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As teenagers, friends Luke, Tom, and Rico were constantly in trouble with the law. Now they’re all grown up and determined to defeat a powerful shaman who can destroy the way of life in Sena Pueblo.

In their high desert community, the old beliefs have never died. And when witchcraft can be the only explanation for murder, these three former renegades must step up to save their people and the women they love.
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Part 1: Luke

In the first novella of the series, Luke Cordova is devastated when the man who saved him from life as an outcast is murdered. He’s determined to find out who killed his uncle Joe Cordova. At first he will accept no help from Ashley Donaldson, a woman who was born on the pueblo and came back to find her roots. But she’s just as strong willed as Luke and just as beholding to Joe, and when the two of them unite to track a killer with magic powers, the heat that’s been smoldering between ignites into flames.
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Part 2: Tom

Convinced unjust treatment under the law is a greater danger to his pueblo than anything supernatural, Tom Lahi refuses to believe in rituals and magic, instead becoming a warrior in the courtroom. But only when he learns to embrace the power of his heritage can he truly help his people and find love.
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Part 3: Rico

Though he sells Pueblo art in his Santa Fe gallery, Rico Tafoya abandoned the mystical beliefs of his heritage, an obstacle in his relationship with artist Charlotte Reyna, who is drawn to the old ways. Meditation pulls Charlotte straight into her paintings where she senses the witch who murdered Joe following her. Rico’s disbelief makes Charlotte fear they will never mesh. Terrified of losing her when she is in a dangerous trance, Rico forces his mind to follow...but is he in time to save their people and claim Charlotte’s heart?
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RENEGADE MAGIC

Mystery... Romance... Magic...
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By Rebecca York
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Prologue
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In the darkness, the witch stood outside Joe Cordova’s isolated desert house, looking through the lighted windows, watching the artist’s shuffling gait as he walked from his studio to the bedroom.

“You’ve made a mistake, old man. You should have left well enough alone. And don’t count on Ashley Donaldson or your nephew, Luke, to save you.”

As though he heard the words, the artist went stock-still and stared into the darkness beyond the house. A flash of fear contorted his face. Then he firmed his features and went back to what he had been doing—getting ready for an important art show in Santa Fe.

But he was never going to arrive. He was going to die. By his own hand, if possible. So that the only evidence would be of his own demented state.

In a low voice the witch began to chant—ancient words that had served him well over the years.

Lightning crackled across the velvet sky and wind stirred the piñons. In the desert, a coyote howled.

“Help me, brother. Lend me your cunning,” the witch whispered, moving past a tall cactus toward the house.

Inside, the artist stopped again. This time when he raised his head, he couldn’t wipe away the fear.

“Go away,” he called into the darkness. “Leave me alone.”

The witch answered with a burst of mental energy—of defiance. Of anger. Of power.

And the man staggered back, throwing his hands in front of his face. As though flesh and blood could protect him.

The witch spewed forth another burst of anger and the traitor screamed in pain and terror.
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Chapter One
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Ashley Donaldson hurried from the parking lot behind Canyon Road and up the steps to the Milagro Gallery. She’d been tied up with a client and now she was late to the reception.

Pushing open one of the heavy carved doors, she stepped onto the pegged wood floor—then went very still as she was enveloped by the sounds, the scents, the sights of New Mexico. The mix of acoustic guitar and Native American flutes. The aroma of piñon from a burning smudge stick.

Through the well-dressed crowd, she caught glimpses of the paintings and sculpture filling the rooms. Adorning the walls were desert landscapes and craggy mountains kissed by the last rays of the setting sun. On pedestals and in glass cases in the center of the room were three-dimensional pieces: a beautifully executed black-and-white pot, a tawny mountain lion about to spring, turquoise-and-silver jewelry.

That she was here, in this environment, never failed to amaze her. She’d grown up in L.A.—the adopted daughter of Marge and Cal Donaldson. But after college, when she’d longed to learn about her heritage, she’d come back to Sena Pueblo, her birth mother’s home, and she’d been here for the past two years.

“Ashley.”

She glanced around and spotted gallery owner Rico Tafoya striding toward her. His long black hair was pulled back in a braid lashed with a leather thong and decorated with a single raven’s feather. His shirt, pants and boots were black, too, set off by silver-and-turquoise jewelry. He looked the very image of a successful mestizo entrepreneur selling Native American works in Santa Fe.

“I’m glad you could come,” he said, clasping her hand.

Rico had grown up in the pueblo. His mixed heritage had given him striking features, while her own brown hair and brown eyes were nothing special.

Rico’s face turned angry as he peered around her. “So where’s Joe?” he asked gruffly.

She blinked. “Isn’t he here already?”

“No. I thought you might be bringing him. What’s he trying to pull?”

Ashley fought confusion.

“Forget it,” Rico said in the next breath.

“Maybe he’s with Luke,” she suggested.

“Maybe.”

So what was going on between Rico and Joe? Joe was an artist and one of her anchors to New Mexico. He’d been in love with her mother twenty-seven years ago and had offered to marry her when she’d gotten pregnant by a cowboy drifter. But she’d taken off for L.A. instead, and Joe hadn’t even known what had happened to her and the baby—until Ashley had come back to the pueblo.

In the two years that she’d been in New Mexico, she and Joe had become close friends. For the past few weeks she’d known he was upset about something—although he hadn’t shared his concerns with her. Was he feuding with Rico?

This wasn’t the time to ask, especially when wealthy art patrons Paxton and Kathleen Gardner were coming toward them. A few paces behind was a slender blond with short-cropped hair, wearing a severe pantsuit instead of a party dress. It was their daughter, Jessie. She had grown up in the area and had become an FBI agent, much against her parents’ wishes. She was probably trying to make some brownie points with them by attending the show.

“Wonderful opening,” Paxton said in a hearty voice. “Charlotte Reyna has outdone herself. I’m thinking about buying one of her landscapes.”

Ashley wandered away, nibbling on a mini blue-corn tortilla as she admired the paintings and sculptures. But she kept one eye on the door, looking for Joe—or even Luke, though, to tell the truth, Joe’s nephew wasn’t her favorite person. Luke walked around with a ten-pound chip on his shoulder, although she certainly understood why.

Charlotte Reyna caught her eye and Ashley crossed the room. “I hear Paxton Gardner is interested in your work,” Ashley murmured.

Charlotte flipped a lock of long, dark hair behind her ear. “Yes! He’s put a reserve on one of my three canvases.”

“Way to go!”

Charlotte accepted the congratulations graciously. She and Ashley were friends. About the same age, they’d both returned to Sena Pueblo as adults. And they were both still trying to find their way in a world where neither was entirely comfortable.

Roberto Sanchez nodded to Ashley as he took a plastic bag of used cups and paper plates from a trash receptacle and replaced it with a fresh bag.

“How is your sister?” Ashley asked.

“Doing better, thanks to you,” Roberto said. His sister, Anita Morales, had been rushed to a local hospital recently for stomach pains and had needed an emergency appendectomy. As part of her job at Pueblo Aid, Ashley had straightened out the insurance payment.

She kept moving through the gallery, looking for Joe, her uneasiness about his absence mounting. Someone waved at her across the room and she waved back. It was potter Raul Estevez, whom she hadn’t seen until now.

Raul was a buddy of Joe’s and she wondered if he might know where the artist was. But before she could cross to him, the crowd swallowed him up again, and she knew she wasn’t going to be able to relax until she drove out to the pueblo to see if her friend was okay.

Turning back to Charlotte, she said, “If Joe comes in, could you give me a call on my cell phone?”

“Sure. Where are you going?”

“To check on one of my clients,” she said, not wanting to worry Charlotte on this important night in her career.

“What about Luke?” Charlotte asked with a little smile.

“What about him?”

“He’ll be looking for you.”

“I doubt it.” She and Joe’s nephew had gotten off to a rocky start when she’d returned to the pueblo, and nothing had changed.  Too bad, because she’s been attracted to him, and she’d thought she saw a similar spark in his eyes. But he’d soon made it clear they might as well have been on different planets.

Luke had been a juvenile delinquent in his youth and had finally gotten arrested at nineteen by the tribal police for a robbery he hadn’t committed. Unfortunately he’d spent five years in jail until the real perpetrator had confessed.

The experience could have destroyed him, but when he’d gotten out of jail, Joe had helped to set him up as a handyman. As his projects had become bigger, he’d transformed himself into a contractor—with a reputation for personalized service.

She was impressed by what he’d accomplished, and she knew Joe wanted her and Luke to be friends. But the guy had made a point of being cold and distant—with a way of mocking her that set her nerves on edge.  After a few attempts to be friendly, she’d given up on any kind of relationship.

It was after nine when Ashley stepped outside into the cold, clear evening and dragged in a breath of mountain air.

Thousands of stars twinkled above her. She took a moment to admire them, then descended the steps to the parking lot, thinking how far she was from the smoggy skies of her childhood.

Away from the music and conversation, she used her cell phone to call Joe—and got his answering machine.

“In case you’re on your way to the opening, I’ll see you there,” she said, thinking that if she didn’t find him at home, her only alternative was to make the trek back to Santa Fe.

Canyon Road, Santa Fe’s Gallery Row, was a one-way street, and she had a little trouble getting to the highway because she didn’t know this area of town very well. Unable to tamp down her tension, she sped toward Sena Pueblo, hoping she wouldn’t get pulled over by a cop.

At the two-lane road that led to the small community, she slowed her speed. She’d visited other pueblos since coming to New Mexico. A few, like Taos, reminded her of ancient apartment buildings, the adobe-brick housing units stacked together like giant blocks. But in Sena, most of the houses were low, separate structures grouped around an unpaved recreation area. The police station and the other public buildings, such as the Pueblo Affairs office, were in a small complex slightly removed from the residential area.

With the money rolling in from his paintings, Joe had built himself a very upscale home, in traditional southwest style, occupying a patch of desert about ten minutes from the heart of the community.

She saw the low adobe house miles before she arrived. Every light was shining into the darkness as if he owned stock in the electric company. But as she neared the dwelling, she couldn’t see anyone inside.

Lord, had he suffered a heart attack? Had he fallen? Or was he in some other kind of trouble?

After pulling to a stop next to the artist’s shiny new SUV, she leaped from the car and ran toward the carved wooden door. When no one answered her knock, she reached for the brass knob.

The door was unlocked.  She yanked it open and stepped onto the thick Mexican tile of the foyer.

“Joe?”

He didn’t answer.

“Joe?”

A blur of movement made her head jerk up—as the man himself leaped out of the shadows in the hallway, his eyes wild, a revolver in his hand.
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Chapter Two
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She froze.

“Joe, it’s all right. It’s Ashley,” she soothed, hearing the quaver in her own voice as she studied the terrible tension in his weathered face. “It’s Ashley,” she repeated, because he didn’t seem to recognize her. “I’m here to help you.”

“No! Get away from me.”

Joe Cordova was as familiar to her as her own adopted parents. But tonight his eyes were wide and staring.

“Stay away,” he warned, lifting the gun.

She didn’t know what to do. Back up? Or hold her ground? She stood where she was, her heart blocking her windpipe, wondering if this man who had been like a favorite uncle to her was going to kill her.

“Please, take it easy,” she whispered, her voice high and thin. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

He didn’t seem to be listening. When she reached a hand toward him, he raised the gun. “Stay back!” he warned.

Her only defense was to stand stock-still—fighting the impulse to throw her hands protectively in front of her body.

Her friend might have shot her. Instead some small measure of sanity flickered in his eyes.

“No,” he said again, this time sounding as though his meaning might have changed. She was about to plead with him to put the gun down when he turned and whirled away.

As he rushed down the hall, Ashley let out the breath she hadn’t known she was holding. She knew the house. The hall led to the kitchen and family room combination, then to the bedrooms and the art studio. She had to go after him, find out what was wrong.

Hearing a squeaking sound, she pictured the sliding-glass door in the family room moving in its track. The door led to the patio. Was he going out—into the desert night?

She was on her way down the hall when footsteps sounded behind her, and she started to turn.

As hard fingers clamped around her arm, holding her in place, she gasped.

She tried to wrench away, but the hand held her fast, turned her—and she found herself staring into the dark, questioning eyes of Luke Cordova.

He seemed to tower over her, dark and lean and angry. “What the hell is going on here, chiquita?” he asked. “Why are all the lights on? What are you doing here?”

As usual, Luke Cordova had arrived with an attitude.
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Luke watched Ashley steady herself, dragging in a breath and letting it out before answering his urgent questions. “Honestly, I’m not sure what’s going on. We need to check the back door.”

He was still holding her arm. Deliberately he loosened his grasp and let her lead him along the hall.

When they reached the family room, he saw that the sliding-glass door was wide open.

She pointed. “I think Joe ran out there.”

“And you let him go out into the desert—at night?” he asked, hearing the accusing tone of his own voice.

She raised her chin. “I didn’t have much choice. He had a gun. He pointed it at me and warned me to stay where I was.”

A strangled exclamation rose in his throat. “He threatened you?”

“Yes.”

Abandoning her, Luke charged onto the wide patio, filled with heavy wooden furniture and huge ceramic pots of bougainvillea and other flowering plants. When she followed, he half turned and growled, “Get back inside!”

To his annoyance, she stayed where she was. When he turned again, he felt as if she were staring at the back of his neck where his dark hair was pulled back into the short ponytail he often wore.

He’d been startled to find her here. He didn’t know how to deal with her presence—or with what she’d said had happened.

Trying to ignore her, he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Joe? Are you out here, Joe?”

Only the mournful sound of the wind answered.

He stepped into the darkness.

“Be careful,” Ashley called, her voice high and strained—like she cared about what happened to him.

“Yeah.”

In the light shining from the window, he searched the exterior of the house, trying to calm the pounding of his heart.

He’d had a bad feeling tonight—even before he’d talked to Rico. It wasn’t getting any better. Joe was out here with a gun. And if Ashley was right, his uncle had lost his marbles.

He gave up after twenty minutes, knowing that if Joe wanted to avoid being found, he could damn well do it. He knew the desert as well as he knew the inside of his own house.

When he returned to the family room and closed the door, he found Ashley huddled on the worn leather sofa that Joe had owned since Luke was a boy. He could feel Joe’s presence in the room. In the artwork—his own and other artists’—hanging on the rough walls. In the priceless woven rugs on the wooden floor. In the kiva-style fireplace dominating a corner of the room.

But Ashley dominated the room just by her presence. She looked fragile in the pretty white dress she must have worn to the art gallery. That impression was an illusion, he told himself. Really, she was tough and determined, or she wouldn’t be working at the pueblo helping residents with everything from food stamp applications to legal problems.

“What are you doing at Joe’s house, chiquita?” he asked, hating the gruffness of his voice.

“Don’t call me ‘chiquita,’” she snapped. “At least, not in that tone of voice.”

She had never protested the teasing name before. Having made her point, she went on. “I was at the art show reception, waiting for Joe. When he didn’t arrive, I got worried, so I came to look for him. I found him in the house...” She stopped and swallowed. “He looked...terrified. He had a gun. He pointed it at me. I got the feeling he didn’t even know who I was. Then he turned and ran down the hall. I heard the sliding-glass door open. The next thing I knew, you had a hand clamped around my arm.”

He nodded, standing with his shoulder propped against the wall, keeping his distance from her.
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Ashley clambered off the sofa, trying to put herself on an equal footing with Luke, even as she silently admitted that nothing would ever make her feel equal to Luke Cordova. He wasn’t tall. Only a few inches taller than her own five-six height. But his shoulders were broad. His body was lean and muscular. And his deep-set dark eyes always gave her the impression that he was seeing more than she wanted.

She’d never figured out if he thought she was interfering in Joe’s life or if he was treating her with hostility because she’d grown up in a much more privileged environment.

He was wearing his usual outfit—a dark T-shirt, jeans and boots, and she wondered if he’d been planning to attend the opening looking as though he was dressed for work.

“How did you end up out here?” she asked.

“I called Rico, and he told me Joe hadn’t arrived. As soon as I finished with tonight’s plumbing emergency, I came over.”

She nodded, knowing that he often put his clients’ needs before his own. That was one of the reasons he’d become so successful. He also had a reputation for hiring men from the pueblo who might not be able to get jobs with anyone else. Men who came from backgrounds similar to his own.

“You can go back to the festivities,” he said.

She blinked, wondering if she’d heard him correctly. “Don’t you think I’m worried about Joe?”

“Maybe. But you don’t have to hang around. I can handle things out here.”

She lifted one shoulder. “The show is probably over by now. And I have no intention of leaving—until I find out what’s wrong with Joe.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

When he started turning off lights, she did the same, darkening most of the rooms in the front of the house, while he took the back. They met in the family room again. Ignoring her, he strode to the coffee machine in the kitchen and poured himself a mug.

“You drink coffee this late at night?” she asked.

“When I plan to stay up.” He took a sip of the brew.

Until that moment she hadn’t thought about the implication, that the two of them would be spending the night alone in a deserted house—unless the owner reappeared. And maybe he’d come charging through the door with his gun drawn. Which meant that going to sleep wouldn’t be such a great idea.

She joined Luke in the kitchen, poured herself half a mug of Joe’s strong coffee, then added almost as much milk and a spoonful of sugar before carrying the mug back to the sofa and taking a cautious sip.

Luke settled into the matching leather easy chair, fixing her again with that unnerving stare of his.

Trying not to shift in her seat, she asked, “How has Joe seemed to you lately?”

“Preoccupied. How has he seemed to you?”

“Worried. Does he confide in you?”

“Not about his problems,” Luke allowed.

She nodded, thinking that Joe had been such a good friend to her, but he hadn’t asked for anything in return. He’d just seemed glad that she’d come back to the home she’d never really known.

Luke cleared his throat. “Go on and get some sleep. I’ll stay up.”

“I will, too,” she murmured. Not because she wanted to keep him company.

Feeling overdressed in the white Mexican-style party frock she’d worn to the gallery, she thought about changing into something more comfortable. Luckily, she kept a few clothing in the spare bedroom, since she sometimes spent the weekend out here.

Excusing herself, she went to change into jeans, a long-sleeved shirt and running shoes.

She was just buttoning the shirt when the sound of an animal howling in the darkness made the hair on the back of her neck bristle.

Hurrying back to the family room, she found that Luke had turned off the remaining lights and was standing at the window, staring out.
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The sound of footsteps behind him made Luke whirl.

“What was that?” Ashley asked.

“A coyote,” he answered, even when he didn’t know if he was speaking the truth.

Before he could say more, the frantic beating of wings outside the window sent goose bumps dancing over his skin. It sounded like a large bird of prey circling the house, getting ready to attack.

Then, from one eye blink to the next, the bird was no longer on the other side of the glass. It was right in the room, flapping and swooping and calling out in anger.

He wanted to believe it had somehow flown down the chimney. But he couldn’t make himself buy it.

Every protective instinct he possessed surged inside him as he saw Ashley gasp and cover her head with her hands.  Leaping toward her, he pulled her into his arms, bending over her body as he sought to merge her form against his own.

In the darkened room he could see nothing. But he could hear the fearful beating of wings, feel currents of air move as an unearthly screech filled the space around him while he held Ashley in his embrace.

He had been attracted to her from the moment Joe had introduced them, but he had never felt comfortable with her. She was so far beyond his experience that he’d been at a loss about  what to say to her—how to treat her. Tonight no words were necessary as he gathered her close, comforting and shielding her, feeling her warm breath on his neck.

As quickly as the assault had started, it stopped.

For long moments neither of them spoke or moved, but he could hear her gasping for breath.

Finally she brought her hands up and pressed against his shoulders. When he realized he was still clasping her as though they had suddenly become lovers, he dropped his arms to his sides and stepped back.

“What was that?” she whispered as she searched his face.

This time when he answered he tried to be as honest as he could. “A ghost. Or a witch.”

“You’re serious?” she breathed.

“What else could it be? One moment it was outside. In the next, it was in here. Then it vanished.”

She stared up at him. “You believe in...in witches?”

“My people believe in witches...transforming themselves into animals to do evil. An owl. A coyote.”

“My people, too,” she murmured. “It isn’t my fault that I wasn’t raised here.”

“But it’s hard to believe in...superstitions...if you haven’t lived here on the pueblo all your life.”

Ignoring the observation she said, “A bird came down the chimney.”

“Yeah, it would be convenient to think that, too. But where did it go?”

She couldn’t answer.

“You should leave,” he heard himself say again.

“No.”

“Someone is after Joe. If you stay at his house, you could get hurt.”

“You, too,” she noted.

“I’m willing to take my chances,” he said evenly.

She gave him a defiant look. “So am I.”

He made a rough sound. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Unlike you?” she challenged.

“I don’t know, either!”

“But you’re big and strong and can cope with witchcraft!”

He glared at her. “I’m trying to protect you.”

“I appreciate that,” she answered, sounding like she was lying.

After several charged seconds she returned to the sofa. He went back to the chair, frowning hard.

Maybe because he wanted her to leave, he said, “Did you ever hear the story of how the witch caught his enemy on his way home from a hunting trip in the desert?”

“No. But I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“He took the shape of a coyote and nipped at his heels. The man dropped the meat he was carrying. But that wasn’t enough for the witch. He drove the man farther and farther into the desert. They found his body days later.”

“So that’s a witch story they tell little kids around here?”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re telling it to me to get me to go home?”

“Yeah,” he admitted again.

“How do they know it was a witch—if it happened out in the desert?”

“From the look of terror in the man’s dead eyes.”

She made a snorting sound. “That’s a great story. But I’m not leaving unless you are.”

“Then I guess we’re stuck with each other.”

“Or you could say we’re both here to help a friend.”

“Okay,” he acknowledged.

“Why would a witch come after Joe?” she asked.

“I don’t know!” He wanted to pace back and forth across the room. But there were no drapes on the sliding-glass doors facing the desert. If he moved around in here, even with the lights off, he would make them both a target for anyone outside with a gun or a witch’s spell.

So they sat facing each other in tense silence.

As the night dragged on, he watched Ashley slip lower in her seat. Watched her get more comfortable. And finally he watched her sleep, listening to the even sound of her breathing. He wanted to cross the room and move so that his shoulder was pressed to hers. He wanted do more, if he were honest, but he sat in the leather chair, his hands clutching the arms.

He was angry with himself. He was worried about Joe. The only person who had believed in him—when he hadn’t even believed in himself. But he couldn’t keep his mind off the woman sleeping across the room from him. A woman who couldn’t possibly be interested in a guy like Luke Cordova.

To distract himself, he tiptoed down the hall to the studio. Joe’s oil paintings were hung and stacked against the walls. Switching on a light, he looked at each of them—shuffling their positions, thinking they were as familiar as his uncle’s face.

Many were of two recurring desert scenes. One was a narrow canyon below soaring towers of brown basalt.

The other showed a major rockfall, a jumble of house-size boulders that had crashed down from the cliffs above. And beyond, an old lava flow, streaking the cliff orange. A stream trickled through the rocks. Sometimes it was in the background, sometimes it was the focus of the painting.

He spent a long time admiring Joe’s artistry. When he looked up, the gray light of dawn glimmered through the window.

Finally he abandoned the studio and walked up the hall to the front of the house, thinking that he might as well get a change of clothing out of his SUV.

The mundane thought fled his mind as he stared at the parking area. Then he let loose with an angry curse.
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Chapter Three
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Behind him, Luke heard Ashley scurry down the hall.

“What? Did you find Joe?” she asked, her voice soft with sleep.

“Not hardly.” He grimaced. “The situation just got worse. He must have rolled his SUV down the hill so we wouldn’t hear him, then started the engine. He’s gone.”

“Gone where?”

He considered the question before saying, “I might have an idea.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he’d kept silent.

“Where?” she demanded.

He sighed. “Have you ever taken a good look at his paintings?”

“Of course!”

Luke walked back down the hall. Ashley followed. In the studio, he pointed to the canvases and asked, “What do you see?”

She studied the works. “Magnificent landscapes that make the desert come alive.”

“Do you recognize the location?” he prompted.

She gestured toward the two groupings he’d made. “No. But I see two different places.”

“Right. They’re both in Black Canyon.”

“You’re thinking he could be there?”

“Since I don’t have any better ideas, it’s a starting place.”

Before he could say more, the sound of an engine had them both running eagerly back to the parking area. But the pickup that had pulled to a stop didn’t belong to Joe.

Containing his disappointment, Luke waited tensely as Raul Estevez climbed out and came toward them.

“Is everything okay out here?”

Luke wedged his hands on his hips. “Why do you ask?”

“Because the old
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