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  Dedication


For every crafter who’s ever found a diamond drill stuck to their elbow three days later, 

may your sparkle never dull and your tweezers never vanish.








  
  Epigraph


“Crafting is cheaper than therapy… until you discover 

diamond drills in every color of the rainbow.”
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  Introduction


If you’ve never spent three hours hunched over a canvas trying to pick up a microscopic plastic gem with tweezers sticky from yesterday’s soda, welcome to diamond painting. It’s a craft that combines the meditative calm of cross-stitch with the chaos of a glitter explosion, and in the small town of Crystal Falls, it’s practically a full-contact sport.
Every Wednesday, a rotating band of caffeine-charged women crowd into the back room of Craftopia Emporium armed with drills, wax, gossip, and a level of competitive spirit not seen since high school bake-offs. Among them shines one woman brighter than all the AB-coated rhinestones in aisle three, Lyndsey Clark, part perfectionist, part magpie, and one hundred percent determined to make the most stunning diamond paintings anyone’s ever seen.
Her latest project? A six-foot-wide diamond portrait of the American flag featuring men from each branch of the Armed Services, every star, stripe, and salute lovingly glued into place one glittering piece at a time.
But what starts as a patriotic labor of love soon turns… weird. Anonymous messages. Strange warnings. A donation ceremony that ends in darkness, and theft.
You might think a small-town craft group would leave the investigation to the pros. Not these ladies. Before long, Lyndsey and her glue-gun-wielding squad are deep in high-stakes sleuthing, complete with snack-fueled stakeouts, overzealous embellishing, and theories that range from “jealous rival crafter” to “vengeful ghost of unfinished projects.”
It’s a tale of friendship, laughter, and the unbreakable bond formed when you have to pry a rogue diamond out of your carpet together.
So roll up your sleeves, grab your sorting tray, and settle in, things are about to get delightfully messy.






  
  Chapter 1

The Drilling Begins


If there was one sound that defined Wednesdays in Crystal Falls, it was the hum of gossip over the faint click of tiny plastic drills being pressed into place. 
Every Wednesday at exactly 6:00 p.m., the Diamond Divas convened in the back room of Craftopia Emporium, the only craft store in town with both decent overhead lighting and a “no glitter bombs after 8 p.m.” policy. The craft room smelled faintly of hot glue, vanilla air freshener, and whatever snack Marge Templeton had decided to smuggle in her tote this week.
The sign taped to the door read in festive foam letters:  PRIVATE EVENT: BRING SNACKS, LEAVE DRAMA (UNLESS IT’S INTERESTING).  Everyone ignored that last line.
Lyndsey Clark, thirty-six, stubbornly optimistic, and hopelessly addicted to sparkle, was the first through the door as always. She rolled in her teal wheeled craft cart like a surgeon wheeling in life-saving instruments. Her bag clanked softly with tweezers, labeled baggies, and at least three “spare” wax squares, because one could never have too much wax, organization, or snacks.
“Okay, ladies,” Lyndsey said, setting up her lighting. “We’ve got drills sorted by color family, trays cleaned, and snacks that do not require sticky fingers.”
From behind her, Marge sniffed in that long-suffering way all retired librarians perfect. “You say that every week, Lyndsey, and every week someone brings cheese curls.”
Before Lyndsey could reply, the door burst open and Milly Pearson stumbled in, clutching a family-sized orange bag like a trophy. “They were buy one, get one free!”
Lyndsey sighed, long and dramatic. “Milly, those are a disaster waiting to happen.”
“I brought chopsticks!” Milly chirped. “Problem solved.”
“Your first chopstick ‘solution’ ended with cheese dust in my resin molds,” Lyndsey reminded her.
“Semantics,” Milly said and plopped down in her chair, already orange-fingered. “Now, let’s get sparkly.”
Tonya Parker breezed in next, the youngest of the group, wearing a T-shirt that read I Glitter Because I Care. She carried a pink glitter tumbler the size of a fire hydrant and a plastic organizer that jangled like a percussion set. “Sorry I’m late, I had to reboot the Cricut. It got philosophical about fonts again.”
“It’s a machine, Tonya.”
“Machines have moods,” she said. “The blender definitely hates me.”
Last to arrive was Marge, her tote bag packed with gossip magazines "for research," and a thermos of what she insisted was “iced tea,” though everyone knew it was 80% lemonade, 20% intrigue. “We’re all here then,” she announced. “Praise be, and pass the mod podge.”
Once every Diva had staked out her corner, Lyndsey ceremoniously unrolled her latest project across the full length of the main table. Gasps, honest, heartfelt gasps, rippled around the group.
“My word,” Marge breathed. “That’s… enormous.”
“It’s beautiful,” said Tonya, already reaching for her phone to take a picture.
“Pictures don’t do it justice,” Lyndsey said proudly. “It’s going to be a six-foot-wide American flag, with one man from each branch of the Armed Services underneath. When it’s finished, I’m donating it to the American Legion for their memorial wall.”
“That’s about the most patriotic thing I’ve heard since Ducky Dobbins sang the national anthem at karaoke,” Milly said solemnly.
Lyndsey smiled and carefully peeled protective plastic from one glittering corner. “I’ve got the blues sorted, the reds labeled, and the stars ready for embellishment.”
Marge squinted at the canvas. “You do realize that’s, what, eighty-five thousand pieces?”
“Ninety-two thousand,” Lyndsey corrected. “But who’s counting?”
“You are, clearly,” said Tonya, already setting her own smaller project beside it, a diamond painting of an overly heroic-looking golden retriever in sunglasses titled Pup Justice.
The next hour unfolded in the Divas’ usual rhythm: friendly teasing layered over the gentle sound of drills being lifted, dipped in wax, and pressed into canvas. They discussed everything from gluten-free brownies to the latest scandal in the Crystal Falls Garden Club (“She planted begonias in a symmetrical pattern, Marge, that woman’s a monster!”).
Lyndsey entered her diamond trance, that cozy calm when color and light replaced the rest of the world. Each little gem lined up perfectly, a slow pixel-by-pixel victory. Outside, the late-spring rain tapped the windows in rhythm with her work.
Halfway through the evening, Marge leaned over conspiratorially. “Did you all hear about Ducky Dobbins?”
Milly groaned. “If it’s about his ‘supernatural plumbing findings,’ no thank you.”
“I’m serious,” said Marge. “He told the guys at the Legion last night that he saw something out behind the building. Flashes of red, white, and blue light in the dark. He thought fireworks, but there weren’t any scheduled.”
“Maybe he accidentally wired his headlights to his tailgate again,” quipped Tonya.
“Or maybe,” Milly said, raising a cheesy finger in warning, “it was the ghost of Betsy Ross, haunting the unpatriotic!”
Lyndsey laughed. “The only thing haunting Ducky is processed sugar and regret.”
By seven-thirty, the room was equal parts glitter, frosting crumbs, and laughter. Lyndsey’s flag was beginning to take shape, deep blue background twinkling like real stars. She reached for her phone, checking the photo reference she’d saved. A small red notification blinked in the corner: 1 New Message from Unknown Number.
Don’t finish the flag.
Lyndsey frowned. She tilted the phone, wondering if she’d misread it through her magnifying glasses. Nope. That was definitely the message. No emojis. No punctuation. Just creepy minimalism.
She texted back.
Excuse me? Who is this?
No answer.
“Milly, this you?”
“Do I look like I can text with these hands?” Milly waved her bright orange fingertips, now encrusted with crumbs and drills. “Cheese dust is basically fingerprint cement.”
Lyndsey turned the phone so everyone could see. “Then who’s sending this?”
Tonya gasped theatrically. “Maybe it’s about the lights Ducky saw! A warning!”
Marge snorted. “What’s he warning, the dangers of patriotism?”
“Spam,” declared Milly, sipping from her straw. “You’re probably about to win a free cruise to Milwaukee.”
The others chuckled and went back to work, but a tiny thread of unease tugged at Lyndsey.
Still, she prided herself on her calm practicality. “Probably just a misdial,” she said, more to herself than anyone else. “You can’t let one weird text ruin a whole evening.”
Tonya raised her tumbler. “Agreed. To weird texts and unfinished business!”
“Cheers to sparkle and stubbornness,” said Marge, clinking her thermos against the tumbler.
The toast was interrupted when Milly squeaked. One of her orange drills had gone rogue and disappeared down her shirt. “I’ve been infiltrated!” she cried, jumping up and shaking her blouse until a tiny red gem pinged off the table and landed perfectly, right into Lyndsey’s completed section of the flag.
Everyone froze. Then they erupted into chaotic, glitter-covered applause.
“It’s destiny,” Tonya said solemnly. “The craft gods approve.”
“Just be careful next time,” Lyndsey said, carefully removing the misplaced red before it cemented in wax. “I don’t want to explain to the veterans that there’s a Nacho Orange star representing the Army.”
By the time cleanup began, the uneasy text had faded into the background hum of comedy and crumbs. The group sorted drills back into baggies labeled things like “Patriotic Red” and “Definitely Not the Same Blue as the Last Blue,” and the room slowly shifted back from chaos to controlled mess.
Lyndsey lingered behind after the others tooled out, laughing and still comparing projects. She couldn’t leave yet. Not without finishing one last row.
The store was quiet. Only the hum of the fluorescent lights kept her company as she placed the final few drills for the evening. The colors gleamed under her lamp, red stripes vivid and clean against the deep blue.
She smiled, tired but satisfied.
Then her phone buzzed again. Unknown Number.
This time the message was a photo. Her diamond painting, taken from behind, the angle matching perfectly with where she was sitting now.
For one breathless moment, she didn’t move.
Then she looked up.
Out the dark front windows of Craftopia Emporium, raindrops streaked down in tiny shining rivulets. On the other side of the glass… nothing. Just the dim streetlight, flickering in the drizzle.
She swallowed hard, pressed the phone face-down on the table, and forced herself to laugh.
“Probably a mistake,” she said aloud, though no one was there to hear it.
She turned off her light, locked up, and whispered a promise to the dark.
“I’m finishing the flag.”
Outside, the streetlight flickered one last time, threw sparks of red, white, and blue, and went out.






  
  Chapter 2

Sparkle Warfare


By the next Wednesday, the Diamond Divas had collectively decided that Lyndsey’s creepy text was “probably nothing,” which, in Crystal Falls logic, meant it would be talked about constantly but treated like a curiosity instead of an omen.
They met again in the back room of Craftopia Emporium, same time, same snacks, same questionable playlist of “2000s Hits Crafting Edition,” which was mostly off-key singalongs and someone’s forgotten Bluetooth speaker still trying to connect to a device called Gerald’s iPhone.
Lyndsey had arrived early again. She carried her now partially completed flag canvas with almost maternal caution. The glitter shimmered like tiny armor under the store’s fluorescent lights. She’d triple-layered it in towel and cling wrap on the way over, as if protecting it from whatever (or whoever) sent that strange photo last week.
She pretended not to check her phone every five minutes.
Milly was first through the door this time, dragging in two tote bags: one brimming with drills and the other filled with snacks clearly designed to reduce all surfaces to orange dust. “I thought I’d try a healthier munch,” she announced proudly. “Brought trail mix.”
Lyndsey looked hopeful for exactly 0.8 seconds.
“With chocolate chips,” Milly clarified. “And candy-coated peanuts. And… okay, it’s mostly candy.”
“Did you eat all the nuts?” asked Marge from behind her, coming in with her rolling cart loaded like Santa’s sleigh of craft supplies.
“Define all,” said Milly.
“You’re hopeless,” Marge muttered. She set down her canvas, a small coastal lighthouse scene that had been “90% done” for four months. “I see the flag survived another week of tyranny.”
Lyndsey grinned. “I’ve spent twelve hours adding embellishments to the stars. They sparkle so much, they could blind anyone sitting under the Legion’s commemorative light fixture.”
“That’s the spirit,” Tonya said, sailing in and dropping her water bottle with a clatter. “If you can’t outshine your problems, dazzle them into confusion.”
The group settled into their glitter-strewn battlefield. Plastic containers opened with satisfying clicks, and the familiar sound of tweezers flicked across the table like small instruments.
Marge started up the gossip engine without preamble. “You all hear about Ducky’s plumbing disaster at the Legion?”
Milly perked up immediately. “No, but I’ve been spiritually preparing for it.”
“Apparently he flooded the utility closet trying to replace a valve, and half the place smells like damp carpet now,” Marge said. “They said the maintenance crew found an old photo album tucked behind the breaker box. Pictures of veterans from, oh, decades ago.”
“That’s sweet,” said Lyndsey, distracted by aligning a row of red drills.
“Sweet until half the town decided those photos were cursed,” Marge said, dramatically lowering her voice. “They say the Legion’s been bad luck ever since. Even the vending machine started only taking nickels, but giving out peanuts.”
Tonya gasped. “A haunted snack machine!”
Milly shook her head. “No, no. There are rules for hauntings
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