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      Please consider joining my newsletter for exclusive content and news of upcoming releases. Be the first to know about special sales, freebies, stories from my writer life, and other fun information. You'll even receive a thank-you gift. Join me on my writing adventures!
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      And again, thank you so much for taking the time to read this book. Please stop by my website or Facebook page to let me know if you enjoyed it.

      I am an independent author, so getting the word out about my book is vital to its success. If you liked this book, please consider telling your friends, and writing a review at the store where you purchased it. Reviews help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative!

      And be sure to check out my mystery series Tales of Love and Mystery at

      https://patriciarice.com/series/tales-of-love-and-mystery/

      as well as my Crystal Magic series

      https://patriciarice.com/series/crystal-magic/
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      Spoiler Alert!

      This is the third book of a trilogy. The romance and mystery stand alone, but there are on-going plot threads about the town which will be tied up (I hope!) in this book. If you like to read the ending first, then this volume is for you. Otherwise, you might want to start with Sapphire Nights (Book One) or Topaz Dreams (Book Two).

      I hope those of you who have been with me since the beginning of the series are enjoying the eccentric town of Hillvale and its inhabitants. Time moves quickly in Hillvale, maybe to make up for all the lost years of abandonment. But I want the romantic relationships to simmer a little longer. I may end up with an anthology called Six Grooms and a Wedding if I don’t juggle all these stories right! But you will see more of these couples in the future.
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      July 8: Sunday, morning

      Soaring on air currents, sensing movement and energy patterns, she floated high above the earth. Sunlight heated her wingtips. The sensual awareness of wind through her feathers soothed her jagged nerves, offering freedom from her self-imposed cage.

      Floating from the bluff heights to the valley below, she encountered a void, a dead spot in the sea of energy, a danger to her survival.

      A flash of blinding light followed by an explosion of life forces shattered the tranquil breeze. With the piercing cry of an eagle, she plunged back to earth—

      And tumbled off the damned ledge she’d been sitting on.

      With the breath knocked out of her, she couldn’t even swear. Mariah—as she called herself these days—shifted her bruised body, gingerly checking for broken bones.

      What the hell had that been?

      She lay there, trying to summon the sensation again, but it had been fleeting, simply a disturbance in the energies she detected when she meditated.

      Flexing her wrists and scraped hands, she scanned the horizon for smoke or a sign of explosion. After a greedy Null had bombed Bald Rock last month, bringing down half a mountain side, she was understandably nervous about explosions—real or imagined. Earthquake?

      No rocks rattled. No ground shuddered. The valley below appeared undisturbed, but Mariah felt as if a rip had been torn in her universe.

      The Void, however, was still approaching. Damn.

      “Miss Mariah, are you hurt?” A deep, Brit-accented voice called with masculine concern.

      The Null of all Nulls. She hadn’t thought anyone could be more Null than the Kennedy brothers who pretty much owned Hillvale, but Keegan Ives equaled the two brothers put together, in more ways than one. He had to have run up that hill where she’d last seen him, but he didn’t sound out of breath.

      “I’m fine, Keegan,” she said, hiding her impatience and the fact that she probably wasn’t fine. Her knee hurt like hell.

      But she didn’t trust an intrusive Brit who walked the land like a giant black hole. Not being able to sense his energies made her exceedingly nervous.

      “You fell off a twenty-foot ledge,” he protested in his elegant Oxford English. “I doubt that you are fine, Miss. . . Forgive me, but I never learned your family name. Let me assist you to your feet.”

      If only he had snaggleteeth or even a broken nose, she might tolerate His Voidness. But no, even his nerdy reading spectacles didn’t detract from his sheer masculine perfection. Keegan’s hair was softer and more blue-black than hers, with a hint of curl. He had amber eyes that had darkened to a polished chocolate gleam of concern. Well over six feet, he topped her by a head, which most men didn’t. And worst of all—he had to be twice her not-slight weight and it was all pure male muscle.

      She despised him just for existing. If she meant to survive—probably an unachievable goal—strangers were to be avoided at all cost.

      “I’m simply Mariah, like the wind. And if I tell you I’m fine, then I am.” Although she winced when he clasped her bruised hand in his big paw to haul her up.

      “The wind?” he asked in confusion.

      “They call the wind Mariah? Never mind.” She reluctantly accepted his aid and tried to hide her wince when her knee rebelled at her weight. “What was that explosion? Did you see anything?”

      “Explosion?” He frowned, puzzled. “Did you hurt your head? I don’t see blood. How many fingers do you see?”

      She should punch him, except he was so damned earnest. If she could find just one single ulterior motive in His Voidness’s actions, she’d rip him to shreds. So far, unfortunately or not, he had been an open book.

      A mourning cry split the stillness of the air, and a chill shivered her bones despite the July heat. Their local goddess of death was never wrong. Someone had died—someone she knew if she’d felt the rip.

      “Valdis,” Mariah muttered as the mournful wail continued, echoing off the hills. Had it been Val she’d sensed earlier? No, the blinding light had been accompanied by what she could only call a joyful cry, one of discovery.

      There was nothing supernatural about Valerie Ingersson performing her operatic moans in her chosen role of death goddess. It was just damned eerie to experience.

      There wouldn’t be any resuming the freedom of her eagle spirit now. Returned to her earthly prison, Mariah hobbled on her aching knee down the path.

      She almost fell flat on her face.

      “You’re injured.” There wasn’t an ounce of male told-you-so in his voice, only concern. “Is it only the one leg? Take my arm, and see if you can walk using your stick.”

      Her staff was so much a part of her that she’d picked it up without thought. She leaned on it now and eyed his offered arm in suspicion. “I’m only a little bruised.” She tested swinging the bruised leg and leaning on her stick in its place. Awkward.

      The cries from below were more insistent. Now there were more than one, and the weeping raised her hackles.

      “Are they holding some kind of prayer circle?” he asked, studying the valley in bafflement.

      “That’s Val’s death watch cry.” Which was why Mariah’s bones were cold and her hackles raised. Who? Who would have torn a hole in her universe? She didn’t have enough friends to spare even one. Panic crept in and she hobbled forward.

      “I would go down to see, but I can’t leave you here.” Without a hint of warning, Keegan grabbed her waist and swung her up in his massive arms.

      Mariah nearly dropped her staff in shock. “Damn you, put me down! I’m fine, I tell you. You go do whatever it is you do and leave me be!”

      He was already striding down the hill in big loping gaits, covering ground faster than she could even if her leg had been functioning, which it clearly was not. He didn’t waste breath replying.

      She considered beating him with her walking stick, but the wails below were so grief-stricken that she didn’t want to spend the next hour hobbling down. Someone had died. And the only person regularly down on the abandoned farm was Daisy. Mariah had to clench her teeth to keep them from chattering.

      She couldn’t plead with the universe that it not be Daisy, because that would mean a younger friend had died—but Daisy was the closest thing to family Mariah had these days. Her birth family had disowned her, moved and left no forwarding address. She couldn’t really blame them for not wanting to be hounded into eternity.

      So she had returned to the home of her ancestors, to where she’d remembered sunny summers of her childhood spent with her Nana. Daisy had been there then. Daisy had always been present—physically if not mentally.

      A world without Daisy—would be a cosmic explosion, a rip in her universe. Recognizing what she’d experienced earlier, Mariah closed her eyes and forced back the tears, already knowing what they would find when they reached the bottom.

      Closing her eyes was a mistake. It made her far too aware of the faintly erotic aroma of Keegan’s skin, the rough calluses on his broad hands, the power of the muscle carrying her like a piece of lumber.

      It had been a very long time since she’d had a man’s arms around her. And none had ever dared carry her.

      She opened her eyes again, only to notice the dark bristles emerging on his square jaw. Damn, but she despised helplessness with all her heart and soul. She turned to see where they were.

      The Lucys were gathering from all across the mountain, up from the town, down from the resort, even Harvey was striding down from Menendez land, drawn by the cry of death. Mariah shivered and sent prayers winging to the universe.

      The universe seldom listened—but Val did briefly shut up when she caught sight of Mountain Man Keegan loping down the path carrying Mariah. The silence was almost as haunting as the wail.

      With a passel of eccentric kooks turning to watch their progress, even Keegan faltered. That cheered her considerably. “Put me down and give me your arm, but I advise disappearing quickly once we’re there.”

      He snorted. “I wish.”

      Given his size and looks, he had a point. But he set her down just outside Daisy’s circle of foot-high stone guardians surrounding the old farm house foundation. Perversely, Mariah missed the strength of Keegan’s embrace once she balanced on one leg, his arm, and her stick.

      Cass wasn’t here yet, but Samantha was striding up the path from behind the town hall. Standing on the remains of a stone chimney, Valdis returned to her wailing. Mariah waited for Sam before hobbling over to join the circle of women forming at the long-gone farmhouse. Afraid of what she would find, she needed a sensible head to keep her grounded.

      Samantha Moon was the most sensible head Hillvale had produced in ages—probably because she hadn’t grown up here. Slender, with wild platinum-blond hair and classic Nordic features, Sam was physically everything that dark, mixed-heritage Mariah was not. But Sam was young and not entrenched in Hillvale’s superstitions and grudges, and she was a pragmatic scientist—so Mariah considered them sisters under the skin. Of course, Sam had no notion of who Mariah was, so there was that.

      Sam eyed Super-Null Keegan with Mariah hanging on his arm. “I don’t think I’ll even ask.” She proceeded onward, keeping pace with Mariah and Keegan so they arrived together.

      Daisy’s shabby, red-feathered cloak lay at an awkward angle across the sticks and stones of her artistic inventory. Wind lovingly lifted her long, graying hair, but the body hidden in feathers didn’t move.

      Mariah clutched Keegan’s arm to keep her knees from buckling under her.
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      Keegan Ives felt Mariah sag and sympathetically covered her brown hand with his. As fascinated as he might be by the black-braided female on his arm, he recognized that the eerie lament of the veiled banshee suggested an occurrence beyond his ken. He didn’t know the person on the ground, but she was uncannily drawing people, even in death.

      He’d only been in Hillvale a few days, but it was a small town. He recognized many of the faces weeping or looking stoic. But tall, mysterious Mariah had been the one intriguing constant these past days—always at the café, ready with his tea, showing up when he inspected the pottery the town meant to auction, even hiking the mountain when he thought he was alone.

      Dark-eyed, seldom smiling, Mariah was as mysterious as the ghosts she claimed to catch in the colorful nets she hung on the ceilings around town. He’d thought her strong and unsentimental, but he could tell she was battling tears now.

      He studied the feathered cloak spread on the dusty ground, recalling seeing it upon occasion whizzing by in a golf cart. He assumed there was a woman under it. “Shouldn’t someone test her pulse?” he murmured to the two women at his side. They both served in the café, but he knew they were far more than waitresses. It would take time to unearth the town secrets.

      He had a responsibility to his family and their livelihood to rip Hillvale wide open, if necessary, to prove his father’s innocence. It all had to tie back to the books and crystals stolen from his ancient library, because he knew his father hadn’t faked those diamonds. He hoped the women in this town weren’t part of the problem, but his sorry experience at home led him to believe otherwise. He didn’t trust anyone these days.

      “We’re waiting for Cass,” Sam admitted. “But you’re right, we’re being superstitious. Daisy was old, but she always seemed healthy.” She stepped past the curious circle of stone men and stooped down beside the cloak, pushing it aside to find a withered arm and look for a pulse.

      Shaking her head in a gesture of sorrow, Samantha was about to return the cloak to cover the fallen woman when Mariah gasped. She released Keegan’s arm and hobbled with the aid of her stick across the guardian circle to push the cloak back farther.

      A puddle of blood was congealing and soaking into the dust.

      Escalating to a high pitch, the banshee’s wail would have shattered cathedral windows had there been any. Standing above the crowd in a long black veil and flowing black gown, she even gave Keegan cold shivers, and he didn’t have a superstitious bone in his body.

      “I’ll get Walker.” Samantha stood and hurried toward the path she’d arrived on.

      Mariah’s hawk-like features turned to stone as she gazed around the circle and finally focused on him. “Who are you?” she demanded in hostility.

      That stabbed his innards. Did she think he was responsible for this crime? He’d been regarding her with admiration, while she was thinking he was a cad who would harm an old lady? “Keegan Ives,” he replied coldly. “Would you like my passport?”

      “That’s Walker’s job, but you’re the only stranger here. We don’t know how long she’s been here, but you were in the vicinity recently.” She hobbled back to the cloaked corpse.

      The lanky male dressed in black who Keegan knew as a street musician shifted from behind the women to amble over. “Don’t mind Mariah. She’s grieving. Daisy was family of some sort. But shooting a harmless old bat seems a particularly senseless act. Did you see anyone up here?”

      Harvey. The musician’s name was Harvey. Keegan didn’t relax, but he did apply his formidable brain to the subject. “I was studying the bluff and looking for the source of the potters’ clay. My eyes were on dirt. I was not aware of anyone until I noticed Mariah. I heard no shot.”

      Harvey wrinkled his brow. “Neither did I. Sound tends to echo out here.”

      “Mariah claimed to have heard an explosion. I thought she’d hurt her head.” Whatever she’d heard, it had caused her to fall off a ledge, but Keegan didn’t see the need to explain that, or that he’d been so fascinated with the native goddess perched like an eagle in its eyrie that he wouldn’t have noticed the sun falling from the sky.

      “I figured you’d knocked her down in a fist fight. That’s the only way I can imagine Mariah allowing anyone to carry her,” Harvey said. “Here comes Cass. She’ll try to send us home and carry Daisy off before the police chief arrives.”

      Wearing her gray hair in a tight bun, the tall, slender, professorial woman who marched down from the roadway bore a striking likeness to Samantha. Keegan knew from experience that small towns were filled with related families, so he assumed there was some connection. The woman Harvey called Cass lived in a Victorian mansion out by the cemetery, Keegan knew, but she seldom appeared in town.

      She didn’t bother acknowledging the crowd but stepped over the stone border everyone else was respecting to kneel beside Mariah. “You felt her spirit depart. You know she’s happier where she is now. Let’s send her off properly, shall we?”

      “This is where I’d normally bug out,” Harvey said with a set look to his shadowed jaw. “But Walker will want us all in place when he arrives. Unless you’re into chanting, let’s wait up by the road.”

      “Native customs are educational, but I fear this is a private ceremony,” Keegan acknowledged. “Perhaps we could find a seat where we can view the area?”

      “And see if anyone is hiding among the rocks? Good thought.” Harvey considered the dirt and boulders cascading down the bluff, apparently the result of an earlier avalanche. “We’ll have to watch out for rattlers, but that’s probably the best view up there.”

      His intention had been to watch the women, not look for concealed enemies, but Keegan accepted any rationale that took him up the bluff.

      Not noticing their departure, the women gathered outside the stone circle, hugging, crying, and one by one, following Cass’s strong alto in what would have been an uplifting hymn in any church Keegan knew. He just didn’t recognize the words.

      “Why are you looking for potters’ clay?” Harvey wielded a carved walking stick to poke the rubble they climbed. “The kiln burned long ago.”

      Keegan offered his prepared spiel. “The works of Hillvale’s famed potters are a fascination to those who study ceramic art. Despite their often crude eccentricity, their work is mysteriously compelling and has become highly collectible. Critics claim the colors are the cause of the allure to the masses, much as the illuminated mall art was for a while. But I have a theory that it’s the clay which enhances the glaze.”

      Keeping an eye out for vipers, Keegan strode across the slippery rock rubble. He’d been accused of seeing only the ground instead of the people around him. He no longer had any reason to change.

      “Or the crystals in the glaze,” Harvey said dryly. “You haven’t stayed here for nearly a week without hearing all the crystal theories. Have you been talking to Teddy?”

      “Teddy?” Keegan glanced back down the mountain to the chanting circle of women. Mariah stood as tall as Cass, but she was like a powerful Friesian filly next to a delicate Arabian. “Which one is Teddy?”

      “She’s not here. She’s new to town and hasn’t learned to come when called. She’s the redhead who owns the crystal shop.” Harvey poked his stick around a wide, flat boulder half way up the cliff, then satisfied no snakes lurked, took a seat in the shadow of sagebrush.

      “Ah, yes, we’ve had a few discussions on the source of the Ingersson crystals.” Keegan took a seat and forced himself to look away from Mariah and at the surrounding countryside.

      He preferred not to mention that the crystals were one of the reasons he was here. He needed to study the situation before reaching any conclusions.

      The rubble had once been a verdant, active hippie commune, he knew, one that had produced startling artwork forty or fifty years ago. Daisy lay inside the remains of the farmhouse below this now-barren bluff. To his left, in an uncleared area of trees and brambles, would be the vortex, and above that, Cass’s landscaped yard and the cemetery. To his right was undeveloped, pine-studded mountainside, and below that, the famed resort for the wealthy that brought tourists up here in summer.

      But the immediate area was scarred by boulders, dead trees, brush, and erosion deep enough to hide armies. A deer could run across it and not be noticed.

      He had his work cut out for him. He didn’t have a lifetime to waste sitting on boulders. He needed to talk with those people below—not exactly his forte.

      Not seeing any lurking killers, Keegan returned his attention to the gathering of women. “Could she not have harmed herself? Why are we assuming she was murdered?”

      “She wore that cloak and built the guardian circle in fear of bullets,” Harvey said with a shrug. “Daisy saw her own death.”
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      July 8: Sunday, mid-morning

      The instant Chief Walker—Hillvale’s only policeman—arrived, Mariah dropped out of the chanting circle. She might be banned from her chosen career, but she was still a computer engineer by trade, not a superstitious spiritualist. Yes, she believed in the passing of spirits—she released their earthly ectoplasm, after all. She simply didn’t believe songs would send Daisy to a better place.

      What she did believe in was finding justice. She knew it wouldn’t bring Daisy back, just as justice had not returned her best friend from death. But those who would harm a frail old lady had to be stopped. . .

      That attitude, of course, was the reason she’d been banished to the town the world had forgotten.

      She waited with Samantha while Walker took photos and examined the hardened ground. It felt callous to abandon Daisy, but the body beneath that cloak was no longer her friend. Daisy’s spirit had departed the moment Mariah had felt the hole rip in her universe. She simply had to twist her heart around to accept that Daisy would never confide in her again.

      “She was ready to go,” Mariah admitted to Sam, who had tears running down her cheeks. “She’d seen this coming. I wish she’d seen who though.”

      “Or why,” Sam murmured. “She was harmless.”

      Mariah snorted, relieved to praise her eccentric friend. “No, she wasn’t. Daisy was the reason all the corroded art disappeared. Daisy was the reason no one ever dared explore the bunker unless she allowed it. She trusted you more than she trusted anyone else when she took you down there. I fear you may be our new Daisy.”

      “I can’t be a new Daisy. She stopped an avalanche,” Sam said, gazing up at the cascade of rocks ending just at the portal to the farmhouse foundation. “I wish she’d imparted the knowledge.”

      “You were there when she did it! You could have been part of whatever she did. You don’t know what you can do until you try. Daisy kept her secrets because she understood that knowledge is dangerous in the wrong hands,” Mariah said, speaking from experience, although Sam didn’t know that.

      But saying that, she glanced at Keegan perched up the bluff with Harvey. She’d really love to research that dude.

      But she couldn’t trust herself with computers anymore. She needed to learn new ways to protect those she called friends.

      “Knowledge is power,” Sam argued. “If we knew what Daisy knew, we might even stop earthquakes. Hiding art doesn’t help us learn what caused it to corrode or if there’s any truth about the crystals being evil or revealing evil.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Mariah said with a regretful sigh, feeling the loss of her old friend’s certainty. “Daisy may have known how to stop a landslide here, but the same earth energy might not apply up the coast or inland. We could train people on Hillvale’s energy, send them to Oklahoma to stop the fracking earthquakes, and they could make it worse. And then the government would start hounding us and the freaks would show up. . . No, Daisy did what was right.”

      Sam looked at her with curiosity. “You need to tell me your story sometime.”

      Mariah shrugged. “It’s not pretty. Just accept that I know whereof I speak.”

      Apparently satisfied that he’d gathered what little evidence existed, Chief Walker turned Daisy’s body over. The Lucys stopped chanting. A collective gasp followed.

      And Mariah abruptly sat down and put her head between her knees.

      A feathered arrow protruded from Daisy’s chest.
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      The moment Mariah collapsed, Keegan raced down to her. He didn’t question his reasoning, simply accepted the instinct to aid a woman in distress.

      He nearly slid to a halt as he came closer and saw the arrow protruding from the old lady’s chest. He knew archery. Only a trained and experienced big game hunter, one with good upper body strength and the proper equipment could have pulled off a shot like that. He glanced around, estimating the distance and coverage. Had she seen her assailant?

      By the time he reached Mariah, she had recovered enough to bat him away. “Don’t, just don’t.” She hit at his helping hand. “Leave me be.”

      He was a large man who made most women uncomfortable. He liked that he didn’t intimidate her. He stepped back and waited. This time, at least, she was surrounded by others who could look after her—although the golf cart was probably the only way she could leave. One needed the nimbleness of a goat to reach this forsaken spot.

      Walker approached, looking grim. “Who found her?”

      When Mariah refused to speak, Keegan did so. “No one was around when Mariah and I started down, but the lady in black was keening. I don’t know from where.”

      “And then all the Lucys arrived?” Walker asked, not questioning the keening.

      “Lucys?” He’d heard the term, but he preferred clarity before he replied.

      “Lucent Ladies,” Sam explained with a tight laugh. “Those of us who accept the unproven paranormal.”

      “I have not been here long enough to know who believes in the paranormal,” Keegan said, studying the chanting women, unsurprised by the weird. “But all these women and Harvey arrived soon after the keening started. One assumes they were closest.”

      “A killer isn’t likely to return to the scene of the crime and prove he was nearby,” Mariah said in scorn. She took Keegan’s arm and hauled herself up as if he were no more than a convenient lamppost. “I was on the ledge and saw no one but Keegan, but I was meditating and not looking for anyone.”

      He rather enjoyed her independent stubborn attitude. At least she wasn’t clinging and weeping and expecting him to console her, preferably with diamond bracelets. “How many archers live here?” Keegan asked. “It is a dying sport.”

      “Bow hunters,” Walker said curtly. “It’s not deer season, though, so they had no reason to be armed. I can look for licenses, but I’d have to find out who was in the vicinity and what weight they’re capable of taking down. Why would anyone kill a harmless old lady?”

      “Because Daisy knew who was naughty or nice,” Mariah said belligerently. “Guard the bunker. I need to put ice on this knee before I can make a plan. Do you need the golf cart as evidence? If not, I’ll take it to town, and you can pick it up there.”

      Chief Walker shook his head. “You’ll have to wait until after forensics is done with it, I’m sorry. We have no idea when this happened. Daisy may have brought someone with her. We’ll need to test for fingerprints. I have to cordon off the area. I have a list of everyone present and can talk to you later. Keegan, if you can help Mariah to my car, Sam can drive her down to town.”

      Mariah didn’t even look at him. She simply picked up her carved walking stick, gripped his arm, and began hopping toward the road, apparently expecting him to keep up.

      Amused, Keegan strolled along at her pace. “What bunker did Daisy guard?”

      Mariah ignored his question, turning to Sam, who walked with them. “Can Val guard on her own?”

      “No one ever secured it regularly,” Sam protested. “No one cares except Daisy. Collecting bad art was an eccentric habit and not reason for murder.”

      “Daisy lived here as long as Cass. She knew the infamous Lucinda Malcolm and more than we’ll ever guess,” Mariah corrected. “Now that the art walk is attracting attention, we’ve lured strangers to Hillvale. That may have been a bad idea. We need to heed the warning.” She sent Keegan a dirty look.

      “I had no reason to kill an old lady I didn’t know,” he said with equanimity. “I should think only the people of Hillvale knew she had any value at all.”

      “You’re large enough to draw the kind of weight that arrow needed,” she said accusingly.

      “I didn’t haul hunting equipment on a plane,” he snapped. He understood her accusation was made in anguish, but the senselessness annoyed him.

      “We need to know more about Daisy,” Sam suggested.

      “Or the killer could have thought she was Val and will come after you next.” Mariah grudgingly allowed Keegan to help her into the front seat of Walker’s official SUV.

      “Why would anyone wish the shrieking Valkyrie or Miss Moon dead?” he asked, reasonably enough.

      “Because they own that land and the Nulls want it. How do we know you’re not here to design a ski slope?” She nodded at the pine-studded mountainside looming over the town.

      “I am a geologist and mineralogist, not an architect.” Keegan closed the door once she was safely inside.

      “And a ceramics expert,” Miss Moon reminded him, before climbing behind the steering wheel.

      Yes, he knew ceramics, because his mother dabbled in them. They were only an excuse to be here. Keegan watched the SUV drive off in a cloud of dust.

      If he’d never known Brianna, he would never have done more than analyze the molecular structure of the clay his mother used. But from childhood, Bri had been fascinated with his family’s library. She’d been the one to read the journals, to tell him that dirt and crystals had more purposes than fertilizer and building materials.

      He hadn’t listened, but someone had. It wasn’t as if the family firm had originally been set up to manufacture synthetic gems. He couldn’t believe his father or brother had committed fraud. But whoever had those damned books had set them up to go to jail for their dirty deeds.

      It was his task to find the scoundrel who had those dangerous crystal books and prove his family’s innocence.

      Keegan jogged down the road in the dust left by the SUV. He didn’t need a career. He could live frugally off his savings for years. What he wanted was information, if he had to scour the planet to find it.

      Mariah knew Daisy. Daisy knew crystals. Ergo, he needed to know Mariah.

      The possibility that someone was killing for crystals was an ugly twist, but given the pain and suffering his family had already endured, not entirely out of the question.
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      July 8: Sunday, lunchtime

      Seated on a stool at the café’s cash register, Mariah propped her ice-wrapped leg on a shelf and fought her pain and grief by eavesdropping. She rang up receipts when someone had to return to work, but mostly, the café was full of town inhabitants with no job to go to.

      That had been the reason they had started opening art galleries and encouraging tourists to visit. Now Mariah had to study each newcomer with suspicion, but so far, Keegan had been the only one to try to get close. She had to ask herself why.

      “Unless Daisy’s spirit returns and warns us that artwork is dangerous, I’m not buying into paranoia.” Auburn-haired Theodosia Devine-Baker owned the jewelry and gift shop down the street. She sat in a booth with her sister and her sister’s kids, arguing with the aptly-named Amber, the orange-haired tarot reader wearing amber rings and bracelets. “The galleries have been good for business, and it will only get better as word spreads.”

      “But the cards are ominous,” Amber insisted.

      Since Amber was more of an agreeable teddy bear than a person who argued, Mariah kept one ear tuned to that discussion. She didn’t particularly believe tarot cards could predict the future, but Amber was capable of picking up on vibrations, maybe even mental images, and translating them through the deck. If she was sensing danger, then it was wise to listen.

      “Given the state this country is in, the cards should be ominous all the time,” Teddy said cynically, scooping up a spoonful of her niece’s ice-cream cake. “Or the cards could simply be warning that with increased business, we need to lock our doors more often.”

      Teddy was a fire sign, a rebel, and a fighter—pretty much Amber’s opposite. Petite Teddy had been furious enough to momentarily paralyze a rapist a week or so ago, and she’d helped bring down a killer. One did not cross the jewelry designer the wrong way. Mariah liked that Teddy was upfront about how she felt—unlike the Nulls of this town, one of whom had just entered.

      Kurt Kennedy, the bespoke-suit resort manager, slid onto the bench seat beside Teddy.

      Mariah had no understanding of romantic relationships so she couldn’t comprehend what the creative jeweler saw in the non-talkative, insensitive Kurt. Admittedly, he’d quit wearing ties, looked happier than she’d ever seen him, and was actually trying to communicate lately. So maybe Teddy—or good sex—had a little magic.

      Keegan Ives had arrived in Kurt’s company, but the large Brit took a stool at the counter. Looking sinfully handsome in a black-Irish sort of way, despite his dust-covered clothes, he took out his reading glasses and picked up a menu. “What does Dinah think I should eat today?”

      Mariah had no reason to believe he had anything to do with Daisy’s death. She wasn’t psychic. She didn’t read emotions as Teddy did. She couldn’t read his cards. But in self-defense, she’d learned to read people. He was here for more than evaluating old pots. His interest in her rang clarion alarms. Her survival required that strangers dismiss her as a 404 kook. Like Daisy.

      “Dinah, are you ready to poison the Brit yet?” she called back to the kitchen.

      “Scot, to be specific,” he corrected. “Although I lost much of my accent in my years at Oxford.”

      Before Mariah could form a snotty reply, Sam interfered by filling his glass from her water pitcher. Samantha had a Masters degree in Environmental Science and a gift for making plants grow. She’d only been in Hillvale a month, so Mariah hadn’t worked out Sam’s place in the scheme of all things, but she had her pegged as a peacemaker. Well, sometimes, she was a smartass, but only when justified.

      “Cass isn’t ready to contact Daisy yet,” Sam said, filling Mariah’s glass along with Keegan’s. “It’s impossible to tell if she’s grieving. Want to go see her after lunch?”

      Mariah grimaced at her still-swollen knee and called over to Kurt. “The lodge unhaunted for the moment? I don’t think I can reach my nets.” She kept the resort’s ghostcatchers clear of wriggling ectoplasm, which reduced their poltergeist disturbances to a sustainable level—not that Kurt believed that she was doing anything except taking his cash.

      Instead of making fun of her nets, Kurt shrugged. “I’ll just move people to a different room if the ghosts start howling. We have space.”

      Which meant business was still down. She almost felt sorry for the Null and his brother, the mayor, but not sorry enough to bicycle up there and clean out her nets if it wasn’t necessary.

      She turned back to Sam. “If you can ferry me up to Cass’s, I’ll go with you. What about Val? She has to be lost.”

      “She’s staying with Cass for now. It’s hard to tell what my aunt is thinking.”

      Since Valdis was Sam’s maternal aunt, and Cass her paternal great-aunt, Sam could have been talking about either. Her family communicated, but not necessarily in a fashion meant to be understood. The psychically gifted tended to be almost autistic in their need to shield themselves from forces the rest of the world didn’t understand.

      Sam reached through the delivery window to take the order Dinah passed through.

      “Spam and eggs!” Mariah crowed as Sam set the dish in front of Keegan. “Our prescient cook has done it again. Junk food for the Brit.”

      Keegan didn’t look puzzled at her outburst or perturbed by his lunch. He forked the boiled tomato and kale that accompanied the eggs onto his meat and munched contentedly. “This almost reminds me of haggis. Dinah, you are very good,” he shouted at the kitchen.

      A dark hand waved through the window.

      “Don’t taunt the paying customers,” Sam warned, before rushing off to take another order and clear a table—jobs Mariah should have been helping with.

      Keegan pointed his toast at the mural behind the coffee counter. “Has Dinah hired anyone to clean and repair that piece yet?”

      “We’re waiting for Sam’s mother to arrive. She cleaned it last time.” And then Susannah had run away from Hillvale and given up Sam for adoption—not precisely a reliable sort. “I wonder if she knew Daisy?”

      “Susannah and Valerie were both good bow hunters at one time.” Xavier, the Kennedys’ recovering drug-addict lawyer, wiped his mouth on a napkin and stood. “Quite a few of the commune members hunted. It was their main source of protein in the early days.”

      Heads around the room swiveled to stare at Xavier. He looked bewildered at the attention.

      “Xavier has memory issues,” Mariah whispered at Keegan. “He’s an unreliable witness, but if we could pry more names from him. . .”

      Keegan took the hint. His pretty face hid a few brains—always a dangerous combination, but Mariah didn’t mind putting them to good use. He stood and guided the muddled older man back to his stool. Kurt Kennedy seemed prepared to come to the lawyer’s defense, but Teddy clasped his arm and shook her head silently at him.

      Mariah reached for the coffee carafe and poured Xavier another cup. “Do you think you can remember the names of any other bow hunters who might still be around?”

      He looked confused, but he screwed up his forehead in thought. “I was only a college frat boy when I was introduced to the commune, and most of the members had already left. The Ingerssons were still there. Lars was the one who taught his daughters to use the bow. I know they had competitions. But most of the women hated hunting. They complained about killing Bambi and Thumper. The girls mostly used targets.”

      “What about my parents and their families?” Teddy asked when Xavier seemed to go blank.

      “I don’t remember them,” he admitted. “I only went for the drugs and psychedelics. I just remember the target practice mostly. Susannah should know more.”

      Mariah filed Sam’s mother under her suspect list. Would anyone even recognize her now? Val was Susannah’s sister, but under no circumstances could she imagine the death goddess killing Daisy, her only friend.

      Outside the big front window a procession of county cars cruised down the main drag. Walker’s official SUV pulled out of the parade and into the parking lot. The sheriff’s car and the coroner’s van traveled on down the county road out of town—taking Daisy away forever.

      “We’ll need to plan a funeral,” Mariah said, pulling off her apron and throwing the ice bag at the sink, keeping her grief hidden behind action. “We need to see Cass.”

      As if that were a signal, half the café’s customers stood to pay their bills.

      Keegan rose, too, but he came around the counter to appropriate her place at the register. “Go, Chief Walker can assist you into his vehicle. I worked a store in my youth and can handle cash. I cannot say the same for serving dishes though.”

      He began taking receipts and cash like a pro, taking only minutes to assess the machine and the scrawled prices on order tickets. Mariah wanted to protest, but Dinah came out, gauged the situation, and waved her on.

      “I’ll fry his gizzard for lunch if he messes with me,” Dinah declared, pointing her wooden spoon like a gun at her new employee.

      Keegan didn’t appear deterred. Given that he was twice Dinah’s diminutive stature but possessed half her fierceness, the contest was equal Mariah decided.

      She really wanted her computer to track this man. Was this justification enough to break her vow to never touch a machine again?

      She’d broken her vow for less, but she really didn’t need to invite more trouble to Hillvale—or she’d have nowhere left to go.
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      July 8: Sunday, afternoon

      With the lunch rush ended and the Lucys congregating at the mysterious Cass’s house, Dinah sent Keegan away from the empty cafe with enough leftover food to feed a few armies.

      Tucking his glasses in his pocket and stepping outside, Keegan heard a deep voice speak in scorn. “The whole damned country’s going to pot if real men have to work with little faggots like that.”

      Unaccustomed to hearing such talk in Hillvale’s diverse community, Keegan studied the overall-clad, checked-shirt stranger spitting at the street. The man was almost as tall as he was, but given to paunch more than muscle. Keegan figured he could walk on his face, but there was little satisfaction in clocking bigots.

      “Are you talking to me?” he asked in an even tone concealing his disdain.

      “She ain’t a she,” the man responded without answering the question. He nodded his head at the café where Dinah, wearing her red fifties-style shirt dress, was cleaning up the counter. “Them queers are ruining this town. Shouldn’t be allowed.”

      Arguing with a narrow mind was futile. Keegan knew he should just walk away, but the clod seemed out of place. “Do you live here?”

      The older man sneered. “Longer than a furriner like you. Maybe you’re one of them faggots too.”

      “Perhaps you just stepped out of a time machine?” Keegan asked, unable to resist. “If so, you will find much changed since the 1950s. Perhaps you should learn more about your surroundings before you disparage the inhabitants of the modern world.”

      The older man narrowed his eyes. “You makin’ fun of me? I could punch your lights out.”

      Keegan was large—he always had been. He’d learned long ago that he didn’t need to test his strength on the feeble-minded, and fortunately, he was given to more intellectual pursuits than pugilism. The automatic childish taunt of you want to try still came to mind because it would be ever so pleasant watching the bully hit the dust.

      A female voice called from down the street. “George, come help me with these packages, will ya? Don’t make me do all the work.”

      George blinked and turned to answer. Keegan chose the high road and walked away. One shouldn’t taunt tourists, although Americans were a strange lot if the rich dressed like a character in The Grapes of Wrath.

      He headed for Aaron’s Antiques at the end of town. Aaron Townsend had known of Keegan’s expertise and asked him to examine the Hillvale pottery that had been recently unearthed from storage. Aaron had been a strange one when they’d met at Oxford and hadn’t changed much, except he was apparently wealthier. Surely there were other experts who lived closer, but Keegan suspected his school acquaintance had ulterior motives in bringing him here—just as he had ulterior motives in accepting the invitation.

      Passing under one of Sam’s colorful flower baskets, Keegan entered the warehouse that was gradually morphing into a ceramics gallery. The goateed antique expert arranging pottery on shelves glanced up at Keegan’s entrance. “I smell Dinah’s Reuben sandwich.”

      Keegan held out the bag. “Lunch leftovers. Help yourself. Has there been any decision on the best way to dispose of all these valuable pieces?” He gestured at the colorful display.

      Aaron rummaged in the lunch bag. Attired in a black turtleneck, black jeans, and camel-colored blazer, Keegan’s landlord would look more at home in the great auction houses and galleries of London than in this dusty California town.

      “We’re waiting for approval of a plan to set up an educational non-profit for artists in Hillvale. In the meantime, I’ve sent out feelers to several museums that still have a budget for ceramics. We probably should decide what pieces ought to stay in Hillvale, though. Tourists bring money into town. Starving artists don’t.”

      Keegan circled the structure, looking for the pieces that intrigued him most. He settled on a mottled red and green dragon with an expectant gleam in its crystal eyes, lifting it from the shelf to examine it again. “Some of these pieces are worth fortunes. You need more security.”

      “We would have to sell them to afford security,” Aaron reminded him. “I’ve set up some basic precautions, but I don’t think we’re a target of thieves yet.”

      “Just killers?” Keegan asked casually.

      Aaron finished chewing before responding. “If any killers have come to town, they’re archers, like you and me. But to pull a bow that forcefully, they’d have to have the right equipment. I can think of a dozen easier ways to get rid of a frail old lady besides an arrow. Admittedly, I’m eager to see what she concealed in the bunker, but killing her for that reason was unnecessary.”

      Keegan nodded. “That’s my assessment. She owned nothing. She must have known something that the killer did not want revealed. I’ve not lived here long enough to know the inhabitants. Is there an element of. . .” He hesitated, looking for an inoffensive description, but how did one describe bigots without offense? “An element of narrow-mindedness that might not appreciate the value of a homeless, half-mad old lady?”

      Aaron considered this. “Not just the narrow minded, although we have a few of those. But that land is valuable. We’ve already had one developer kill to keep it. If someone saw Daisy as a deterrent to the Ingerssons selling it. . .”

      “That’s foolish if she didn’t actually own it.” Keegan knew he shouldn’t become involved in the local troubles. He had a purpose here, and while book thieves were his target, so far, they hadn’t killed anyone. Still, because of the book contents, he was as interested in that land as any developer.

      “As long as Daisy was guarding her treasure trove, Val and Sam weren’t likely to sell,” Aaron admitted. “Watch. Now that Daisy isn’t stopping them, the Lucys will start pillaging the bunker, looking for the source of evil, for villains, for who-knows-what. Even I am eager to see what she concealed. But once we’ve done that, it’s just a rocky hillside developers covet.”

      “What about protecting the vortex?” Keegan suggested, since he’d heard Mariah mention it.

      “Cass owns the vortex. That’s her excuse to keep out developers. The younger generation is less likely to accept it in the name of progress.” Aaron swigged from a bottle of water and eyed the inventory with appreciation. “I like it up here. With the internet, I have the world at my fingertips. Outside my door, I have an eccentric community that accepts me as I am.”

      “If Hillvale becomes a ski resort and another Vail?” Keegan asked, returning the dragon to its place.

      “Like the other Lucys, I may have to leave,” Aaron said in regret. “Does your snowy mountain town need an antique dealer?”

      They’d only been casual acquaintances at school, but Aaron knew who he was. Keegan shrugged. “Eccentricity is my family. You’d feel right at home, except it’s colder.”

      “But the British Isles have so many antiques, that it would be hard for me to make a living there. It took a lot of research to find this place. I’d rather not leave.”

      “I have a crumbling castle full of aging journals written by my witchy ancestors. The village is full of our descendants. Eccentricity, as we call it, abounds. The same cannot be said of most places. Like seeks like.” Which left him wondering about Aaron, but he was too polite to ask Which kind of weird are you?

      “Will you be going back to your castle after you leave here?” Aaron returned to his inventory labeling.

      “I was hoping you would lease out your small room a little longer. I am intrigued by the notion of crystals in a ground that shouldn’t bear them. The dragon here—” Keegan stroked the ceramic piece, “—contains a diorite found only in India. Yet I’ve been told the commune used all natural materials found on the farm.”

      “I would take that with a large dose of salt. The Ingerssons used any substance they could lay their hands on. If they found a pirate’s treasure buried in a cave, they would consider that all natural. They tried making their own paints but ended up buying much of what they needed. Do you think Daisy hid the secrets of those crystals?”

      “I have no idea. I know these ceramics are laced with ingredients not encountered in normal clay. I am inclined to accidently break a few of the fraudulent pieces and analyze them.” He’d already identified the fake pieces fired in imitation of the more valuable ones. Visually, the clay was similar, as was the glaze, but the crystalline structure was different—which was why he’d been hunting clay deposits.

      Aaron picked up an ugly green frog and flung it in Keegan’s direction. Frogs couldn’t fly. It landed on the wood floor and broke a ceramic limb. “Oops.”

      “That was a particularly amateurish fake,” Keegan said, stooping to pick up the pieces. “Not one of the pieces I need to study. Still we require a base to work from. I need my equipment. I could send part of this back to my lab, but I’d like to look for someplace more local that might be faster. Have I permission to use your internet?”

      Besides, he could no longer trust his family’s lab or personnel.

      Aaron waved his hand. “Go for it. Our cable is reasonably reliable, unlike cell phones. But keep Mariah out of your laptop.”

      Keegan raised his eyebrows. “May I ask why?”

      Aaron shrugged. “Just passing on the mayor’s warning. You’ll have to ask him.”

      “And you’ve never investigated this curiosity?” Keegan was ready to hit the keyboard as soon as he could reach it.

      Aaron snorted. “You really think her name is Mariah?”
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      July 8: Sunday afternoon

      “Daisy’s spirit was Ohlone,” Mariah explained, remembering with tears the day Daisy had gone into one of her trances and spoken of ancient tribal rituals. Outsiders thought her crazy—but Daisy’s was an ancient spirit. The killer had truly ripped a hole in the universe. Mariah wiped angrily at her eyes. “We would need to gather all her belongings, wrap her in feathers and beads, and say farewell to her body on a funeral pyre. I doubt the county will approve.”

      Mariah sat on Cass’s front porch stairs, letting others choose Daisy’s funeral. Ceremonies were for the living—except ritual didn’t work for her.

      She needed action to ease her pain and helplessness. If she didn’t have Daisy to talk her down—Her fingers itched for her keyboard.

      The last time she’d acted in rage and grief, she’d unleashed a media holocaust and a personal catastrophe that had ended life as she knew it. A second episode like that would land her in jail.

      If Daisy didn’t need her anymore. . . What difference would it make if her prison was here or behind bars?

      Well, she liked it here better than behind bars.

      Teddy sat down next to her. Although the jeweler’s parents were from Hillvale, Teddy was essentially a newcomer and not part of Cass’s inner circle. Like Sam, Teddy had a more prosaic businesswoman’s outlook.

      “What do you know about the crystals Daisy used in her stone sculptures?” Teddy asked. “And do you know if she had any family? I think I can sell those statues and earn enough to pay for the cremation and more. But I hate letting those crystals loose in the world without knowing more about them.”

      Recalling the effort Daisy had made to give everyone she knew an object of beauty, love, and protection, Mariah answered that with assurance. “Daisy only used what she called safe crystals. The ones she made for us personally might vary in power, but the ones on the foundation were basic guardian stones. If she had access to evil ones, I never heard about it. It would be against her nature to deal with evil.”

      Samantha joined them, taking a seat on a higher step so she could stretch her long legs. “Daisy equated greed with evil. She created art for beauty, not money, which was why she was essentially homeless.”

      “And why she buried the art she considered evil,” Mariah added.

      Teddy drew lines in the dust with her toe. “Many of her guardians used black tourmaline and smoky quartz. Both have strong grounding elements to repel negative energy. But I’m still learning about crystal energies and don’t feel comfortable being a judge of what’s safe and what isn’t. I wish Daisy had kept a book.”

      “She might have,” Mariah said. Recalling Daisy and her secretive ways held her friend closer and offset her helpless rage. “No one has ever inventoried the bunker. And we know from your cousin’s notes that Lucinda Malcolm left a crystal compendium. Is there any chance that Daisy may have stolen the book the way she did the art?”

      Teddy’s topaz eyes nearly gleamed gold in anticipation. “The police took apart my thieving cousin’s house and didn’t find anything that might be Lucinda’s book. We’re tearing down half the walls in the remodel, and it hasn’t turned up yet. So if it ever existed. . .”

      “We should look.” Mariah’s spirits lifted, and she glared at her still-swollen knee. Nurse Brenda had worked miracles on it, but even a gifted practitioner wasn’t God. “I just need Daisy’s cart to get around.”

      “I heard you used Mr. Ives as transport earlier,” Samantha said with a laugh. “Maybe we could enlist him. I’m not sure why he’s still around now that he’s appraised the ceramics.”

      “He claims he’s a geologist and mineralogist. Maybe he’s hoping for a gem mine.” Mariah ignored the reference to Keegan carrying her. She’d never been a delicate flower men liked to haul around. She was the sturdy sort who beat them at volleyball and who carried her own surfboard. Men were more likely to expect her to change their tires. Working in a man’s world, she had preferred it that way.

      She was just feeling a bit. . . vulnerable. . . with Daisy’s death. Physical action in the company of others shouldn’t get her into trouble the way her computer vengeance had.

      “Gems are unlikely,” Samantha said, taking her seriously about Keegan’s goal. “Gold, maybe. But with that fault line running through here, not a particularly safe venture. I looked Keegan up the other night. The most I can find is some relation to a mining family in Scotland—although there was one reference to a Malcolm library in his castle. Do you think he’s related to Lucinda Malcolm?”

      Thank goodness someone had the smarts to look him up! She didn’t know if he was one of the people she’d harmed in her reprisal for Adera’s death, but she needed to stay far away from him, just in case.

      A little while later, Mariah stiffly climbed into the front seat of Sam’s Subaru. “I need to be back at the café before the dinner rush,” she insisted.

      “You need to stay off that leg,” Sam protested. “I can handle the café for a few days.”

      “We ought to make the Kennedys set up an urgent care office and put Brenda in charge.” Mariah diverted the topic from her injury. “She gets bored.”

      “Don’t put me in a position between the town’s needs and Kurt’s business,” Teddy protested from the back seat as Sam drove through town. “Kurt and I are still learning this living together thing. He’s more wounded than you realize, and the weight of keeping all his employees while tourism is down is a heavy burden. It’s up to us to make things happen.”

      “If making things happen got Daisy killed, I’m not certain I’m on board with that. Maybe the town needs to die.” Mariah knew that was selfish. Just because she needed isolation didn’t mean it was good for anyone else.

      “You don’t have enough bills to pay if you think we should stifle tourists,” Teddy said with a laugh. “I need the business if I’m spending my spare time studying crystal energy instead of designing high-end jewelry. The art walk really made a difference at the cash register.”

      “And the town needs the income to keep Walker here. He’s only playing police chief because I want to stay and because he thinks there’s a need. If Hillvale turns into a ghost town again. . . He’ll grow bored and go back to LA,” Sam said.

      “Then you and Val better come up with a good use for that land of yours before someone else does,” Mariah said grumpily. “Without Daisy out there guarding it. . .”

      Sam pointed out the windshield. “The vultures will prey,” she finished for her. “That’s not the sheriff’s crew.”

      Trucks were lined up alongside the dirt lane and men were walking down the path to the farmhouse.
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      July 8: Sunday, late afternoon

      At a loud, feminine, “Ahem” from the road, Keegan elbowed Aaron. “We didn’t move fast enough.”

      Aaron snorted. “Not a chance we could have. I just wanted to be here when they showed up.”

      Ahead of them, Walker and the mayor halted to wait for the women. “Official police business,” Walker yelled back at the trio of females.

      Mariah was hurriedly hobbling along on her walking stick. Keegan winced just watching her. He jogged back up the path to offer his arm.

      He’d come to expect her suspicious glare and wondered if it was men in general or just him that stirred her animosity.

      “You’re not police. You’re not even a citizen.” Since the others were striding ahead of them, she grudgingly accepted his arm.

      Her strong fingers gripping his bare arm created a pleasurable thrill that balanced her crankiness. “Walker didn’t want to disturb Sam or Val,” he explained. “But if someone killed Daisy to get into that vault, then we need to know what’s in there. Aaron and I are the only experts around, and Monty thought he ought to represent the town’s interests.”

      “Aside from the fact that our mayor is a Kennedy and represents the resort’s interests as much as the town, what about them?” She gestured at the other men. “Harvey’s a musician. Orval’s a veterinarian. What are they doing here?”

      “They just kind of materialized,” Keegan admitted. “Walker says it
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