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ADVANCED REVIEWS

“I loved reading Kimila Kay’s newest novella, Rattlesnake Ravine. The character-rich residents of Stoneybrook draw you into this story the same way the familiar residents of “Virgin River” or “Heartland” welcome you home. With this newest tale in the Stoneybrook Mystery Series, Kimila grabs you from the beginning, introducing a new type of villain and showing a vulnerable, compassionate side of her stoic Sheriff, Wyatt Stone. Grab a cup of coffee and settle in with this fabulous book.” ~ Mary Eastman

“I’ve loved the Stoneybrook Mystery Series from the first book, Redneck Ranch. Kimila Kay’s newest novella, Rattlesnake Ravine, is a fun short read that’s a little different from her previous stories. I enjoyed that it took a different direction and centered on the interactions between Sheriff Wyatt Stone and Edlyn, a villainess who isn’t so bad. Of course, the whole cast of Stoneybrook characters are back, reminding us of the importance of community and friendship. I also enjoyed seeing Harley and Wyatt’s love story in a different light. Harley’s love for Wyatt fuels her hope. And Wyatt’s love for Harley serves to keep him alive.” ~ Sharon North

“I loved the continuation of the Stoneybrook Mystery Series. I'm always happy to visit a place that feels like home. This novella packs a lot of punch! In Rattlesnake Ravine, Kimila Kay introduces us to a new character, and like in previous novels, she does a wonderful job of leaving you wanting more. I find the way she writes her characters intriguing. It’s easy to write a character that you undeniably love or hate, but to write a character about whom you aren’t sure whether they are good or bad is complex.” ~ Stacy Robinson
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My younger sister, Lori Etapa, has always championed my writing efforts. From the early days when she would read anything I wrote, offering supportive criticism to showing up unexpectedly at a book event in my current hometown Donald, Oregon, she always provided loving encouragement.

Lori and I come from a family of storytellers who can’t resist the opportunity to tell a well-loved tale from years ago, complete with tears from belly laughs that shake your whole body. If you close your eyes when reading anything I’ve written, you can hear Lori’s unmistakable laugh combined with our mother Rita’s famous cackle. You also might note Lori’s deadpan sarcasm in a snarky comment from one of my characters. Or feel her love for her family and friends reflected in the commitment my characters show one another.

As a writer, I draw character strengths and flaws from the people in my life. I know I’m blessed to have a sister like Lori, who provides endless inspiration and support.

RATTLESNAKE RAVINE

“I need you, the reader, to imagine us,

for we don't really exist if you don't.”

Nabokov Vladimi
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Miss Vance,” Zelda’s tone echoed with disdain as she greeted Edelyn. “Would you be able to work a double shift today?” Without waiting for a reply, the head housekeeper turned and marched toward the kitchen.

“Yes, ma’am.” Edelyn followed her boss.

“Good,” Zelda stopped at the coffee pot, “Morgan, Monica’s brother, is hosting a dinner party tonight at six, and I need an extra server.” She filled a white mug. “And if you’d like more overtime, you could help with tomorrow night’s barbecue, too.”

“Yes, of course. Happy to help.” Edelyn suppressed a smile. Working an evening shift tonight would allow her to break into Monica Grey’s bedroom safe.

“See to your regular duties,” Zelda said, adding creamer to her cup of coffee. “Then report to the kitchen at five.”

“Will do.” Edelyn headed for the utility room to collect her cleaning caddy, then went to the guest bedrooms at the east end of the rambling ranch-style home. She smiled at the fall-themed decorations one of her fellow maids had placed throughout the house.

On her first day, another maid, Roxy, told Edelyn about the house owner, Monica Grey. Ms. Grey had bought Greener Pastures Equine Estate after her husband ran off with his young assistant.

“The rumor I heard is that old Fred absconded with money people trusted him to invest,” Roxy’s overplucked eyebrows arched across her forehead, “leaving Monica and their daughter, Raven, destitute.”

Edelyn pulled sheets from a king-sized bed. She recalled the background she’d received on Monica Grey when she’d been hired to steal the woman’s antique dragonfly brooch. The report stated that Fred had transferred all his assets to his wife’s name before he disappeared, thereby making Monica a wealthy woman. Edelyn could understand why Ms. Grey would want to downplay her newfound wealth.

Monica had sold the home she’d shared with Fred, then bought Greener Pastures Equine Estates. She’d updated the main house, a 3,000-square-foot dwelling still holding its original 1970s small-town charm. Monica had claimed the west end of the house for herself, creating an elegant yet comfortable suite. A smaller home sat closer to the large horse barns at the back of the property. Roxy expressed annoyance that Morgan Grey didn’t allow the maids to clean his residence. “Probably ‘cause he always has some Twinkie staying with him,” Roxy had shared.

When Edelyn discovered Monica was on vacation in New York, she applied for a maid’s position and was hired on the spot. Evidently, Ms. Grey had a nasty reputation with the local talent in Lebanon, Oregon.

Roxy relished her role as Edelyn’s supervisor, instructing her on completing the menial jobs tasked to the newest hire. Edelyn didn’t mind because every tedious chore allowed her to learn the house’s layout. After locating the safe in Monica’s bedroom, Edelyn studied the basic keypad entry and felt confident she could trigger the lock with one of her magnets. Theoretically, a strong neodymium earth magnet would trip the solenoid mechanism, allowing her access to the safe’s contents.

Edelyn took a short break in her rented Corolla after completing her daily chores. She tidied her ponytail and finger combed her bangs, then added a touch of mascara to her lashes. Edelyn preferred minimal makeup, but without brown mascara, her grayish-blue eyes were lost in her fair complexion. Tucking the magnet into her pants pocket, she mentally reviewed her plan to steal the brooch.

When Edelyn reported for duty, the kitchen was a hive of activity, and Zelda put her to work filling appetizer trays with shrimp puffs and antipasto skewers.

The Friday night dinner party consisted of a small group of Morgan Grey’s friends who gorged on appetizers, barely touched their smoked brisket dinner, and seemed intent on drinking every drop of liquor available. With most guests staying for the weekend at the estate, Edelyn’s window of opportunity to crack the safe was narrowed.

She volunteered to provide turndown service in Monica’s suite for a former rodeo cowboy and his very young date. When she stepped into the main sitting room, she was struck again by the subtle elegance that Monica had achieved. The warm earth tones of cream and beige were accented with a plush sage green rug lying before the electric fireplace, which glowed with a fake flame. Two light brown armchairs with matching sage pillows sat like sentries facing the hearth. Bookcases flanked the fireplace, and Edelyn knew the safe sat behind a collection of John Grisham novels.

A whisp of worry churned her gut when a first pass with the magnet didn’t trip the lock. Her second attempt did the trick, and Edelyn was pleased to find stacks of cash sitting next to a black velvet box. She verified that the brooch was nestled inside, adorned with diamonds, sapphires, and a dark red ruby. Slipping the small box into her black pants pocket, the bulge hidden by her white apron, she plucked a bundle of hundreds from the shelf and secured the safe’s door.

She’d just finished placing an array of bath products on the edge of an oversized soaking tub when she heard the suite’s door open. Edelyn lit a grouping of jasmine-scented candles and stepped from the bathroom.

“I can’t wait to get you out of this sexy li’l number,” the cowboy slurred.

“Bart,” the petite brunette tried to corral his hands, “we have company.”

“What?” Bart almost fell on his ass when he turned and saw Edelyn. “Oh, it’s just the maid, darlin’.” He resumed the task of trying to remove her skin-tight dress.

“Let’s wait until she’s finished preparing the room.” Darlin’ smiled at Edelyn.

“All ready.” Edelyn headed for the door. “The champagne’s chilling on the bathroom counter. Candles are lit, and the tub is ready for—”

“We’ve got it from here, missy.” Bart stumbled to the door and held it open.

“Have a lovely evening.” Edelyn stepped from the room.

“Now, let’s get you naked!” Bart yelled, and Darlin’ squealed before the door slammed shut.

Edelyn knew she was expected to return to the kitchen and help with cleanup. Instead, she exited the house through the large game room’s sliding glass door. She hurried to her Toyota, climbed behind the wheel, and raced away from Greener Pastures Equine Estates.

When Edelyn had initially received the request for the antique dragonfly brooch, she’d dismissed the job as too little reward for the risk. But after being forced to stash her recent acquisition, a rare pink diamond engagement ring, she knew she’d need money to fund her escape.

With the beautiful brooch tucked safely in her duffel bag next to the extra cash, Edelyn smiled, turned onto the highway, and headed for Stoneybrook.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Steam drifted up from Wyatt’s cup of coffee. He blew on the strong brew before taking a sip. The only thing that could improve this Friday morning would be if Harley sat beside him, enjoying Willow Lake’s fall beauty. They’d been planning this weekend retreat for a couple of weeks. Harley’s horse, Trigger, had thrown a shoe, so she was still at her ranch.

The farrier the Keffs had used for years finally retired, so Wyatt recommended that Harley call Molly Murphy. Once he knew Murph could reshoe Trigger today, he brought Chief to the lodge yesterday after work. He was still slightly nervous about Harley making the hour-plus drive herself. But Harley had become comfortable driving her new truck and trailer. She’d had to drive the truck while her car was being repaired from when she’d backed into him. Wyatt knew they’d practiced enough, and she’d made several successful trips between their ranches, but a sliver of worry slid through his gut.

His phone buzzed, and he stepped back inside. Derrick’s name flashed on the screen.

Derrick: Quiet here. No ruling on Joe’s request for bail. Ava’s home from Portland

Wyatt: Copy. Going on trail ride. Back this afternoon

Derrick: Copy. Enjoy time with Harley

The memory of Wednesday night with Harley brought a smile to his face. They’d enjoyed her first attempt at making chile verde, which she’d paired with Mexican rice and roasted vegetables. Wyatt had made a fire in the living room fireplace, and they’d sipped her citrusy Patrón for dessert. After a few rocky weeks last June, it felt as if they’d finally found an easy routine. Days were filled with their respective responsibilities, and nights found them enjoying outings with friends or dinner together. The best part was always the end of the evening when they held each other, drifting off to sleep.

His stomach growled, and he padded into the kitchen to make breakfast. He cracked eggs into a bowl and thought about Derrick’s text. He was glad Joe Carson was still behind bars. Wyatt had anticipated it would be a few months before Willow’s abductor was finally brought to trial. But all that had happened so far was a war of legal motions between Brooke Evans and the Linn County DA’s office. Wyatt had hoped the DA would make Joe a reasonable deal, ultimately locking him up for a significant amount of time. Instead, Ms. Evans rejected every offer, insisting that Joe was also a victim and deserved a measure of mercy. The fact that Willow was seven months pregnant and now Joe’s wife added one more complication to the DA’s quest for justice.

Wyatt was sure Willow’s parents had dreamed of a lovely formal wedding for their oldest daughter, but the young couple was married in a civil ceremony at the courthouse on July fourteenth. He’d brought Harley, who provided bouquets of white cala lilies and daisies for the women and boutonnieres of gardenias for the men. Blake, Barnes, and Simms attended, too, but as deputies. Echo served as Willow’s bridesmaid, and four-year-old Cedar was the flower girl. The biggest surprise, though, was Derrick acting as best man. Echo had asked him to step in. Cowboy Jamey would officiate the nuptials, and Joe didn’t have anyone else.
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