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I dedicate this book to my loving brother, Alan Kelly Weaver, whose sense of humor has added greatly to the humor of this book. Love you, Alan!
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Chapter 1
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Julia meandered to the edge of the cliff and overlooked the valley below. What an impressive country southern Arizona was! The valley was covered with yellow daisy-like flowers, palo verde trees, giant saguaro cacti, breathtaking red-flowered chollas, and the sunsets were magnificent.

“Don’t get so close, Julia,” warned John. “You’re making me nervous.”

She smiled and stepped back a few steps from the precipice. Her husband’s chocolate brown eyes were wide with concern. He was a worrywart but for a very good reason. Superstition Mountain was located east of Phoenix. It was known as one of the most rugged and dangerous mountains to hike, but Julia knew she was in safe hands. Her brother Kelly was an expert climber and tour guide. He knew what he was doing.

John took her hand and pulled her further away from the cliff. “I really hate it when you look over the edge like that.”

Julia held back a smile. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, right! I think you do it just to see if I’ll say something.”

“I do not,” she defended and then smiled. “It’s so beautiful when you look at the valley below. You should try it.”

“Not on your life!” He looked at her lovingly and shook his head. “You’re just too daring for your own good, Julia.”

“Hey, you two! When you’re all done admiring the view, follow me.” Kelly pointed toward a tall peak in the distance. “That’s Weaver’s Needle, the approximate area where millions of dollars worth of gold is hidden. The only problem is, no one has been able to find the old mine.”

John scratched his head curiously. “How do you know all these stories are true? What if they’ve been exaggerated and there isn’t really a gold mine up here?”

“Oh, it’s true all right,” Kelly said firmly. “There’s too much documented history, too much evidence.”

“Evidence?” asked John. “What kind of evidence?”

“How about Dr. Thorne?” said Julia. “Tell him what the good doctor found.”

“Ah, yes!” Kelly nodded with a grin. “That’s an excellent example. In 1865, Dr. Abraham Thorne moved to Phoenix and became an army doctor. He gradually earned the respect of the Apaches while caring for their sick because of his great compassion for their people. They wanted to show their appreciation, so they blindfolded him and led him up the canyon. The doctor wrote in his journal that when they removed the blindfold, he saw a rock pointing toward the sky just like a finger. And stacked before him was a pile of gold nuggets.”

“Gold nuggets?” exclaimed John.

“You bet.”

“Did he see the mine?”

“Nope, just the pile of gold the Indians had stacked before him. He took it home and found it was worth $6,000.”

John suppressed a smile, wondering if this was just hearsay. “And I suppose this is documented, too?”

“You bet. I had a chance to talk to one of his relatives and he says it’s a fact.”

John raised a curious brow. “Really?”

Kelly nodded as he motioned toward the peak. Standing before them was a pointed pinnacle, representing Weaver’s Needle where the so-called lost Dutchman’s mine was located. Julia looked at it and shook her head in wonderment.

She turned to her brother and said, “I don’t understand. Those who discovered the mine... why didn’t they show someone where it was?”

“Oh, the history of this mountain would astound you, Julia,” said Kelly. “Those who discovered the mine were in grave danger, especially if they took any gold from this spot. This is sacred ground.”

“Sacred ground?” asked John.

“That’s right. The Apache spirits and the great Thunder God protect this mountain. People disappear and mysterious deaths occur. That’s why it’s called Superstition Mountain. The people who were able to get away safely never returned.”

“Why?” asked Julia as she tilted her head curiously.

“Well, just as the men were about to form a party and return, something always happened to them. They would get sick and die or get in a fight and get killed or something mysterious would happen to them. A map was never created by those who escaped Superstition Mountain.” Kelly shook his head. “Mysterious! That’s what it is. Now you know how this mountain got its name.”

The legend of the Thunder God and the gold mine was what made this old mountain so mysterious and intriguing in the first place. That was why Kelly was kept so busy giving tours.

“Well, it’s getting late,” said Kelly. “Let’s get out of here. One thing about this mountain is that you don’t want to be stuck up here in the dark. Too dangerous! We’d have to wait until morning to continue on. You’d never believe how many folks come up here without a sufficient water supply and get lost. Just this year they found some men that disappeared last year in these mountains.” When he noticed Julia wincing at the thought of what condition the men might have been in, he quickly said, “Sorry. Enough said. Let’s go.”

That was just fine with John. All this talk about mysterious happenings was all nonsense. He believed there was an answer to everything, including the legend of Superstition Mountain.

* * *
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It was late autumn and a few mysterious things began happening to Kelly and his ranch. No one could figure out what was going on. The ranch hands said that Kelly had been cursed because of taking a certain group of men up the mountain to search for the gold mine. The group had paid Kelly handsomely to stay for one week. During that time, they discovered a few gold nuggets here and there. The only problem was, it was on sacred ground owned by the Apache. Kelly had warned them not to take it, but they didn’t listen. He never dreamed that he would have such a run of bad luck afterwards.

Julia said it was just a coincidence. She was worried sick about her brother because his dude ranch was not flourishing as it had been. A short time later she began having strange dreams and couldn’t figure out what was going on. With each dream, she found herself standing on a hillside not far from her brother’s ranch. A deep foreboding was in the air and she felt someone was watching her. When she heard a horse whinny and paw the ground, she quickly turned around. That was where she awoke every night. But tonight was different!

Julia was standing in the same spot as usual when she felt a chill run up her spine. This time when she turned around, a large horse walked around a boulder and stopped in front of her. Julia’s eyes widened. She gasped. She couldn’t believe her eyes. The rider was sober and his eyes were full of resentment. He held a long spear high above his head, as if aiming the weapon at his victim.

Julia screamed and bolted upright from her bed. Her eyes were wide with fear as she gasped for breath.

John was in a deep sleep when he awoke with a start. His body jerked, almost jumping out of his skin. He quickly sat up in bed and blinked a couple of times, trying to get his senses about him. It took a few seconds to get his bearings when he noticed how pale his wife was. Not only that, she was breathing heavily. What had just happened? When he placed his hand on her shoulder, she jumped from his touch.

“Whoa, lady!” John said softly. “Are you awake or still asleep?”

Julia turned toward him and said mournfully, “Awake.”

“What happened? Bad dream?”

Julia nodded.

“Want to talk about it?”

She shook her head.

John knew her all too well. Yeah, she wanted to talk about it. He slid over to her, swept her auburn hair from her face, and took her in his arms. Her hazel eyes had changed color. Every time she was upset, they turned the most charming color of green. He also noticed that she was trembling and her back was stiff like a board. As he massaged the stiffness away, she gradually settled down and he knew she was ready to talk.

John lovingly cupped her chin with his hand and looked into her eyes as he said, “I’m all ears. Tell me about it.”

When Julia saw the concerned look on his face, she sighed and leaned against him, cuddling in his arms. She took a deep breath and began.

“I was at Kelly’s ranch, admiring the view. As I stood there, something didn’t feel right. Something was wrong. I knew it. I felt it...” She hesitated.

“Go on, sweetheart. I’m listening.”

“Well, a man came around a boulder, holding a spear in his hand. He raised it above his head and aimed it toward me.” She swallowed and took a deep breath. “I was so frightened.”

“Who was he?”

Julia shook her head and muttered. “I don’t know. I screamed and woke myself up before I found out who he was.”

“Is this the first time you’ve dreamed this?”

“No.”

John creased his brow. “Why haven’t you mentioned it before? You’ve always told me of your dreams.”

Julia gave a shrug. “Because it was no big deal. I always woke up before anyone appeared. I guess my subconscious didn’t want to know who was behind the boulder.”

“Do you think you’re having these dreams because you’re worried about your brother?”

Julia bit her lip nervously as she thought for a moment and then shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Well, I know you’re concerned about Kelly because he’s losing money on his ranch,” said John as he squeezed her shoulder. “And to add to his pressures, his housekeeper just up and quits. I’m so glad the twins are going there to help out with the household chores. Besides they’ve been feeling stressed about college lately. They need a break.”

Julia frowned as she said, “And that’s another thing that worries me. Why did that housekeeper quit so suddenly? Why didn’t she give Kelly some notice? He told me that it was as if something had scared her off. She didn’t even give him a two-week notice so he could find someone else.”

“I wouldn’t worry. Things will be just fine. The girls are excited about helping their uncle out.”

Julia nodded. “You’re right. I shouldn’t be so fretful. It’s just that...”

“What?”

“Well, my dreams usually have some sort of significance. But this time it doesn’t make any sense to me. Why would a person dressed in Indian garb threaten me?”

As John opened his mouth to answer, she stopped him with a raise of her finger.

“And he had a spear in his hand, too.”

When John opened his mouth again, she put her finger on his lips.

“But that’s not all. Why isn’t Kelly having any customers? It’s so strange. He was doing so well and he was making plenty of money. I don’t understand it.”

John smiled as he took her finger from his lips and held her hand in his. “Do you want to hear what I have to say,” he said with a chuckle.

She smiled. “Okay. It’s your turn now.”

He laughed. “Well, I think it’s the economy, Julia. Our economy isn’t doing as well lately.” When John saw the discouragement in her face, he rubbed the palm of her hand lovingly. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. He’s a fighter. He won’t give up. I know your brother. He’s almost as determined as you are when it comes to adversity.”

Julia gave a slight smile and sighed. “I hope so. I just don’t understand why I had that awful dream.”

“Well,” said John as they both slid under the covers. “It might be that you’re worried Kelly will lose the ranch. The man with a spear might represent the threat on his land or failure to pay his debts.”

She nodded, knowing it sounded reasonable. Realizing he had a big day tomorrow, Julia said, “Go back to sleep, honey. I’ll be just fine.”

“Sleep?” John said with a chuckle as he took her in his arms. “Are you kidding? Some woman startled the bee-gee-bees out of me and I’m wide awake now. I don’t think I could go back to sleep if I tried.”

“Sorry.” Julia tried to suppress her laughter as she said, “Next time I’ll try to muffle my scream.”

When John heard her giggle, he grinned and pulled her close. “Are you laughing at me, woman?”

“No,” she said with a grin. “So what do you want to do? Shall we talk until you’re relaxed enough to go back to sleep?”

“Talk?” He caressed her back and nibbled on her ear as he whispered, “I can think of a lot more interesting things to do than talk.”

“Oh?” Julia said with laughter lacing her voice. “And what do you have in mind?”

John wiggled his eyebrows and then spread whispering kisses along her neck. When he heard his wife giggle, he said, “I’m in the mood for some cuddling and a few of those delicious kisses of yours.”

As he gazed into her eyes, the message he communicated was one of adoring love. A longing to kiss her rose sharply within him as his eyes trailed down to her mouth. Then he pulled her against his chest and tightened his arms around her as his lips met hers.

Lost in the wonder of their kisses, nothing else seemed to matter but one another. They were in a world of their own, one of ecstasy and euphoria. All of a sudden, the alarm clock let out the most annoying ring.

John groaned as he gazed at his wife. “What time is it and why did you set that blasted alarm?”

She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I can’t believe it’s 5:00 already. It doesn’t feel like it.”

“Five o’clock? Why on earth...”

“I have to take the girls to the bus station. It leaves at 7:00 and they have to be there an hour early. Will you take a rain check on that cuddling session?”

“Do I have a choice?” John said good-naturedly.

She shook her head and kissed him.

He licked his lips and smiled. “Mmmm! You know I won’t be able to sleep a wink now. I’m wide awake.”

Julia laughed as she slid out of bed. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to awaken you.”

John said nothing as he watched her walk into the bathroom to freshen up. After slipping into some pants and a tee shirt, she said, “Since you can’t sleep, how about fixing us a delicious breakfast when I get back.”

Silence.

“John?”

Julia looked at her husband. With the glow of the night-light in their room, she could see his chest rising and falling with each breath. His eyes were closed and his mouth was open. He had fallen back to sleep. When he began snoring softly, she had to grin.

She kissed his cheek tenderly. He was a tall nice-looking man with an olive complexion. He had a square jaw, dark brown hair, and rich chocolate-brown eyes. He was completely opposite from Julia: more cautious and guarded, more subdued and quiet. He was a gentle man with a great sense of humor and quick wit. He admired his wife’s accomplishments, including the raising of three daughters.

The thing that Julia loved about her husband was how he treated her...with love and respect, as equal partners in marriage. Their relationship was unusual compared to the normal couple. John helped with cooking while she grew a garden. He helped wash clothes while she mowed the lawn. He chose what he enjoyed doing and she did what he disliked, such as washing dishes and folding clothes.

Julia looked at the man she adored and covered his shoulders with the blanket. As she watched him sleep, she sighed. She was deeply in love with this man. He was her life.
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Kelly and his foreman were placing salt lick blocks in several areas for the cattle. As they drove through his pastureland, looking for good places to put the blocks, Kelly shook his head and said, “You know what? The cattle love these blocks just as much as a kid with a lollipop.”

Tony laughed as he pointed to a grassy spot. “Let’s put a couple over here. It’s not too far from the pond so they can have a drink afterwards.”

Kelly nodded as he pulled the truck to a stop. They both slid out and walked to the back of the truck bed. Each took a block and placed it on the ground.

Kelly took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow as he looked at his beloved land. This pasture, his home, and his fruit orchard were part of his inheritance, given to him by his father. It had been in the family for generations. How he loved this precious land! It was part of his heritage.

Mesa was hot in the summer but perfect for the rest of the seasons. Before him was Superstition Mountain, standing at four thousand feet high. What a magnificent mountain, with legends that were unbelievable! The sacred gold, the Lost Dutchman Mine, and the great Thunder God! How about the mysterious deaths of those seeking for the gold on this treacherous mountain? Could they be true?

As he stared off in the distance, he creased his brow when he saw the pond and no cattle stirring around. Something didn’t feel right to him. He noticed a few cattle sleeping but it seemed much too quiet. A deep foreboding crept over him.

“Come on, Tony,” he said as he motioned to his foreman. “Let’s check the pond. Something isn’t quite right.”

They both strode down the slope following the small stream of water that emptied into the pond. As they approached, the cattle didn’t stir. That wasn’t normal. It worried him, so he took off at a dead run. When Kelly arrived at the pond, he knelt beside his cattle and inspected them. About a half dozen were dead. But from what? In fact, no other cattle were even milling around. He squinted his eyes against the morning sun but couldn’t see them.

“What’s wrong?” asked Tony as he jogged toward him.

Kelly turned and asked soberly, “Where’s the herd?”

“I put them in the other pasture.”

“When did you do it?”

“Last night. Why are you asking?”

“Well, these must have been left behind. They’re dead. And at the looks of it, it happened sometime last night or early this morning.”

“What?” exclaimed Tony with stunned surprise. “I don’t understand. I didn’t see any sick ones yesterday.”

“How about the rest of the herd? Did you check them this morning?”

“Of course! They’re just fine.”

Kelly frowned as he walked toward the pond and inspected it. When he saw a dead rat floating in the water, he shook his head. “I’m not sure but I think this water is bad.”

“But it can’t be. A fresh stream pours into it daily.”

“What else could it be?” asked Kelly as he pointed to the vermin.

Tony’s brow creased with concern as he knelt beside the pond, checking it thoroughly. When he saw a few granules around the edge of the pond, he picked them up. They hadn’t dissolved because they were too far from the pond. He sniffed them but couldn’t place where he had smelled it before.

“What did you find?” asked Kelly.

Tony handed the granules to his boss. Kelly inspected the particles and then his eyes widened in disbelief. “This water has been poisoned.”

“Poisoned?” said Tony with doubt. “Are you sure?”

Kelly nodded. “I just bought a bunch of rat poison a couple of weeks ago. I remember sprinkling it around the house so the rats wouldn’t come inside. You know how I feel about vermin in the house.”

Tony was shocked at Kelly’s announcement. What on earth was going on? So many mysterious things were happening. Why?

“We’ve got to drain the pond and clean it thoroughly before we can let the cattle in again,” said Kelly as he rose to his feet. “We’ve got to bury the cattle, too. Designate some of the ranch hands to do it and we’ll work on the pond.”

“Okay,” said Tony as he kicked a stone out of the way. He was feeling frustrated by all the mysterious things that were happening. “Do you have any idea what’s going on here?”

Kelly shook his head. “I’m just as puzzled as you are. How about the fence surrounding the pasture? Who cut it down last week? And where are my wire cutters? Whoever did it knew exactly what they were doing because the gap was wide enough for the cattle to escape. It took us all day to round them up.”

“What does your family think about it?”

Kelly pursed his lips in thought and then said, “I haven’t told them any specifics yet. I was so upset that I knew I couldn’t mention it in a proper frame of mind. Besides, Dad would be down here in no time. What could he do?”

Tony nodded. “I understand.”

Kelly had a look of gloom on his face as he said, “I think I’ll call Julia, though. I should let her know what’s happening.”

“Talking about your sister, when are your nieces arriving?”

“Today.” Kelly’s mood began to change at the mention of his nieces. “They’re such sweet girls.”

He smiled as he remembered their phone call, telling him that they were hopping on the bus and were coming to help out on the ranch. They must have sensed his need to have family around during this stressful time. He tried to tell them that he was okay but they were stubborn girls, insisting they wanted to help out. When he really thought about it, he was quite anxious to see them.

He turned to Tony and smiled. “You’ll like them. They’re real characters.”

“Characters?”

Kelly chuckled. “Yup! When they put their heads together, they can be quite mischievous.”

“What do you mean?”

Kelly laughed. “Well, this one time the three girls and I were traveling together, seeing the sights. We stopped for a break to get treats and gas. I was tired and wasn’t thinking clearly. So when I glanced up and saw the word ‘men’ above the restroom door, I just walked right in without any hesitation. The fact was...” He snickered. “This ornamental shrub was hiding the beginning of the word. I didn’t see the first two letters.”

Tony burst into laughter. “You mean to say you walked into the women’s room?”

Kelly nodded. “No one was there so I didn’t think anything of it, but I felt something wasn’t right when I couldn’t find the urinals. There were only stalls. When I turned around and saw a woman walking into the restroom, the first thing I thought was... ‘What the heck! I’ve gone into the wrong one.’ But before I could say anything, that poor woman turned several shades of red and gasped. She quickly turned around and headed out the door. I’ve never seen a person move that fast before.”

Tony chuckled, just imagining the whole situation.

“Well...” said Kelly. “I had really embarrassed that poor woman. So I quickly left before any more showed up. I strode out of there and turned into the men’s room. And low and behold, that same woman was standing there staring at the men at the urinals. She was as red as a beet. After getting over the initial shock, she quickly turned and ran from the room, almost ramming into me as she passed.”

Tony couldn’t stand it another minute. He burst into laughter as he slapped his thigh. Kelly chuckled. Between spurts of laughter, he finished his story.

“That poor woman thought she had gone into the wrong room the first time and quickly dodged into the men’s. The shocked look on her face was a thing to remember, I tell you. And when she saw me...man alive!”

After a few seconds of uncontrollable laughter, Tony finally settled down and asked, “So what has that got to do with the girls?”

“Okay! Imagine all the cars lined up at the gas pumps.”

Tony nodded. “Okay.”

“Well, I guess that bathroom experience really flustered me good. When I headed for the car, I didn’t notice it wasn’t ours. It was the same color and make so I didn’t think anything about it as I tried opening up the back door.”

“Back door?”

“Yeah. The girls were driving at the time. I couldn’t figure out why it was locked. When I looked inside, someone was sitting in the driver’s seat but it wasn’t one of my nieces. It was a stranger.” He grinned. “Well, not a complete stranger. I had seen her before.”

“Oh, no!” said Tony. “It wasn’t the same woman, was it?”

“How did you know?” asked Kelly with a chuckle.

Tony burst into laughter once again.

Kelly shook his head. “I bet I really spooked that poor woman good because she put her foot on the pedal and took off, making her tires squeal as she went. Well, the girls were standing by the car watching me with a puzzled look on their faces. When I told them what had happened, they never let me live it down. After that, each stop we made, they teased me mercilessly by pretending they were going to get into another person’s car. Then they’d turn and look at me with a mischievous look and say, ‘Oops, is this my car?’ It wasn’t just once, but they did it at every stop we made. They even tormented me about the women’s room, too, asking if I needed some help finding the men’s room.”

Tony smiled broadly. “I need to meet these young ladies. They’re my kind of people.”

Kelly grinned. “You’ll love ‘em. I sure do!”
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“Oh, no! He won’t sell it, Dad. That land has been in the family for four generations!” There was urgency in Julia’s voice as she spoke and she was not happy about the news her father had given her. “Let me talk to him first, Dad. There’s nothing to worry about. Everything will be just fine. I’ll get in touch with the twins and find out what’s going on.”

Julia sighed as she hung up the phone. Why would someone pull such a low down dirty trick? She walked toward the overstuffed chair and slumped into it. Julia felt that her brother wasn’t thinking clearly and she was afraid he was going to do something rash. What her father said was impossible. No one in his right mind would believe such a hoax.

John only heard Julia’s side of the conversation and knew something was up. He walked over to her, smoothed her hair with his fingers and asked, “So... from what I gather, your father is worried that your brother is going to sell the ranch. I don’t understand. Why?”

Julia huffed. “Ghosts!”

John was stunned. “What did you say?”

“Spirits from the past! That’s what Dad said.”

He arched his brow as he sat down in front of her. “Are you trying to tell me the ranch is haunted? What’s this all about, anyway?”

“Did you say spirits and ghosts?” asked April as she peeked around the corner of the kitchen. “Who owns a haunted ranch? Are you talking about Uncle Kelly?”

John turned toward the kitchen and saw April peering at them with curiosity.

April’s sky blue eyes were wide with astonishment. “Why didn’t someone tell me about it? I’m always the last to know.”

John stifled a chuckle. His daughter was such a jewel. “I assure you, Uncle Kelly doesn’t own a haunted ranch.”

Julia turned toward her and sighed with frustration. “Come in and I’ll tell you both all about it.”

April meandered toward her mother with a bunch of grapes in her hand and settled herself on the sofa. She popped a grape in her mouth and said, “Ready!”

“Well, your grandpa says that Kelly’s ranch is haunted and so it’s scaring away all his prospective customers. He’s got debts to pay and the ranch isn’t bringing in a profit. Therefore, he might have to sell.”

“Sell? That would be terrible. Hasn’t that land been in the family for years?”

“Four generations! My great grandfather bought that land.”

“What have Sharlene and Faith said about this? They’ve been there for a couple of weeks now. Have they seen anything suspicious? Do they think it’s haunted, too?”

Julia shrugged. “They’ve told me a few things but I thought nothing of it. I just thought it was a bunch of teenagers pulling pranks. I’m going to call them tonight and find out
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