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      To my faithful readers. Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        How much better to get wisdom than gold, to get insight rather than silver!

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Proverbs 16:16
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      HOLCOMB SPRINGS, 1922

      Lionel lifted his hand from the sticky mass on his gut. Blood seeped more quickly through his once-white shirt. He didn’t have much time. He had to get word to Belle. As he tried to move to a better position in the cave, rough rock gouged his back. The Blackwell boys had dragged him back here after the deputies had shot him. Pain sliced through him, making him want to cast up his last meal. But he could do this last thing for his wife and baby daughter.

      As long as the Blackwell boys didn’t figure out what he was doing. He’d almost pulled it off, almost fooled them that he was part of their gang instead of working against them. Almost.

      He’d seen Tukwut briefly on the ridge during the firefight. Had Tukwut seen him? He thought so. The young man had the vision of the coyote he was named after. He needed to get him a message somehow.

      Wyatt Blackwell paced the opening of the cave, tossing off a shot at the deputies every now and again. As long as he didn’t turn the gun Lionel’s way. Which he would without hesitation if he thought Lionel could still betray him.

      If only he knew.

      The bags of gold they’d stolen lined the cave walls. If the Blackwell boys wanted to make a run for it as soon as it was dark, they’d have to leave their booty behind. Lionel inwardly chuckled at the irony of it.

      With blood-sticky hands, Lionel reached inside his coat breast pocket for the fountain pen and paper he always carried.

      The movement must have caught Lionel’s eye in the waning light. He jerked toward Lionel. “Show me your hands!”

      Lionel raised his hands holding the pencil and paper. “Just writing a final letter to my wife. Not going to make it out of here.” He coughed and suppressed a groan.

      Wyatt studied him a long moment. “Don’t think we’re going to surrender just to save you. Traitors like you deserve to die a slow death.” He grinned, tobacco-stained teeth bared beneath his bushy mustache.

      Time was running out of Lionel’s life hourglass as the blood seeped out of him. He couldn’t hold his hands up, and they sagged. He had to write to Belle. Her future depended on it. It was one thing he could do for her.

      Just as he was ready to take his chances with Wyatt and begin writing anyway, a noise outside the cave caught Wyatt’s attention.

      Lionel began writing. “Dearest Belle…”

      He fought to stay conscious. Belle’s face swam before his eyes. She was holding their daughter and saying something he couldn’t make out. His daughter would never know him, but at least he could provide for her.

      His vision frayed toward blackness, and he wasn’t sure if any of what he’d written made sense or was readable. He could only hope. Not that he deserved any favor from God, but still he prayed for forgiveness and mercy.

      He wouldn’t put it past Wyatt to read his letter, laugh, and toss it aside. Then all his work would be for nothing.

      But in his outside coat pocket was a book he’d picked up as he was leaving his office, intending to read it at home after supper. Until his plans had changed. It was the latest from the British author Agatha Christie. The Secret Adversary. He regretted he wouldn’t get to read it. She knew how to weave an entertaining tale. He and Belle often enjoyed reading them aloud of an evening.

      He slipped the letter inside the book and tucked it back in his pocket.

      He wasn’t feeling too much pain now. Just sleepy as the edges of his consciousness faded…
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      Anne Cartwright was sitting at the Holcomb Springs library circulation desk when a woman in her early sixties walked through the library doors struggling to carry a cardboard moving box.

      Anne made her way around the desk. “Here, let me help you with that. Are you Margot?” Anne slipped the box from the lady and set it on the counter.

      “I am.” She let out a breath. “Thanks. That was the lightest one. I’ve got a bunch more in my car.”

      Margot Willits had called earlier in the week to set up an appointment with Anne. Her aunt, Lillian Delamar, had passed away at age ninety-five and had been one of the oldest residents of Holcomb Springs, the town doyenne, as it were. Anne had known and loved Miss Lillian. Everyone had.

      “Let me get a cart to load them onto.”

      Anne found a cart and pushed it out the doors to Margot’s car. Together they began piling it with boxes.

      “This is such a load off my mind.” Margot reached into the trunk and hefted a box. “Auntie Lillian was insistent that you get her books and papers. It’s the last thing I have to do managing the estate. Well, this and sell that monstrosity of a house.”

      Anne had always thought the old Delamar Place was beautiful, if neglected. Miss Lillian had moved out five years ago after falling. Between the stairs and the necessary upkeep, it had gotten to be too much for her. Then kids had hung out there until one of them went missing. It was kind of a miracle it hadn’t burned down.

      Anne’s hopes had risen when a contractor had done a bit of work around the house, but he gave up when it didn’t seem like there was a potential buyer. Seeing the old Victorian rundown made her sad. It just needed the right person to see its potential. And Anne was not a do-it-yourself kinda gal. She loved her cozy A-frame cabin.

      “Do you have a buyer?”

      Margot nodded. “I do. After hiring contractors over the years to try to fix it up, only to have them give up or rip off Auntie Lillian, I decided the best thing was to cut our losses and sell it. I found a company that said they’d flip it for us.”

      She pushed her hair back from her face, soft waves of gray falling below her chin. “We thought since we had a long Thanksgiving weekend, the family would come and visit the house one last time. There’s nothing left. When we moved Auntie Lillian, we got rid of nearly everything. We’re removing the few personal things from the cottage that we didn’t take when she went into assisted living last year.”

      Anne pulled the last box out of the back seat as Margot closed the trunk. “I think that’s everything.” Anne shivered despite the exertion. She’d come out without her coat, and seven thousand feet at the end of November was chilly even if the sun was out.

      “One more thing.” Margot reached inside the car and pulled out a folder. “Instructions.” She handed it to Anne. “Aunt Lillian was very particular about her estate. She insisted that you go through it and archive it for the historical society. There’s also a special bequest to you and a few other instructions.” She pointed to the folder. “It’s all in there.”

      Anne laid the folder on top of the boxes. “I’ll be sure to read them.” Miss Lillian had been a sweet old lady, and Anne had enjoyed listening to her stories of the old days of Holcomb Springs and its rough-and-tumble gold mining past. There were likely a few items that would be of interest to the historical society. So many people thought their family’s junk had value beyond the sentimental.

      Margot stood in the open door to her car. “Thanks for taking care of this. I know Aunt Lillian would be pleased.”

      Anne smiled. “Of course. I’m going to miss her. She told the best stories. I loved the ones about the gold mines and the shoot-outs. Holcomb Springs has a crazy past.” The town actually had a hanging tree, which was now in the center of the town park.

      “Oh, yes. If you find anything related to the gold mine she often talked about, you’ll let me know, right? It would impact the value of the estate.” Margot laughed as she slid into her car, gave Anne a finger wave, and drove off.

      Anne pushed the cart into the library back into staff-only area. Martha had the front handled, and Thanksgiving weekend was a slow time for them.

      She wouldn’t have time to go through the boxes today. In fact, she’d be better off taking them to her house where she could lay everything out. A lot would end up in the trash, she was sure.

      Popping a pod into the coffee machine, she slid a cup under the spout and dumped in some coconut milk creamer. With her coffee, she sat at the small table to read Miss Lillian’s instructions.

      Martha, the library assistant, came into the back and put her insulated cup under the coffee machine spout and started it. “Is this all from Miss Lillian’s estate?” Her shoulder-length dark hair fell across her face as she leaned forward to examine the closest box.

      Anne nodded. “I think I’m going to take it all to my house and go through it there. We don’t have the space either here or at the historical society.” Which shared a building with them.

      Martha grabbed her cup. “You’ll need some help toting them to your house.”

      Anne waved her off. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m sure Trevor would help.” Martha gave an enigmatic smile as she left the staff-only area.

      Anne shook her head and turned her attention back to the instructions.

      Miss Lillian’s collection of Agatha Christie novels would go to Anne personally. How sweet! They had originally bonded over their love of the crime novelist when Miss Lillian would come into the library. Her father had been a fan, and even though he had died when she was a baby, Miss Lillian always said she felt closer to him when she read one of Agatha Christie’s books. She had many signed first editions, some from her father’s library.

      She still loved coming into the library to talk books. She was obviously lonely. When it became too difficult for her to come into the library, especially during the winter, Anne would bring books to her. They’d have some tea and cookies and visit. After she’d moved down the hill last year, Anne hadn’t seen her again.

      Anne’s eyes misted. She’d miss her. Even though Miss Lillian’s health had been declining the past year and her death was expected, it felt like another piece of living history had slipped away. And it renewed Anne’s desire to preserve what she could of their town. It was the reason she was both the librarian and head of the historical society.

      She took a sip of coffee and continued.

      And almost choked when she read the next instructions.

      
        
        Trevor Finn is to be part of the archiving and cataloging process. This is my specific request. He has special knowledge that will be useful.

      

      

      Trevor Finn was the high school history teacher. Because of the overlap of their interests, he and Anne had a professional relationship. They worked together for Gold Rush Days and the like. Her stomach flipped at the idea of working with him on this project. There was something about him that made her unsure of herself. Perhaps it was the way his icy-blue eyes seemed to see more of her than she wanted him to. He was a nice guy; everyone liked him. But Anne always felt she needed to keep her distance. He was far too good looking than any history buff had a right to be.

      She pushed her coffee cup away. Maybe she didn’t need him. After all, once she’d gone through the boxes, there might not really be anything to archive. Or she could hand some things over to him and they could work separately. Really, she wouldn’t know until she’d gone through everything herself. Then she could decide.

      With a sigh, she eyed the boxes. She didn’t relish taking them back outside and loading them into the back of her Subaru Outback herself. And then hauling them inside her house with its stairs to the front door. Maybe it’d be worth it to call Trevor for the muscle he could provide. But she erased that idea immediately. Though the image of Trevor’s muscles lingered a little too long in her mind.

      She shouldn’t even be tackling this project right now. She had a book deadline, and she was blocked. She needed to be writing. She wasn’t a fast writer, and her deadline was looming. She didn’t have time for another project.

      The town had loved Miss Lillian, so there would be a push to put on an exhibit about her life. Anne couldn’t put it off forever. But the town did a lot for Christmas, and Anne was heavily involved in the activities. She couldn’t even use her book deadline as an excuse to beg off because no one knew she secretly wrote mysteries under the name Aggie Gilchrist.

      She’d give the boxes a cursory look once she got them home. Then she’d decide what to do about Trevor.

      As she flipped the instructions over to the last page, she noticed an envelope addressed to her in Miss Lillian’s spidery handwriting.

      Mostly it was a reiteration of her wishes. Anne skimmed. She could read it again later.

      But the last line grabbed her attention.

      
        
        I know you’ll see justice done, even though everyone involved is long dead. I wish for my father’s name to be cleared.
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      Trevor Finn pulled up in front of Anne’s A-frame cabin but didn’t get out of his car.

      He wasn’t sure why he was here, other than as a favor to Martha, who’d texted him saying Anne needed help with boxes from Lillian’s estate

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Praise for JL Crosswhite
      


      		
        Other books by JL Crosswhite
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Books by JL Crosswhite
      


      		
        Books by Jennifer Crosswhite
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Other books by JL Crosswhite


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/tsp-logo-black-ca.jpg







OEBPS/images/jlc-bsm-af-ebook--56.jpg
WHERE DANGERGEINDS MOLL . y

A Southern California Romant’zc S.u-spens-e Serlles .

A HOLCOMB SPRINGS SMALL TOWN ROMANT]C’SU&PENSE,

/ 3 e

JL CROSSWHITE

BOOK 8






