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      Bethany Lights wanted nothing more than warm sunshine cascading down from a clear blue summer sky. She planned to take a trip to Key West, Florida, with her best friend, Julie Walsh. After nearly being killed in two avalanches and then nearly freezing to death while fighting her way through another murder case, Bethany was ready to say goodbye to the snow-covered town of Snow Falls for two solid weeks. But a mild summer filled with cool winds quickly galloped by, and Bethany had been unable to escape. The first crisp winds of autumn arrived like a messenger hurrying to deliver ominous news. Bethany couldn't believe she had allowed summer to vanish. However, Sarah Spencer, her close friend and ally, had suffered an ankle injury, and Bethany had been devoting her time to taking up extra duties at O'Mally's Department Store in order to help out.

      Now that autumn had arrived and Sarah was getting around better, Bethany knew any chance of escaping to a warm land filled with sun was pretty much out of the question. Sure, Key West would still be warm and sunny, but the idea of visiting Key West at the tail end of September just felt empty. “Well, maybe next summer,” Bethany said and sighed, driving her SUV down a lonely Alaskan road toward O'Mally's. Bethany loved O'Mally's. It was like a safe, comforting friend that she could rely on. But at that moment, Bethany was about as interested in driving to O'Mally's as she was in having someone deck her in the face with twenty snowballs. “Yes, next summer.”

      Soon, the lush autumn trees on either side of the lonely road cleared and revealed an open lot. A delightful but very old building stood in the distance to the right. A large, glowing sign that always looked Christmassy—no matter what time of year it was—was planted near the street on a red-and-white pole that resembled a candy cane. The word "O'Mally's" shone in bright red and green letters above a set of reindeer. The reindeer were attached to a sleigh full of presents, minus a jolly fat man—Amanda Hardcastle, Sarah's best friend and business partner, claimed Santa Claus was a creepy old guy that she wanted nothing to do with, hence the reindeer minus a fat man in a red suit. Still, the sign was cozy and welcoming. "O'Mally's: Where Sarah and Amanda have allowed Christmas to be alive year-round," Bethany mused.

      Bethany swung her SUV into a lot that was never really crowded and parked beside Sarah's green Jeep. She sat still for a minute and listened to the sound of autumn winds howling and growing stronger through the Alaskan wilderness. Snow Falls is home. I can't imagine living anywhere else now, and I do love O'Mally's. I just want to get away from the cold and enjoy a warm summer. It never really got warm in Snow Falls; sure, the snow melted every year and the sun did come out, but the air always felt cold, even lost. When the sun was out, it felt so far away. She knew Snow Falls was really far north, and she did love it there, but she had to admit she would settle for a hot desert right now. I feel so cold, and now that autumn has arrived, it won't be long before the snow comes again. Bethany glanced down at a warm green and brown sweater she had tossed over a long gray dress. "I'm a red-headed Jane Wyatt who feels frozen to the core. Daddy would laugh at me, I guess."

      Bethany grabbed a green purse and forced her way out into the strong winds. The wind indeed carried the touch of a frozen whisper. Bethany could smell the threat of snow as her eyes took in the trees lit with bright autumn colors. The autumn foliage was very beautiful, of course, but so lonely. "Maybe my mood is just lonely." Bethany glanced up. A gray sky loomed overhead. "Yes, my mood is lonely."

      Hugging her purse to her chest, Bethany let out a heavy sigh and then trudged into O'Mally's to punch in for a short evening shift. Paula Mayes went home early due to a fever, so Bethany had volunteered to run the front register until closing. Once inside, Bethany offered a quick wave to Amanda, who was manning the main register. In total, O'Mally’s had four registers to offer customers less wait time, but usually, only one register was open unless it was Christmas time. "How many kosher chili dogs have you eaten today?"

      "None. Sarah hid the freezer key from me." Amanda pouted and then continued to flip through a clothing magazine. "I was stuck eating four cheeseburgers and three plates of chili cheese fries."

      "That's it?" Bethany managed to smile a little. Amanda always made her smile.

      "I'll find the key to the freezer yet!" Amanda declared. "Once you take over for me, I'm going on a hunt!"

      Bethany smiled again. Amanda was decked out in a red and brown autumn dress that made the woman from London look a little cheesy. No matter. Bethany adored Amanda—even in her cheesiest of dresses. Red and brown normally complemented each other, but the spiral pattern on Amanda's dress made Bethany dizzy. "I'll go count down a drawer and be ready for work in a few minutes."

      "Take your time, love," Amanda said and sighed. "It's been a slow day. This time of year is always slow. We make our pennies during Christmas and when the snow arrives. People get cabin fever and like to shop when the snow arrives."

      "Yeah, including me." Bethany looked around. The interior of the store resembled a fantasy land filled with autumn delights: pumpkins, hay bales, scarecrows, a rusted life-size antique tractor, a wagon filled with hay—it was like seeing the inside of an old barn, really, except the air smelled of pumpkin and apple spice instead of dirt and hay. Normally, the autumn décor would feel welcoming and cozy, but for some reason, it felt strange and lonely to her today. "No, not the décor, just my mood."

      Bethany made her way down a narrow hallway lined with old photos of O'Mally's and stopped at a closed office door. She drew in a deep breath and then knocked. "Sarah? It's Bethany."

      "Come on in, honey," a friendly voice called out.

      Bethany opened the door and stepped into a cramped but warm office. A lovely woman wearing a green sweater and a thoughtful expression greeted her with a smile.

      "How is your ankle?"

      Sarah Spencer was sitting at a wooden desk going over some papers. A wooden cane was perched next to the desk beside her. "Oh, better. I can put more pressure on it now. The cane helps. Soon I'll be able to walk without it. Did you see Amanda when you came in?"

      "Amanda is stationed at register number three wearing a grumpy face," Bethany answered and then managed to smile just a little. "You hid the key to the freezer from her, I hear."

      "It was the only way. Amanda is eating us out of house and home," Sarah said with a groan. "All of our paying customers have given up on ever having a chili dog. Well, no matter. I've hidden the key to the freezer in a place where Amanda will never find it."

      "Where?" Bethany dared to ask.

      "Under the cash drawer in the snack bar." Sarah grinned. "Sometimes you have to hide the cheese right under the little mouse’s nose." She lifted a piece of paper. "This is an invoice for a shipment of kosher chili dogs. Kosher chili dogs are not cheap, but we always aim to buy meat that is kosher. So far this year, Amanda has eaten 88 percent of the kosher chili dogs that have arrived at O'Mally's—88 percent."

      "Amanda loves her kosher chili dogs."

      "Our profit margin doesn't…" Sarah let out a heavy sigh. "Well, it's not like we're hurting for money. During Christmas time, we make enough to cover us through the entire year, and when the snow arrives⁠—"

      "Yeah, Amanda told me."

      Sarah looked into Bethany's eyes and perceived a heavy sadness. "Missing Julie?"

      "Yes, but that's not why I'm sad." Bethany took a seat on a brown chair. "Sarah, I was more than happy to help out all summer, but summer has passed, and now we're in for another harsh winter. I guess I just wanted to see a warm beach before all the snow came again."

      "I'm very grateful for your help, but I know what you mean." Sarah reached out and patted Bethany's arm. "I wanted to take another trip down to Los Angeles to see Pete, but here we are, you and I, stuck. Misery loves company, right?"

      "Right," Bethany said, nodding.

      Sarah patted Bethany's arm again. "You can always take a trip."

      "Not without Julie. When she left last week to fly to London to deal with her son again… well, it wouldn't be right to go alone." Bethany put her purse down on a side table that had been transformed into a small coffee station. That’s when she spied two empty boxes. "I see Amanda has gotten to the donuts."

      "That woman can out-eat a horde of hungry elephants. I did, however, manage to sneak a coffee donut. And speaking of coffee, how was business this morning at the coffee shop?"

      "Not good, I'm afraid. I've opened my coffee shop every morning all summer for four hours before closing up and coming here for my shift. Sarah, I've sold maybe twenty cups of coffee at most."

      "Well, wait until the snow. Business will pick up," Sarah promised.

      "When the snow arrives, will the snowman come back?" Bethany asked before she could catch her tongue. "It's been a very quiet and uneventful summer, Sarah. And spring, for that matter. I kept waiting for the snowman to show up, but nothing yet. Besides feeling lonely and depressed, I'm a bit on edge."

      Sarah leaned back in her office chair. "I know what you mean, honey. I've been keeping an eye out, too. But the enemy attacks when you least expect it. That's why we have to keep going about our business. We can't let fear stop us."

      "We're three days into autumn. The enemy will strike soon." Bethany folded her arms. "Uncle Riley is still in Utah. Julie is gone. The cabin is empty. Perfect timing to attack, I would say."

      Sarah picked up a brown coffee mug, took a sip of hot coffee, and thought about Bethany's words. "You're afraid to leave Snow Falls, right?"

      "Sometimes I'm afraid to even step out of my own cabin," Bethany confessed. "It's like the snowman is hiding, watching, waiting." She sighed. "Sarah, the last murder case we solved was so strange. I felt like a side character. I still can't make any sense of it. All the murder cases I've fought my way through seem so random and strange. I lie awake at night exploring each case, trying to figure out if there is a pattern. So far, nothing."

      "You and I are in the same boat," Sarah confessed. "In time, we'll know. But for now, why don't we get you a cash drawer to count and get you out in the store? I find that keeping my mind occupied helps me think better."

      "Sure, and⁠—"

      Someone knocked on the office door.

      "The door is open," Sarah called out.

      Conrad Spencer, Sarah's husband, opened the door and entered the office wearing a heavy frown. "Oh, hey, Bethany. I didn't know you were here."

      "What's the matter? Are the kids all right?" Sarah asked.

      "Little Sarah and Little Conrad are fine. Mrs. Cunningham is watching them," Conrad assured her. "You know how much the kids love that old woman, and they aren't babies anymore. Sometimes I think they take better care of Mrs. Cunningham than she takes care of them, but that's beside the point."

      Something was the matter. Bethany could read Conrad's face like a book.

      "What's the matter?" Sarah asked. "You're on duty today. Did something happen at the station?"

      "Afraid so." Conrad stuffed his hands into the pockets of his black leather jacket. "A young man who appears to be in his early twenties was found dead near the south county line, way down there near Old Ice Bridge Road."

      Bethany and Sarah glanced at each other with sharp eyes. "Cause of death?" Bethany asked before Sarah could.

      "Not sure yet. There were no signs of violence. Mr. Smith found the young man lying face down on the side of the road—no wallet, no backpack, but no signs of violence, either. If he was attacked, there’s no evidence to prove it as of now. That can change."

      "And you want my help, right, honey?" Sarah asked her husband.

      "Dr. Downing is on vacation, Sarah. We have that rent-a-doctor up from Fairbanks. That guy isn’t worth the salt Snow Falls is paying him." A heavy, sour expression filled Conrad’s tough face. "Dr. Tom Jenkins is about as helpful as a blind mouse. Anyway, I need you to look at the body for me and see if there’s anything I might have missed."

      "Sure." Sarah bit down on her lower lip. "Which way was the body facing when Mr. Smith arrived on the scene?"

      "North, which is strange because he was wearing nice clothes and some very fancy loafers."

      "Ah, I see." Sarah looked at Bethany. "Well, honey, maybe the snowman has finally appeared on the stage again. Want to take a ride with me to the hospital? Amanda can watch the store. We were just going to go over some inventory tonight, but that can wait."

      Bethany tensed up a bit. Did she want to drive to a creepy old Alaska hospital, visit a creepy old morgue, and look at a creepy body? Stop it, Bethany! Your mood isn't going to help this situation. You don't even know what's going on yet. You know better than to let your mood influence your mind. If the snowman had finally appeared again, she needed to be fully alert. Summer had slipped away, and now that the cold winds were arriving, the snowman was back. I shouldn't have expected anything less.

      What Bethany didn't realize as she agreed to drive to the local hospital with Sarah was that the murder case she was about to fall into actually had a bit of humor and a little suspense in store—that for once, the snowman haunting her, the snowman determined to kill Sarah, would not be the main character. Or so that’s how the case was going to start, but the snowman chasing Bethany was never far away.

      "I’ll follow you in my SUV, Sarah."

      Sarah nodded and then reached for her walking cane. "All right, Conrad, lead the way."
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      Alma Mae “Sweet Tooth” Ferns was a very large woman who liked to tell people she was just naturally “enlarged.” Of course, Alma would sometimes follow up with a quick backhand to the mouth if the person she was speaking to dared to grin or disagree. In the town of Greenfare, Arkansas, most knew not to say a word about Alma’s enlargement situation; not if they wanted what was good for them. She was a well-known woman in Greenfare and very active in just about every event the town of ten thousand souls put on. Alma prided herself on being a civic-minded citizen who donated her time to helping Greenfare grow from a one-horse water town into a respectable community. Yes, sir. Alma Mae Ferns was the type of woman who was going to make the world a better place! Enlarged or not.

      On a crisp autumn day in Greenfare, Alma sat inside the town hall, a small brick building beside a run-down firehouse, waiting to see Mayor Ingles. Mayor Ingles—who was preparing to celebrate his seventy-eighth birthday—had no desire to see Alma. He believed Alma was nothing but a nosy busybody who had way too much energy. Sadly, Alma was only thirty years old and still had years to work off all the energy coursing through her veins.

      Alma’s cell phone rang from inside her shiny white purse. She wore beautiful white gloves that matched her Sunday dress and flower hat and retrieved the phone after fiddling a bit with her fingers. Mayor Ingles considered it a small miracle when he noticed Alma suddenly standing up to leave.

      She spoke loudly as she began to tear out of the town hall like a wild bull, “Yes, this is Alma Ferns… What? Where? Oh my goodness!”

      Unfortunately, Old Man Points happened to be entering the town hall at the same time to complain about a fencing problem. Alma shoved the old man—who was quite skinny—off to the side like a raging linebacker. Old Man Points ended up with a badly bruised rib as a result, and before Alma could leave town, Chief of Police Roger Tents threatened to arrest her for assault. Alma was so upset that she slapped Roger in the face.

      She soon found herself in a jail cell still wearing her bossy church dress and flower hat. Roger's wife, a decent person, brought Alma a nice dinner, had a short talk with her to find out what the bee in her hat was, and subsequently ordered her husband to release his prisoner before driving her to Little Rock to catch a flight.

      The reason for all this chaos? Well, let’s just say that when Alma finally arrived in Alaska, she wasn’t exactly in the best of moods—which would eventually lead to poor Conrad Spencer getting a tongue-lashing, starting things off on a sour note. Actually, no one in Snow Falls seemed to be in a good mood that day—Bethany Lights in particular. When Alma showed up, things only seemed to escalate.

      Conrad was just getting out of his truck when a speeding black SUV raced down the main street, skidded to a stop, nearly flipping sideways, and landed in a vacant parking space in front of the stationhouse. He watched a very large woman wiggle out of the driver’s seat wearing a green dress that made her look like a green field cow. The large woman got her short little legs moving and hurried into the building. “My brother! Where is my brother!” Alma hollered as if the world was coming to an end.

      Andrew, the chief of police and Conrad’s best friend, was standing at a small coffee station sipping from his mug and nibbling on a donut. When Alma burst into the stationhouse, he nearly spilled his coffee all over the front of his gray police shirt that his wife had put way too much starch on. “Ma’am, one second…” Andrew quickly set down his coffee and donut and hurried to Alma. “Ma’am⁠—”

      Alma threw out a pair of fat hands, grabbed Andrew around his throat, and began shaking the poor man. “My brother, Mitchell John Ferns! Where is he? Tell me now! Right now, tell me where my brother is!”

      All Andrew saw before Alma began shaking his head from side to side—and before he stopped breathing—was a pair of large, furious eyes glaring at him. He tried to pull away from Alma, but the woman had her hands wrapped so tightly around his neck that escape was impossible. “Where is my brother!”

      Conrad burst into the station just in the nick of time. He saw Alma assaulting a police officer and ran to his best friend's rescue. (At least, that was the plan.)

      "Hey, let go of him!" Conrad stormed up to Alma and tried to pry her off Andrew. Poor Andrew was turning blue. Any second, Conrad feared, the man's eyes were going to pop out of his head. "Let go⁠—"

      Alma might have been enlarged, but she was as quick as a hornet. She let go of Andrew with amazing speed, spun around, and backhanded Conrad so hard that he went flying off to the side like a bag of potatoes. Conrad slammed into the coffee station, spilling coffee all over the floor, and then slid down onto one knee.

      "Ma'am." Andrew coughed and gagged as he tried to speak. "Are you⁠—"

      Alma charged at Andrew like a wild bull. She was angry, sleep-deprived, hungry, and downright mad. Alma just knew she was going to go to prison for murder when she got back home. Roger was going to end up six feet under for arresting her! But first, she had to tend to her poor brother. "Where is my brother!" Alma latched her hands around Andrew's neck again and began shaking him. "Where is Mitchell John Ferns!"

      Conrad struggled to his feet, ran forward, and jumped onto Alma's back. He quickly threw his arms around the woman's shoulders and tried to pull her off Andrew once again. Alma let out a furious snort and, instead of fighting Conrad, began charging backward. Conrad immediately lost his balance. All he could do was hang on for dear life. Seconds later, Alma smashed him up against a wall, flattening him like a pancake. A loud, painful groan escaped Conrad’s lips as his hands slid off Alma and he crashed down onto the floor.

      With Conrad disabled, Alma charged at Andrew again. Andrew let out a terrified cry and ran for his office. He reached the doorway, dove in, then slammed the door shut and called for backup. Alma immediately began banging on the door. When she realized Andrew had escaped, she ran back to Conrad and sat on him before he could get away. "Where is my brother?"

      Sarah and Bethany were making their way to the station house from Bethany's coffee shop when they heard screaming. "What in the world?" Sarah whipped out a Glock 19 from an ankle holster and hurried inside using her walking cane. Bethany pulled out her own Glock 17, which she never left home without, and followed Sarah.

      "Where is my brother? Tell me now!" Alma was bouncing up and down on Conrad when Sarah and Bethany stormed through the front door.

      "What in the world! Hey! Get off my husband!" Sarah screamed. Alma either couldn’t hear or was ignoring the command, so Sarah fired a warning shot up into the ceiling. "Get off my husband!"

      “What in the world? Why is that woman sitting on Conrad? Where is Andrew?” Bethany felt a wave of confusion rush over her. "Get off him, whoever you are!"

      "Can't… breathe," Conrad groaned in agony.

      "Where is my brother!" Alma continued to scream at Conrad, completely ignoring both women and the warning shot Sarah had fired.

      "I said get off! Here, hold this." Sarah handed Bethany her gun and then wobbled over to Alma, hitting the woman with her cane. "Get off my husband! Off! Do you hear me? Get off him!"

      Alma's face turned redder than a firecracker. Steam seemed to be pouring out of her nose, with lava oozing out of her fat ears. She raised her eyes, glared at Sarah in a way that made Sarah immediately stop hitting her with her cane, and then yelled, "Die!"

      Alma jumped off Conrad with such speed that poor Sarah could only take two steps back before she was on the ground, being bounced on and hit by an enlarged woman.

      "Oh my goodness!" Bethany stood in shock for a second as Alma grabbed Sarah's hair and began slamming the woman's face into the floor. "Hold on, Sarah. I'm coming." Bethany threw Sarah's gun down, ran at Alma, grabbed the woman around the shoulders, and began yanking her off Sarah. Alma let out a loud, vicious cry and threw all of her weight backward while using her legs to help her stand up just enough to lunge at her attacker. Bethany ended up in the same situation Conrad had been in.

      Conrad yelled for Andrew. "Get the taser!"

      "I'm not leaving this office! You deal with that crazy woman! I called the army for backup!" Andrew yelled back.

      Conrad watched Sarah try to stand up. She winced in pain and grabbed her ankle. "My ankle. I can't stand up. Help Bethany, Conrad. Shoot her if you have to!"

      Conrad went for his gun, fired three warning shots into the ceiling, and yelled, "Get off her, or I'll be forced to shoot you!"

      Alma didn't hear a single word Conrad yelled or the warning shots. Something about Alma—something that the folks in Greenfare knew all too well—was that when she lost her temper, the world came to an end. It was like trying to reason with a raging bull that had been poked one time too many. Alma, when angered to the point of no return, lost her ever-loving mind. She ignored Conrad and continued to bounce up and down on poor Bethany.

      "She's going to kill her! Shoot her, Conrad. Bethany is turning blue!" Sarah tried to stand up but failed. Alma had caused damage to her injured ankle.

      "I can't shoot her. She's a woman."

      "Then do something!" Sarah screamed.

      Conrad couldn't shoot or hit a woman. "Andrew, get me the taser!"

      About that time, Amanda burst into the station. When Amanda saw a large woman bouncing up and down on poor Bethany, she balled up her fist, ran up to Alma, and yelled, "Hey!"

      When Alma raised her head, Whap! Whap! Whap! Amanda delivered three hard punches that made Conrad and Sarah cringe. Bethany watched Alma's eyes roll back in her head before she fell unconscious, landing face-first on top of her. "There, that should do it!" Amanda dusted her hands off.

      Conrad ran to Bethany's aid and ordered Amanda to help him drag Alma off the wounded woman. "Remind me," he grunted, taking Alma's right arm, "to never make you mad."

      Amanda took Alma's left arm. "You still cheat at Scrabble, you lousy bloke. Don't try to get on my good side."

      "Hush and help me drag this woman back to the holding cells!"

      "And mess up my nice dress? What a lousy morning this is turning out to be. I didn't even get to eat a cinnamon roll," Amanda fussed as she helped Conrad pull Alma's body off Bethany.

      Once the coast was clear, Andrew stuck his head out of his office. "Is everyone okay?" he asked Sarah.

      "I should shoot you," Sarah threatened Andrew.

      "Hey, I'm a cop. I'm not stupid," Andrew defended himself, hurrying to Bethany. "Let me help you up."

      Bethany allowed Andrew to help her stand. She grabbed her ribs and moaned. "I don't think I've ever felt worse in my entire life. I need to sit down." Bethany hobbled over to a wooden chair, removed the blue jacket she was wearing, and sat down, wincing in pain as she did. "Sarah?"

      Sarah crawled over to a chair close to Bethany with the help of her cane. "I'm alright. My ankle is hurt." Sarah pulled up the hem of a blue and white dress, examined her ankle, and winced in pain. "That woman landed right on my ankle."

      "I feel like both of my ribs are broken."

      "I feel like my neck is broken." Andrew rubbed his neck for a few seconds. "Before you two ask, I think that woman is the sister of Mitchell John Ferns. I spoke to her on the phone a few days ago."

      "If that's the victim's sister, I don't want to imagine what kind of guy Mitchell Ferns was." Sarah rubbed her injured ankle. "Maybe it was a mistake running Mitchell Ferns's fingerprints through the system."

      Bethany hugged her ribs as Sarah spoke. When Sarah stopped, she tried to stand up. "Oh, that woman really did some damage. It hurts to breathe."

      "You may need to go to the hospital."

      "No, no hospital," Bethany insisted. "I'll be alright. But my goodness, why was that woman so mad that she attacked everyone? I feel like I've just been through a stampede. Oh, Key West sounds really good right now."

      "I don't know, but thank goodness Amanda showed up when she did. We left her alone at the coffee shop baking cinnamon rolls. I wonder what made her leave?"

      "The blasted stove quit working again, and that means I couldn’t get a cinnamon roll," Amanda's fussy voice called out. She marched over to the coffee station, brushed at a white autumn jacket, rolled her eyes, and then went for a donut. "I got a stain on my nice new coat."

      "Maybe you should leave your coat on. That orange dress you're wearing underneath is enough to make a man go blind," Conrad complained.

      "Don't make me slug you!" Amanda warned. "My son bought me this dress, and it may be a bit bright, but I love it."

      "Sure thing, Mrs. Pumpkin," Conrad said, rolling his eyes. "The prisoner is locked up. Is everyone okay? Sarah, honey, how is your ankle?"

      "Hurt." Sarah felt a sour mood wash over her. "Andrew, I really should shoot you!"

      "Hey, I was attacked, too," Andrew defended himself.

      "Yeah, but you shouldn't have locked yourself in your office. Conrad, get me my gun."

      "Don't do it," Andrew begged Conrad and then ran back to his office.

      Bethany sighed. "So, Conrad," she began as Andrew locked himself back inside his office, "why do you think that woman was so mad?"

      "Who knows? Medication, maybe she's drunk, on some drug?" Conrad shrugged. "All I know is that when she wakes up, I'm not going to let her out of the holding cell until the army arrives."

      Back in a dismal holding cell, Alma's eyes began to twitch; she was starting to come around, and murder was in her heart.
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