barriers that had been strategically placed so that tourists were herded through the museum before they were allowed to see the outdoor exhibits.

      It was my fault we’d arrived after closing—me and my three-hour nap. The instant I’d hit the bed, I had crawled under the covers, and Benji and I had fallen asleep together.

      Benji tried to hide his disappointment. “Tomorrow it is, then.”

      The man noticed Benji’s slumped shoulders and said, “I do know somewhere else you could visit, and not many people know it’s here. Hidden in plain sight, if you will. But you have to follow my instructions exactly.”

      That sounded ominous, but if there was a time to have an adventure, this was it. Besides, I owed Benji.

      “Okay,” I said, pulling out my phone and tapping on the Notes icon. “What have you got for us?”

      The man smiled, and it made me uneasy. Like he was playing a prank on us. “You’re going to go back out on the main road,” he started.

      When I didn’t start typing right away, he pointedly glanced at my phone. Right.

      Main road.

      “Go until the fire station, and then turn right. You’ll then take the next left. Three buildings up on the right-hand side of the road is a hotel. Don’t go through the main door. On the side of the building is a small set of stairs that leads down to a green door. That’s the one you want.”

      Right at fire station.

      Next left.

      Third building on the right—hotel.

      Green door on the side.

      I glanced up from my phone. “Where exactly does this lead us?”

      The man had already turned his back on us and was walking away with his trimmer slung over his shoulder.

      Benji’s gaze followed the groundskeeper before it returned to me. “What do you think? Should we do it?”

      Even though I hesitated, I knew exactly what the answer had to be.

      “Of course we should,” I said, taking his hand. “Otherwise, we’ll always wonder what was behind the green door. We’re not the photo-op or let’s hang out on the beach all day tourists. We’re the let’s get murdered behind a green door tourists. The ones in the horror movie that everyone is wondering why they’re going into the creepy basement during a power outage.”

      Benji laughed and squeezed my hand. “That we are.”

      “First direction is to get back to the main road,” I said. The sun was starting to lower, casting an orange and yellow hue over the trees. We had beautiful sunsets in New Mexico, but we didn’t have anything like these trees or mountains. I loved it. “Dusty Ridge was a good pick,” I said, glancing at Benji. “I can’t think of a better place for our honeymoon.”

      He looked down, and his eyes crinkled with his smile. “I know you were skeptical when I told you where we were going, but I’m glad you like it.”

      My lips parted in surprise. “You knew?”

      He laughed. “Of course I did. But believe it or not, I really did think this through. I know that you dislike crowds and love nature, but you also avoid camping and prefer to be close to civilization. You enjoy history
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