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In autumn's golden light or winter's chill, curled by the fire or perched on a windowsill
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Prologue


As the grandfather clock in the hall chimed, Lucia's eyes snapped open. She drew in a sharp breath, her gaze darting to her sisters. 
The sun was dropping behind the jagged mountains that encircled the town of Ebony Peak; and the three sisters were prepared for silent meditation in the sitting room of their home, lit only by candlelight and a flickering fire in the hearth. 
"Did you feel that?" Lucia whispered, her voice filled with concern.
"Feel what?" Vivien's green eyes met Lucia's dark ones. She smiled knowingly when Lucia didn't immediately respond. "There's no need to worry. We can do this."
It was the first time the sisters would perform the ancient rite together, and the weight of generations of duty now sat on their shoulders. And so, they meditated on the crossing ritual they would perform together in a few days, and tracked the life-light of the woman who would arrive soon. 
The woman who had called to them, asking for their help. 
A draft curled through the tall arched windows. Beyond the glass, the mansion stood sentinel over the town, its gables black against the last streaks of sun, a stark contrast to the cozy houses that made up the small mountain town below. The hoary trees that lined the curving drive seemed to reach for the sisters with gnarled, warning arms.
Inside the mansion was a labyrinth of rooms. Bundles of lavender and sage dangled from the kitchen rafters; crystal vases on the side tables in the foyer overflowed with blooms and leaves. Shadows pooled at the edge of the library, where ancient tomes lined the walls and small reading nooks waited in patient silence. Family relics glimmered faintly from shelves and console tables lining long corridors — ornate boxes packed with ritual powders, potions shimmering in glass vials, leather grimoires whose clasps quivered at the touch of firelight. The very rugs beneath them seemed to thrum with the memory of centuries.
"Will there be anything else, misses?"
The family housekeeper stood in the doorway.
"No thank you, Meera," Lucia Thorne, the eldest sister, replied with a smile, still distracted by a feeling of unease. "We won't need anything else this evening."
Meera left them alone. Lucia closed her eyes and listened to the sound of Meera's steps ascending the stairs to the cozy bedrooms that made up the second and third floors, many with their own hearths and window seats offering views of the grounds. Lucia sat facing west, her long dark hair cascading over her shoulders, glowing in the light of the setting sun. To her right, Vivien's fiery red locks shone in the firelight. On her left, Anna's pale hair glimmered like snow on a cloudy night.
Lucia took a breath. The air was rich with reassuring herbal scents and earthy smells. On the floor in front of the sisters, ornate boxes were meticulously packed with the elements of what would soon become a complex pattern of intersecting circles and symbols, to be delicately drawn in precious rare mineral dust and imbued oils — the foundations for one of the most important of rituals.
Except that it felt off. "Something doesn't feel right," she said.
"Lucia…" Vivien began.
"No, I feel it, too," Anna, the youngest, agreed. "Something's disturbed." She shuddered visibly. "The balance," she murmured, her pale eyes unfocused, as if seeing something beyond the room. "It's... shifting."
As if in response to their words, a gust of wind rushed through the room, extinguishing the candles and scattering the carefully gathered herbs and minerals. The sisters instinctively drew close together, their hands clasping in a triangle of unity.
Time passed like an eternity, and then they sensed it — a tremor, like a discordant note in the symphony of the universe. It lasted only a moment, but in that instant, all three women knew with terrible certainty what had happened.
"Amara," Vivien breathed, her voice barely audible over the growing moan of the wind.
Lucia closed her eyes, reaching out again with senses far beyond the physical, but now there was only emptiness — a void where once there had been a bright, pulsing light steadily approaching. Dark. Gaping. Like missing threads in a tapestry.
"She's gone," Lucia said, opening her eyes to meet the shocked gazes of her sisters. "Amara is dead."
Anna shook her head in denial, tears welling in her eyes. "But that's impossible. It wasn't yet her time. I would have known. I would have seen it!"
Lucia forced herself to think past the shock and sadness threatening to overwhelm them. She stood, her long satin dress swirling around her as she crossed the room to look out the arched windows overlooking the town.
"We need to find her," she said, her voice taking on a resigned edge. "Now. Before anyone else does. Where is she?" she asked Vivien. "Where did her life… end?" she added, her voice dropping.
"She was close," Vivien replied, closing her eyes. For a long time she sat, reaching out for the fading of the light. Finally, she raised her head. "I found her. She had reached Ebony Peak and would have arrived here tonight." Vivien stood, vitality flowing from her. "There is life near her. We must hurry."
"The life near her — did they cause her death?"
Vivien shook her head. "I don't know… I don't think so. But there's something obscuring my sight, like a murky mist..."
"Then let us clear the mist." Lucia stepped away from the window. "We must go to her."
"It is too late," Anna said, taking Lucia's place at the window. "Someone has already found her. I feel their shock, their pity."
There was a long pause. "What are we going to do?" Vivien asked.
Lucia's expression hardened. "What we must do. Our duty."
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Whispers in the Woods


Detective Greg Morrow's fork clattered on his plate as his phone buzzed insistently. He glanced at the caller ID and exhaled. Deputy Chen only called when it was important. He glanced at his half-eaten chicken parmesan. So much for a quiet dinner. 
"Morrow," he answered, already pushing away from the table.
Deputy Chen's voice crackled through the speaker. "Sorry to interrupt your evening, Detective, but we've got a situation. Body in the forest near Obsidian Point. A woman. No identification."
He knew the spot. There was a scenic trail which led to the peak, near a secluded clearing popular with picnickers.
"Accident?" he asked, closing the microwave door left open after heating his dinner.
"Doesn't look like it."
Greg froze. Murder? Ebony Peak, its population barely scraping a few thousand, hadn't seen a murder in over a decade, and even then, it had been a drunken brawl gone wrong. An inexplicable death in the woods… that was something else entirely.
"I'm on my way," he said, grabbing his jacket. "Have you called Dr. Reeves?"
"Already done. He and his new assistant are en route."
"Good work. I'll be there shortly."
Greg pulled his arms into his jacket as he stepped out of his home, zipping it up against the coolness of the evening. The temperature had plummeted after a freak windstorm late that afternoon, and even now a light breeze rattled through leathery brown leaves still dangling from their branches.  
Like many streets in Ebony Peak, Rowan Avenue was picturesque, lined with stately oak and sycamore trees. As autumn progressed, their leaves turned vibrant shades of red, orange, and gold before drifting to the ground, creating a colorful carpet along the sidewalks and on neatly manicured lawns. The homes, a mix of charming Craftsman bungalows and elegant Victorian-style houses, stood proudly behind green squares of grass, white picket fences, or low stone walls.
Most of Greg's neighbors had enthusiastically decorated for Halloween. Jack-o'-lanterns grinned from porches, their flickering candlelight casting eerie shadows as dusk fell. Fake cobwebs stretched across bushes and railings, while plastic skeletons and cardboard tombstones dotted the front yards. Strings of orange lights twinkled from eaves and wrapped around porch columns, giving the street a festive warmth. A few of the more ambitious had set up elaborate displays, complete with animatronic witches that cackled as people walked by, and fog machines that created an eerie atmosphere.
The crisp autumn air carried the scent of fallen leaves and pumpkin spice, mingling with the occasional waft of wood smoke from chimneys. As night fell, the street took on a magical quality, the Halloween decorations coming to life in the deepening shadows, transforming Rowan Avenue into a whimsical and slightly spooky wonderland. 
But where he was headed was the antithesis of whimsical. He climbed into his car and drove out of the neighborhood, leaving behind the cozy homes and their windows glowing with cheerful light.
Greg navigated the winding mountain road to Obsidian Point, his headlights cutting through the gathering dusk. The sun had long since dipped behind the craggy peaks circling the town, painting the sky in deep purples and blues. As Greg's headlights swept around the last bend, he spotted the flashing lights of Deputy Chen's cruiser. He pulled up beside it and killed the engine.
Sarah Chen met him as he stepped out of the car, her usually cheerful expression grave. "Evening, Detective. Body's just over there." 
She gestured to a small clearing off the trail, hidden by a thick circle of evergreens. The towering pines and firs stretched upward, their dark silhouettes stark against the last light of day. The bright chorus of birdsong had faded, replaced by the soft hooting of owls awakening from their slumber. 
Greg pulled on a pair of latex gloves. "What have we got?"
"Female, probably mid-thirties. No obvious signs of trauma. Jogger found her about an hour ago." Sarah nodded at a shocked-looking man sitting in the back of her cruiser.
The scent of pine was heavy as they approached, dry needles crackling underfoot. Greg's flashlight cut through the darkness, illuminating the scene. The woman lay on her back, arms at her sides, looking for all the world like she had simply taken a nap in the middle of the forest. Her long, auburn hair fanned out around her head, and her pale skin seemed to glow in the artificial light.
Greg frowned. In a town as small as Ebony Peak, he prided himself on knowing every face. But this woman was a stranger to him.
"Any personal items?"
The deputy shook her head. "Nothing. No purse, no wallet. Just the clothes on her back."
Greg crouched and studied the body. The woman wore a simple white dress, its edges dirty from the forest floor. Her feet were bare, but showed no signs of the cuts or abrasions you'd expect on someone walking through the forest. There were no visible marks on her neck, no signs of a struggle. There was something almost peaceful about her expression, as if she had simply drifted off to sleep. But the unnatural stillness of her chest told a different story.
"Cause of death?" he asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.
"Your guess is as good as mine," Chen replied. "There's not a mark on her."
Greg stood. In all his years on the force, he'd never seen anything quite like this. "Ok, let's start a forensics sweep. I want this entire area combed inch by inch. And put out an alert. Someone must be missing her."
The crunch of gravel announced the arrival of another vehicle, and Greg raised his head to see the county coroner's van pulling up beside his car. Dr. John Reeves, a man in his sixties with a shock of white hair, stepped out.
"Evening, Detective," Dr. Reeves called out as he approached, medical bag in hand, followed by his new assistant, a thin man he introduced as Tom Latrias. "What have we got here?"
Greg stood, making room for the coroner. "That's what we're hoping you can tell us, Doc. No obvious cause of death, no ID."
Dr. Reeves knelt beside the body, his experienced hands moving efficiently as he began his preliminary examination. Tom stood nearby, taking notes and occasionally handing the doctor instruments from his bag.
"Hmm," Dr. Reeves muttered, more to himself than anyone else. "No signs of physical trauma. No indication of a struggle. Rigor mortis hasn't set in yet, so death was relatively recent." He frowned at Greg. "I'll need to do a full autopsy to be sure, but at first glance, I'd say this woman simply... stopped living."
Greg ran a hand through his hair. "People don't just stop living, Doc."
"I agree," Dr. Reeves said, standing with a grunt. "Which is why we'll need to get her back. There are plenty of ways to kill that don't leave obvious marks. Poison, for instance. Or..."
The sound of another car approaching interrupted him. Greg turned, frowning. 
Headlights swept across the clearing as a sleek silver sedan pulled up behind the police cruiser. A woman emerged from the car, her movements graceful. As she stepped into the light, Greg's breath caught. She was eerily beautiful, with long, dark hair and eyes that seemed to shimmer in the dim light. Beneath a remarkable amethyst pendant, she wore a long black dress that hugged her curves, entirely unsuitable for the crisp mountain night. Greg felt a jolt of recognition. Lucia Thorne, Ebony Peak's resident grief counselor. He'd seen her at the station for trainings, and counseling bereft families at the hospital, but he had never talked to her. What was she doing here now?
"Ms. Thorne, how do you do?" Greg called out, moving to intercept her. He held out his hand. "I'm Detective Greg Morrow. I'm afraid this is a crime scene and I'm going to have to ask you to stay back."
Lucia's gaze locked onto his, and Greg had the sensation he was falling into those dark eyes. She smiled, a small, sad quirk of her lips. "Detective Morrow, I apologize for the intrusion. I... I believe I know your victim."
Greg blinked, caught off guard. "Then you know more than we do. What can you tell me?"
Lucia's smile didn't waver, but there was a tension on her face that hadn't been there before. "The woman you found — her name is Amara. She was on her way to see me when... this happened."
"I see," Greg replied slowly, his cop instincts kicking into high gear. "And what was the nature of your relationship with the deceased?"
"We were... old friends," Lucia replied, her gaze drifting to the body. Her face went blank with recognition. "When I didn't hear from her, I grew worried. I have certain... connections in town. When I learned about a body found, I feared the worst." Her eyes snapped back to his. "I've come to claim her."
Greg's frown deepened. That a grief counselor would quickly hear of a death was not unreasonable, but his instincts told him there was more to this story. "I'm sorry for your loss, Ms. Thorne, but there must be an autopsy. And I'm going to need you to come down to the station tomorrow to give a formal statement. For now, I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to leave. This is an active crime scene."
A flicker of something — anger? fear? — passed across her face. "Detective, I understand your position, but I must insist. Amara had very specific beliefs about death and what should happen to her body. An autopsy would go against her deepest spiritual convictions. Surely you can respect that?"
Before Greg could respond, the passenger door opened. A woman with fiery red hair stepped out, her green eyes flashing. "Lucia," she called out. "This is pointless. They won't listen."
Lucia turned to the newcomer, a silent communication seeming to pass between them. "Vivien, please. Let me handle this."
Greg's head was spinning. What the hell was going on here? "I'm sorry, but who are you?" he asked the redhead, who appeared to be wearing a black dress identical to Lucia's; except her pendant shone with a gold-colored stone.
"This is my sister, Vivien," Lucia replied.
As Vivien Thorne neared, he recognized her as the owner of the local garden shop, the Verdant Vine. He'd overheard younger officers talking about asking the spirited redhead out on dates, and how she always coyly refused their advances. He hadn't realized the solemn counselor and the fiery gardener were sisters.
Vivien snorted, clearly unimpressed. "And the one now witnessing our charming local law enforcement in action. Delightful."
"That's enough," Greg said, his patience wearing thin. "Ms. Thorne, I understand your concern for your friend, but this is a potential homicide investigation. I can't release the body without following proper procedures."
She took a step closer, and Greg caught a whiff of her perfume — something wild and floral that made his head spin. "Detective Morrow," she began, her voice low and intense. "I don't think you understand how important this is. It is imperative that you release Amara to us immediately."
Greg stood his ground, despite the strange urge to give in to this woman's demands. "I'm sorry, but that's not going to happen. Now, I'm going to need both of you to leave. Please come to the station in the morning to make your statement."
For a long moment, Lucia stared at him, and Greg had the unsettling feeling that she was looking straight through him, seeing things he couldn't comprehend. Then, abruptly, she stepped back.
"Very well, Detective," she said coolly. "You'll have your autopsy. We will expect you to release Amara to us as soon as possible. But there is another matter…"
"Yes?"
"A pendant. She was wearing a moonstone pendant. Do you have it?"
He shook his head. "She had no personal items on her, but we're still canvassing the area."
This time, the widening of her eyes spoke of concern, and suddenly she looked much younger than she had before. With a nod, she walked away, Vivien close behind. They halted to peer at the miserable jogger in the back of Deputy Chen's cruiser before returning to their car. Greg watched as they drove away, their taillights soon swallowed by the darkness.
"What the hell was that all about?" Deputy Chen asked, coming to stand beside him.
Greg shook his head. "I'm not sure," he said.
A stiff wind swept through the clearing, rustling the leaves and carrying with it the damp smell of a storm. In the distance, thunder rumbled. Greg did not tend toward the dramatic, but at that moment, he couldn't help but believe it to be a warning of things to come.
"All right, let's get back to work," he called out to the assembled team. "Dr. Reeves, I want a full workup on the body. Blood tests, tox screens, the works. Deputy, canvass the area, see if there's anything that can help us. And start asking questions." He paused, his gaze following the path taken by the silver sedan. "Someone must know something — someone besides our local counselor and her sister." 
As the team dispersed to their tasks, Greg turned his attention to the jogger still sitting in Chen's cruiser. He recognized the man as Brian Larson, a line worker for the local electrical company, clearly still shaken by his experience. Brian couldn't remember much, saying his memory of finding the woman was foggy.
"I remember jogging up the trail and seeing something pale on the ground ahead of me. And the next thing I remember is calling you guys," he said. "I think the shock of seeing someone dead messed with my memory. I've never seen death before…."
He could probably use a grief counselor, Greg thought, his mind drifting back to Lucia Thorne. 
After taking Brian's statement, Greg was fairly certain he had nothing to do with the death and, after ensuring that the scene was being processed properly, offered to drive the man home. Greg took one last look at the body of the woman called Amara. In the harsh glare of the police lights, she seemed almost otherworldly, her pale skin luminescent against the dark forest floor.
The rain started to fall as Greg climbed into his car, fat droplets splattering against the windshield. He sat there listening to the rhythmic patter, trying to make sense of what had happened.
A woman found dead in the woods, with no apparent cause. A grief counselor who somehow knew about the woman before anyone else. Her sister, a redheaded spitfire who seemed to radiate barely contained impatience. And a missing pendant.
In Greg's experience, the cases that started out making no sense often turned out to be the most important ones. Even though he had been a cop for only a few years, he thought he'd seen it all. But as he sat in his car in the gathering darkness, the wind hissing through the trees and the distant rumble of thunder growing closer, he wasn't so sure anymore.
He started the engine, the familiar rumble grounding him. Whatever was going on here, he would figure it out. That's what he did. He solved puzzles, unraveled mysteries. After all, in a town like Ebony Peak, where everyone knew everyone else's business, secrets had a way of coming to light. 
He pulled away from the crime scene. The rain was coming down harder now, and the storm broke in earnest as Greg drove back into town, the deluge pounding against his windshield like a warning. 

      [image: ]Lucia gripped the steering wheel tightly. Beside her, Vivien's fiery red hair reflected the dim light of the dashboard.
"What happened?" Anna asked from the back, breaking the tense silence.
"It was a disaster," Vivien muttered. "A complete waste of time. Now the police have Amara's body, and probably her pendant, too."
"Not a complete waste," Lucia replied. Wind pushed at the car, and rain pattered on the windshield. "We know the jogger was not involved in Amara's death. There is no guilt in him." Lucia inhaled deeply, forcing herself to relax her grip on the wheel. "Was there anyone else there?"
"No," Vivien said. "No one that wasn't supposed to be there, anyway."
"What about the mist you sensed earlier?"
"There's nothing there now. Just nothing…" she repeated. 
For a moment, the only sound was the hum of the engine and the tapping of the rain. Then Vivien spoke again, her voice softer this time. "What are we going to do, Lucia?"
"We'll do our duty. It will be fine as long as we're together," Lucia added.
"And even if we're not," Anna said with a small smile for her oldest sister. "You are stronger than you know."
"But how?" Vivien pressed. "That detective — he's not going to just hand over the body."
Lucia's thoughts drifted to Greg Morrow as Vivien continued talking. Handsome in a rugged sort of way. Obviously dedicated to his profession. But she sensed a deep well of compassion within him, too.
"…And we can't exactly break into the morgue and steal it," Vivien was saying.
A small, deliberate smile played at the corners of Lucia's lips. "Can't we?"
Anna stared at her sister. "You can't be serious. The risk—"
"Is nothing compared to what will happen if we fail," Lucia finished for her. "But we'll save that as a last resort." She exhaled. "We have resources the good detective doesn't know about."
Vivien muttered something under her breath. "We don't have a lot of time…" she finally said.
"I know," Lucia cut her off, her voice sharp. "I know what's at stake, Vivien. We all do."
Vivien was quiet for a long time. Then: "The others are counting on us."
"And we won't let them down," Lucia said firmly. She turned the car onto the narrow, winding road that led to the Thorne mansion on the edge of the mountains surrounding Ebony Peak. "We'll make a plan. We'll get Amara's body, and her pendant, and complete the ritual. Then we can figure out who did this." Lucia's eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, and then ahead as rain pounded the roof of the car. "We'll find a way," she said, trying to inject confidence into her voice. "We have to."
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A Detective's Doubt


Lucia stood at the window of her office, watching the light grow as the sun rose behind dark clouds. Ebony Peak's grief counseling center was a misnomer, as it was only Lucia, and her 'office' was a cozy room in an old home. Hardly a center as someone might find in a more urban environment; but it served her and the people of Ebony Peak. 
After a sleepless night, the events of the previous evening still weighed heavily on Lucia's mind. As the storm raged outside, her thoughts kept circling around Amara's mysterious death: about how to get the police to release her body; what they would do if they could not find her pendant; and the delicate balance now teetering on the edge of chaos and her duty to prevent it. It all threatened to overwhelm her. When dawn arrived, she declined Meera's offer of breakfast, and left for her office to wait there until her meeting with Detective Morrow.
A soft knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. "Come in," she called, turning away from the view.
Vivien entered, closing the door quietly behind her. "I'm on my way to the shop," she said, her voice low. "Are you sure you don't want me to come to the police station with you?"
Lucia shook her head. "I can handle Detective Morrow." She set down an ornate cup from which she had been sipping herbal tea. "How's Anna?"
"Unsettled. Worried."
Lucia sighed. "As are we all." She
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