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J.R. Ripley

BEACHFRONT ENTERTAINMENT

Raleigh, North Carolina

Here’s what SKULLS OF SEDONA is all about (well, without giving away any secrets. We’ve got to have secrets, right?).

Set amongst the spectacular background of Sedona, Arizona and its inhabitants, SKULLS OF SEDONA is the provocative follow-up to STIFF IN THE FREEZER.

When Tony Kozol packs his bag and his guitar and heads to Sedona to back up a friend at a New Age conference, murder follows. And the only things stranger than the murder are the colorful suspects at the conference, not to mention the real stars of the event, the Crystal Skulls, and now they’re missing!

With this second book in a series, J.R. Ripley returns with another murderous predicament for the hapless ex-attorney, ex-restauranteur, and now struggling musician and amateur sleuth, Tony Kozol.

Janvilhelm Rein Wunderkind has invited his old college roommate, Tony Kozol, to join him at a special performance at the Crystal Magic of the Skulls Conference in Sedona. With no other prospects for employment, Tony eagerly agrees. But his old friend has changed and the conference is attended by a bunch of New Age enthusiasts and speakers who don’t seem all too fond of each other and probably wouldn’t be in this lifetime or any other.

And then there are the crystal skulls, Magdalena and Azultican, who belong to a young woman who has taken a fancy to Tony. They are said to possess the knowledge of an ancient and superior race who planted the crystal skulls on earth for humanity’s benefit.

When someone at the conference is found murdered and the crystal skulls go missing, Tony is drawn deeper into a world of New Age intrigue and mystery, searching for a murderer and questioning his own beliefs in the process...

Praise For J.R. Ripley’s Skulls Of Sedona:

“Wacky characters, liquid prose, frequent humor, and a decidedly light plot place this in the fun, breeze-to-read category. Readers who enjoyed Sharon McCrumb’s Bimbos of the Death Sun will also get a kick out of this.”

Library Journal

“... Readers will enjoy Ripley=s sharp dialogue, which keeps the novel speeding along at a pleasant clip.”

Publisher’s Weekly

“Skulls of Sedona is quick and light-hearted and likely to give you a pretty good vibe.”

The Miami Herald

“J.R. Ripley continues to delight with offbeat and provocative settings for this follow up to the benchmark Stiff in the Freezer. And true to form, Ripley comes up with a mixture of innovation, some wry commentary of the fads of the day, and just plain old amateur sleuthing in a grab bag of fun and excitement.”

Midwest Book Review

“J.R. Ripley has out a new Tony Kozol mystery, Skulls of Sedona... and it’s just as much fun to read as the first Tony Kozol mystery, Stiff in the Freezer. As always, with J.R. Ripley’s work, this book is fun to read. Maybe it’s because he always seems to write with a sort of tongue-in-cheek attitude... I like J.R. Ripley’s work. He has that touch of the bizarre, the outré, the silly, yet there seems to be some common sense behind it. It’s always entertaining reading and one can’t help liking his hero, Tony Kozol. He is a sort of Everyman. You know he is going to get in big trouble before the story spins out... You’ll enjoy this book.”

The Tribune (Oklahoma)

Praise for the author and his works:

“An entertaining outing...Tony and Rock remain an engagingly laid-back sleuthing duo.”

Booklist

“... Ripley comes up with a mixture of innovation, some wry commentary of the fads of the day...a grab bag of fun and excitement.”

Midwest Book Review

“Ripley pens exciting book of sex, murder, local color.”

Oklahoma Tribune

“Ripley combines a fast pace with graphic descriptions...The Body From Ipanema reads like a TV thriller...”

I Love A Mystery

“...Action-packed plot. Recommended.”

Library Journal

“Mystery fans will enjoy the clever plot, loopy characters, and sardonic humor.”

Booklist

“The action moves right along, dialogue spurts from the mouths of as eccentric a group as you could wish for.”

I Love A Mystery

“Wacky characters, liquid prose, frequent humor, and a decidedly light plot place this [Skulls of Sedona] in the fun, breeze-to-read category.”

Library Journal

“In the genre of Sam Spade, Columbo, and hosts of other “Pulp” stories, J.R. Ripley is so true to form in Stiff in the Freezer that one can almost hear the Bronx accent narrating the story. Dames, diners, and a stiff. . .a wonderful brew for murder and mayhem. . . Written in a totally off-the-cuff, bare bones fashion. . . Ripley has a cutting sense of humor.”

Midwest Book Review

“The story is lighthearted, sexy, funny and entertaining. Well-plotted, it rises to an amazing finale. The characters are well-drawn, interesting and believable.”

The Chattooga Press

“Stiff In The Freezer is a mix of mystery, murder and mayhem.”

The Tribune

“Light, quick reading, Stiff In The Freezer, by J.R. Ripley is a thriller laced with a good dose of humor. . .Ripley's dialogue and bumbling characters smack of Damon Runyon's style. . .it's perfect for an afternoon at the beach.”

Island Reporter

“Skulls Of Sedona is quick and light-hearted and likely to give you a pretty good vibe.”

Miami Herald

“...Ripley comes up with a mixture of innovation, some wry commentary of the fads of the day, and just plain old amateur sleuthing in a grab bag of fun and excitement.”

Midwest Book Review

“He always seems to write with a sort of tongue-in-cheek attitude...He has that touch of the bizarre, the outre, the silly...Always entertaining to read.”

Oklahoma Tribune

“Written in a totally off-the-cuff, bare bones fashion...has a cutting sense of humor.”

Midwest Book Review

“The story is light-hearted, sexy, funny and entertaining. Well-plotted, it rises to an amazing finale. The characters are well-drawn, interesting and believable.”

The Tribune

“...A mix of mystery, murder and mayhem.”

The Chattooga Press

“...A thriller laced with a good dose of humor...it’s perfect for an afternoon at the beach.”

Island Reporter

“If his books are as good as his songs, I reckon I need to get my act down to the library.”

Nightflying

Look for these other great Beachfront Entertainment titles:

By J.R. Ripley–

A Bird Lover’s Mystery Series

Die, Die Birdie
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Tony Kozol Mysteries
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Tony Kozol edged away from the precipice and stared down the deserted highway. The forty-degree chill being served up on a twenty mile an hour gust of wind tore through his flimsy T-shirt and jeans.

Leave it to the airline to lose his suitcase.

It was a good thing he'd carried his guitar aboard the airliner despite the stewardess's protests. Or else they would have lost that too.

Tony recognized the distant rumble of a semi-tractor trailer as it rose up the mountain. He waved and the truck blew past him as if he hadn't existed. Maybe he didn't.

The smell of burnt diesel fuel settled around him like dime-store cologne as Tony glared at the front of his Chevy rental.

The driver's side tire was still flat.

Tony reached through the open window, plucked the key from the ignition and unlocked the trunk. He found a spare tire and a jack. The jack looked impossible to use, especially considering the precarious slope upon which the car was perched.

How far was Sedona? Who knew. . ?

Arizona was as alien to him as the moon. And up here in the high desert, forty-five hundred feet above sea level, it was just about as cold. Gone less than a day, Kozol was already missing the warmth of south Florida. Who knew sea level could be so enchanting?

Interstate 17 may as well have been the road to a ghost town. Where were all the cars?, he wondered. I-17 was the main road from Phoenix to Sedona, so Kozol had been told. All the way to Flagstaff. Maybe it was National Don't Go to Flagstaff Day.

Tony blew warm air onto his fingers and picked up the icy lug wrench. He hated working on cars. Tony squatted, popped the hubcap and diligently attacked the first lug nut. It wouldn't budge.

"Great."

Tony heard the crunch of tires on gravel and turned. A red Jeep Wrangler, caked with a generous layer of mud, had pulled up behind his car. It bore a California license plate. A tall redheaded woman leapt from within. Cute. Tony watched her with eyes the color of an autumn oak leaf.

Kozol was suddenly aware of his own personal shortcomings. He stood just under six foot. His brown, already naturally wavy hair had that tousled look that only a night sleeping on a jet or an hour in a wind tunnel could capture. He'd gone without a shower and was unshaven. He was hungry. But then he could probably stand to lose a couple of pounds. Though he preferred to think of it as muscle toning.

There was nothing so striking about Tony Kozol as the surroundings in which he found himself.

Tony waited for her to speak.

"In these parts," she said, assessing the situation, "if that was a horse, they'd shoot it."

"Got a gun I can borrow?"

"Sorry, left my six-shooter back at the ranch," said the redhead. "Anything I can do?"

"No," said Tony. "There's a bolt driven through the front tire and I can't even get the lugs off. So the spare's useless."

"Are you a member of an auto club?"

"It's a rental." Tony rose and rubbed his frozen fingers. His savior appeared to be about his age, maybe younger, in her late twenties or early thirties, he suspected, with light red hair and emerald green eyes.

"Better still," said the girl. "Leave it here. Let them deal with it."

"Is that an offer of a ride?"

"Sure. At least as far as Sedona. That's where I'm stopping."

"Me too," said Tony. "Thanks." He held out his hand. "I'm Tony. Tony Kozol."

"Virginia Garner." She looked at Tony's vehicle. "Have you got anything in there that you need?"

"Just a sec—" Tony tossed the lug wrench, spare and jack in the trunk and slammed it shut. The sharp sound echoed down the canyon. He rolled up the driver's side window, grabbed his guitar case from the backseat, stuck the car key under the front seat and pushed the lock down on the door before closing it.

"That's it? Not even a jacket?"

"I only flew in this morning to Phoenix," explained Tony. "The airline lost my suitcase. They said they would call when they find it."

"Good luck," Virginia said. "Better toss the guitar in back and let's get going. It looks like we might be in for a rare rain storm."

Tony glanced upward. The sky was gray and the clouds scuttled quickly across the wide sky.

Virginia climbed into the Jeep. That was when Tony noticed that there were no doors. He tossed his guitar into the open back and sat.

"There's an old blanket on the floor back there, if you want it."

"Nah, I'll be alright," said Tony.

"Suit yourself," replied Virginia. She gunned the gas pedal and the Jeep shot away. Wind whipped unrelentingly through the passenger cabin.

Before long Tony swallowed his male ego and silently reached back and found an old navy blue wool blanket. It smelled of gasoline and dog. He wrapped himself up and shut his eyes. It wasn't so much that he was tired as it was the way the girl drove. Like a maniac.

A maniac with no doors.

––––––––
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"Wake up, Tony." Virginia nudged Kozol with her elbow. One hand held the wheel. "This is it, beautiful downtown Sedona." She pulled the Jeep off to the side and parked along a row of art galleries, bookstores and gift shops. A mirror image occupied the opposite side of the street.

Tony groaned. Every muscle ached. His nose was cold as an icicle. "Thanks. You don't know how to get to someplace called—" Tony searched through his pockets and retrieved a brochure, "Red Rock Resort by any chance, do you?"

Virginia's face turned quizzical. "Is that where you're staying?"

"Yes, for a couple of nights."

Virginia laughed. "Me too. Damn, and I passed it back before the fork in the road coming into town. Oh well." She made a broad U-turn and headed back down the road. "Are you here for the Crystal Magic of the Skulls Conference?"

"Sort of," said Tony. Inwardly, he groaned. Crystal Magic of the Skulls. Numbskulls was more like it.

"It's fascinating, isn't it?" said the redhead, as she drove slowly past a rider on horseback. "Did you know that Maggie and Azul are supposed to be thousands of years old?"

"Who?"

"Maggie and Azul. Magdelena and Azultican. The crystal skulls, you know?"

Tony shook his head no.

"You don't know much about this stuff, do you?"

"I'm afraid not."

"Then why are you here?"

"Long story," Tony replied.

"Okay," said Virginia. "Well anyway, Maggie and Azul are supposed to contain the wisdom of an ancient race from a distant star. According to the history, an alien race left the skulls here on earth for we humans to find and eventually to discover the information that is stored inside them."

Tony made appropriate noises to feign interest.

"There is even a mention of them in early Olmec legend."

"And who are the Olmecs? More aliens?"

Virginia grinned. Her red hair spun in the mountain air like streaks of sunlight the color of the surrounding red rocks. "The Olmec peoples inhabited the Veracruz region of what is now central Mexico thousands of years ago. Haven't you ever seen pictures of those large, helmeted monoliths they created?"

"Maybe. Look there's the sign for the Red Rock Resort. There, on the right." If he could just get checked into his room and call the rental agency and the airline. . .

Virginia nodded and parked at the main entrance. The Red Rock Resort occupied a good twenty acres or so of prime Sedona hills along the edge of Oak Creek with vistas of the magnificent, surrounding red rock country, including nearby Elephant Rock. The resort's architecture was reminiscent of Native American adobe styling with relatively minor modern touches visible to the eye. The high flat mesa, upon which was built the Sedona Airport, was to the west.

Tony grabbed his guitar from the back and opened the door for Virginia.

A young girl raised her head from behind a long, western styled wood counter, whose face bore the carved figures of cacti, cowboy boots and saddles. She smiled. "May I help you?"

"I'm checking in," Virginia said.

"Two?"

"No, we're not together," explained Virginia.

"Oh, I see. Name?"

Virginia filled out her registration form while Tony waited, his guitar at his heels.

"Hello."

Tony turned. A stunning woman with shiny black hair and bright blue eyes greeted him with a smile that seemed both cool and warm at once. "Hi," stuttered Tony.

"I'm Suzette." She held out her hand and Tony took it. "Are you with Janvilwelm?"

"Yes," said Tony.

"You must be Tony Kozol. I've been expecting you."

"That's right. Are you with the conference?"

"Yes, I am associated with the event."

Virginia turned and eyed the light skinned woman coolly. "Miss Aristotle is displaying the magic crystal skulls."

"That's right," said Suzette with an unrevealing smile. "And you are?"

"Virginia Garner."

"Pleased to meet you. I hope you will enjoy the conference."

"Believe me," Virginia replied, "I intend to. If there's anything you need, Tony, let me know. I've got a couple of spare flannel shirts I could loan you."

"Is there a problem, Tony?" inquired Miss Aristotle.

"Oh, it's nothing. The airline has misplaced my luggage."

"Tsk, tsk." She shook her head. "Let's see what we can do about that." Suzette took Tony by the arm and led him away. "See you at the reception tonight, Miss Garner."

"Fine, I could use a good, long bubble bath anyway."

"Yes, I'm sure you could," replied Suzette, with a smile and a quick turn of the heel.

Virginia was left standing there, a half-scowl across her face.

"But what about my registration?"

"Just a formality," said Suzette. "It can be handled later."

"And my guitar—" Tony had left it setting on the hard Mexican tile floor. He didn't want to lose that too. It was practically all he had left.

Suzette waved to a porter who stood near the Help Desk. "Please take care of that for Mr. Kozol, won't you?"

The porter nodded and hustled over to take charge of Tony's guitar.

"Let me show you around." Suzette led Tony past reception, to the right, down a sparsely furnished hallway and into a conference room. The bronze placard on the wall at the side of the door gave its name as Mystic Hall. "This is where our ceremony will take place this evening."

Tony looked about. "I see." The conference room was no more than fifty or sixty feet on each side. It would have been a square, but one wall was crooked. Was this intentional or had the architect and building crew been spaced out on peyote? Kozol figured either was just as plausible. There were dozens of rows of padded chairs stretched across the room with a small stage rising at the far end. A podium and empty table occupied the center of the stage.

"I understand that you are also an attorney, Mr. Kozol? How unusual."

"Was an attorney. I—gave it up."

"Mmmm," she said, a slight pout on her electric, near purple, lips. "I'm sure you find being a musician far more rewarding."

"Something like that. And call me Tony, please."

"Yes, Tony." Miss Aristotle turned a step closer. "I thought perhaps you might be able to answer a legal question for me. A small one, really."

Kozol shrugged. "I'll try."

"It's about contracts—"

"That wasn't exactly my specialty but what's the question?"

"Well, supposing one has a contract for services with another person or a company," she began, "but it was not written by a lawyer exactly. Are the terms binding?"

Tony considered. "I suppose they could be. You don't have to be a lawyer or hire one to write a contract. If it was written properly and signed and witnessed. . ."

"Oh, I'm sure it was."

"There's not some problem here is there? With the conference organizers?" Kozol had visions of his paycheck flying out the window like a UFO, never to be seen again.

"Oh, no. It's nothing like that. Nothing at all. You see, I do many events such as these and sometimes contracts are required. And, silly me, I'll sign just about anything. Sometimes I wonder what I'm getting myself into."

She smiled and Tony felt his knees buckling.

"Well, I'd be more careful if I were you."

Suzette agreed, then abruptly changed the subject." Maggie and Azul will be located there," she explained, "on stage. Along with Janvilhelm and yourself, of course."

"The skulls are going to be on stage with us tonight? I thought the concert was tomorrow evening?" Tony felt a wave of panic wash up and down his body, from his cold toes to his spine. He and John hadn't even rehearsed once!

"This is merely the opening ceremony. Chief Howling Wind will perform a blessing on us. This is sacred ground, you know."

"No, I didn't know."

"The entire Sedona-Oak Creek area is alive with multiple vortices."

"I'm afraid I don't follow you, Miss Aristotle." Kozol was beginning to wonder if this whole trip was worth the money his old friend, John Ryan, was paying him for the gig. A weekend of playing backup guitar was what he had expected. Not the prattle of a nest of New Age spiritualists.

"A vortex is an energy field located on the surface of the earth. As I started to say, this region of the Coconino National Forest which we are in is a proven center of such vortices. Even the early Native American inhabitants of the region were aware of this. They called it sacred ground. We call it a vortex. Those who are sensitive can feel it within."

"I'm afraid I don't feel a thing."

Suzette laughed. "Perhaps it's only too soon. I sense an aura of spirit about you. Those who are sensitive to a vortex can absorb its power. Some vortexes are magnetic, others electrical. They can have an energizing or a calming effect. It all depends on the person, their sensitivity to a particular vortex and their place in the universe at that moment."

"Like a tingling in the toes?" joked Kozol.

Suzette replied, "Like a tingling in the mind. Do you believe in God, Tony?"

"Sort of."

"The Native Americans believe that everything on earth is alive and possesses spirit."

Tony thought about that. "I suppose that makes sense."

"Not only people or even animals. The hills, the trees, the rocks, the rivers and streams—"

"My guitar?"

"Exactly!" said Suzette. "Your guitar and Janvilwelm Rein Wunderkind's keyboards will also channel this spirit tonight. The crystal mystic skulls, Maggie and Azul, will, if we are blessed, also impart their wisdom and spirit upon you and Janvilhelm and upon us all, here tonight."

Tony rubbed his unshaven chin. Suddenly he felt like either shaving his stubble or cutting his throat. And the girl was so pretty too. Pity. He'd met two attractive women in one short day. One was a lunatic. The other was a space cadet.

Some things never change.
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