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Holidays, weddings and babies are such happy occasions, until someone ends up dead.

Rae and her friends deserve a bit of happiness but just when they think they too will have their fairy tale ending, something else happens in Leeward. 

Can the three friends survive to find their happy ever after or will they be consumed by the darkness that haunts their town. 

They call him a monster, but Phil Archer knows that the only way to get rid of one monster is to send in another. He will be the last monster standing. 
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For years I thought I was a romance writer. Since I was a child of ten, I wanted to be a romance writer. I know, what does a ten-year-old know, but I was in love with love. I have been writing and crafting stories since then. But something happened and I can’t explain it. While I still want romance and relationships in my stories, I find that I also want intrigue and suspense, murder and mystery, action and adventure. 

When I thought about doing a holiday story with weddings and babies, I thought I’d try to go more traditionally romance. I failed. I had my first real problem with writer’s block. While attending a writer’s retreat, my friend, Adrienne Dunning confronted me with the fact that I am really writing suspense so why am I trying to force myself into a certain mold. When I returned home from that retreat, I began redoing my covers to match focusing more on suspense. When I started back writing, I embraced my darker side and just decided to have fun.

I am so thankful for the support of my family and friends, for my community, my writing community both real and online. I am blessed to have so many people willing to share their stories, ideas, advice and mistakes with me. I hope that I can help someone else on their journey. 

Evergreen Crystals was supposed to be my happy ending novel for Rae, Dana and Jenna but I soon realized I couldn’t write this book without including some of the darkness that has surrounded them. Hard as I try this series will not allow me to write it as simply romance, I need to kill people, set things on fire, and I really, really want to blow something up. So, I’m facing the fact that I’m not really a romance writer and embracing my darker side. Now let the fun begin.

Prologue from Chrome Pink

It started Twenty-one years ago...

Mari staggered, her heels snagging the oyster shells covering the drive. The unforgettable scent of dying fish hung heavy in the humid air. She kicked off her shoes, the jagged surface of the weathered boards rough on feet no longer use to running barefoot around the docks. 

What am I doing here? Malcolm’s tense voice on the phone had the little hairs on the back of her neck standing up. “Damn it, her cousin was one of the girls.” 

Seeing her boss’s Mercedes aglow in the moonlight made her stomach twist. She looked around. He’d told her he would make inquiries tomorrow. 

Years of sore fingers, back aching from hours of being hunched over a metal table picking crab meat was a memory she knew would never truly fade. Buddy Grimes had saved her from that life, but her husband didn’t think she was qualified for anything more than being a housewife. Marisol Grimes was no dumb Mexican fresh from the farm. Her job with Malcolm Bryant proved it. Please don’t let him be involved in Juanita’s disappearance.

Marisol tread slowly across the weathered boards careful not to get a splinter or make a noise. Voices raised in anger, their words ripped away on the wind, slowed her steps. She turned the corner by the cook house and the sound suddenly amplified, reverberating off the water. “You need to get rid of her.” Mari slid between the cook house and a storage shed, she peered out at the loading dock. Two women lay bound and sobbing on the loading dock.

Malcolm’s wife, Elva Bryant held a huge pistol pointed at an older man. She held her breath, releasing it slowly when she saw it wasn’t Malcolm. She leaned out to get a better look, el Jeffe—Mr. Sawyer, owner of the seafood processing plant. Sawyer hovered near two sobbing women. One of the girls could be Juanita. Mari fingernailed her palms as she watched Mr. Sawyer jerk one of the girls to her feet. 

He waved his hands, arguing with Mrs. Bryant. Marisol couldn’t hear his words, but Elva was not happy with what he had to say. An explosion shattered the stillness. Night birds flew up from the rushes. 

A pop of sound, suddenly there, after the numbing silence. The echo of the gun shot like cotton in her ears. She was surprised to realize she was screaming. 

Elva Bryant turned, her eyes hard and cold. Even from a distance, Mari could see there would be no mercy. People were shouting and running towards her. Mari stood frozen starting to hyperventilate. Malcolm leapt from behind a stack of canvas bags and pushed her across the boardwalk inconsiderate of her bare feet. She stubbed her toe and stuck a splinter in her foot. Malcolm clicked the fob on his keychain, opening the door he shoved her inside and hurried to the driver’s side.

Bullets pinged the side of the car. Mari screamed, several men rushed into the parking lot. Malcolm put the car in reverse, spinning tires. He slammed on brakes Mari braced her hand on the dash.

“What are you stopping for?” 

He powered down his window and shot out several tires and a radiator. He rolled up the window and gunned the motor, fishtailing the car out of the parking lot. 

“Oh my God, my car. I left my car and my shoes. Buddy is going to kill me.” Marisol was shaking, her mind tripping over her thoughts. “You have to go back. I can’t go home without my shoes and my car.”

“Mari, you can’t go home. Don’t you understand?”

“What? I have to go home. I have two babies...”

The sadness in his eyes nearly brought her to tears. “They know who you are, they’ll kill you.”

She clutched her stomach, rocking forward. “That girl, was she my cousin?”

Malcolm gripped the steering wheel. “No, she was a new girl. Your cousin is gone.”

“Dead?”

“Gone.”

She blinked back tears. My God, what have I done?

Epilogue from Titanium Blue

The day of the memorial service dawned cool and crisp. Rae stood with Logan, welcoming their guests. It would be only close friends and family for Marisol’s memorial service.

Billy wore his firefighter uniform, wishing he could be anywhere else. He was glad Rae had agreed to have the service at her house. The old fishing camp had a lot more room than his place, cleaner too. He stiffened when his father came in. They’d not had a lot to say to each other since learning of Marisol’s murder. He knew he shouldn’t blame his father, but it was hard not to.

Billy noticed Buddy wasn’t alone. He escorted two dark-haired women, one favored his mother, or at least what he remembered about her. 

“This is Rae,” Buddy said. “And this is Marisol’s son, Billy.” 

The older of the two women embraced him, crying and speaking in rapid Spanish. 

He was unsure of what to do. He patted the women awkwardly. 

“She says, she has not seen you since you were a little boy, but she has saved all of your notices in the paper. She is your great aunt, and I am your cousin, Bonita,” the younger of the two translated.

He shook their hands. His great aunt pulled an envelope from her big, black purse and held it to him. 

“It is a picture your mother sent. We believe it is the man who murdered her.”

In local news, artist R L Grimes will have a private showing of her artwork at the opening of her new Muddy Creek Art Gallery. The gallery is co-owned by Ms. Grimes and her partner, Logan Birdsong, CEO of Birdsong Construction Company. 

Tracy Harrell, Beaufort County Spotlight WBCS News
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Chapter 1: Friday Night Opening
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Her baby bump was barely noticeable even in the clingy silk camisole and palazzo pants she wore. Rae sipped her sparkling cider, her excitement barely contained. The gallery was crowded. People seemed to be enjoying themselves. Her artwork glowed, spotlighted from specially designed filtered lights. She was engaged to marry the man she loved. Her life was perfect.

A tendril of fear slithered down her spine as she glanced around looking for something out of place. She’d almost forgotten there were people in Leeward who didn’t want her to succeed, who didn’t want her to be happy. 

“Hello little sister.” 

Devin’s deep baritone heaved bile into her mouth. She swallowed the fear with a gulp from her glass. She forced herself to remember she was no longer a vulnerable fourteen-year-old girl, and she wasn’t alone at the mercy of her stepbrother and his friends. She froze.

With trembling hands, she set her crystal wine glass upon the empty Lucite stand and took a step towards the crowd searching for Logan.

“Impressive crowd.” He was right behind her, his hot breath ruffling the hair on the nape of her neck.

Anger replaced the fear. Since when did she need a man to fight her battles for her? Stomach-churning, she turned to face her nemesis, her rapist, her stepbrother.

“A real art gallery and people with money, I’m impressed. You’ve done well.”

Determined not to make a scene, Rae steeled herself to deal with the unpleasantness that was Devin Kinnion. Palms sweaty, she fought to keep her voice low and neutral. “What are you doing here, Devin?” It was all she could do not to cringe as he shifted towards her. Her heart pounded, but she refused to sacrifice her hard-won confidence. 

“It’s a public space. I’ve come to admire your artwork.” His eyes moved over her from her tattoos to breasts until he reached her crotch. She felt as if he’d touched her, violated her but Rae refused to react. 

She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze, determined to stay strong.

“Your nipples are hard, you must want me too.” He chuckled.

Shifting her stance, Rae cursed, realizing too late she’d allowed him to manipulate her. Shame tinged her cheeks at her body’s reaction. Why would she have any reaction to him other than revulsion? She narrowed her eyes, angry with herself for responding and angry with her stepbrother for still having the power to intimidate her. Her hand shook as she reached for her wineglass. She silently cursed her weakness and shoved her hands into the pocket of her slacks as she turned to face him. “This event was by invitation only.” She hissed, “You were not invited.” 

Devin licked his lips, staring at her breasts, he said, “Your breasts are bigger.” 

The urge to cross her arms over her chest was nearly overpowering. Instead, she put her hands on her hips. “This is a private showing, Devin. How did you manage to get in?”

He lifted his brows and leered. “I have friends.”

“And are they aware you are a rapist and a convict?”

“They know what they need to, like what I can do for them.”

“Well, this is my gig and I don’t want you here. If you don’t want to be escorted out, then I think you’d better leave, now.”

“I’ll leave when I’m good and ready,” he leaned in, his breath on her skin making her nauseous.

Stepping away from him, Rae waved to one of the security guys on duty. “Please escort Mr. Kinnion from the gallery. He is an uninvited intruder. If he resists, call the police. I’m sure they would enjoy questioning him about a few things.”

Devin glared at her. “I’m not done with you.”

She squared her shoulders, looked him straight in the face and said, “But I am done with you.”

A cool breeze wafted in as the gallery’s front doors opened. Rae saw Logan enter. Tall, muscular, his deep auburn hair and suntanned skin a beautiful contrast, he walked like a man in charge, his presence commanded attention. With a smile for the crowd he kept moving, searching for her. The sight of him sent a calm through her and she took a deep breath. He was here, and he was hers. 

Strong and self-assured, Logan greeted their guests. His dark brown slacks and deep burgundy shirt complimented his coloring. A tan tweed jacket draped over his shoulder and a tie, with shades that made her think of a walk in the woods in November, fit his Boy Scout image. He was everything fresh and clean and outdoorsy. His eyes met hers and he smiled. Striding towards her, until he noted Devin and his demeanor changed. A scowl replaced his smile, as Logan moved through the crowd, his chest swelled, and his shoulders went ridged. He looked as if he could take the other man apart with his bare hands. His eyes narrowing, he lowered his head and quickened his pace. He was ready to charge in and defend her honor. 

Rae’s heart swelled with love and pride. Not wanting a confrontation to ruin her party or Logan’s reputation, she ordered the guard, “Get him out of here.”

“We’re not done,” Devin said giving one last sleazy grin.

“Oh yes, we are, because if you come around again, I’ll see that you are arrested. I have a restraining order and I’m not afraid to use it.” Turning her back on the monster who’d haunted her nightmares for too many years, Rae hastened to intercept Logan. “Not here, Logan,” she pleaded, placing her hand on his chest. 

The security guard hurried Devin out the back entrance.

“Did he hurt you? What was he doing here?” Logan pulled her into his arms, she could feel him shaking whether from fear or anger she couldn’t decide.

Rae rested her head against his shoulder. “He didn’t hurt me.” Her words muffled against his chest. She hugged him, taking in Logan’s strength and restoring her own. “Thank you,” she whispered and stepped back. “He was just trying to intimidate me. I didn’t let him.” Her hands trembled as she reached for her glass. 

Logan’s hand came out slapping the goblet from her fingers. It shattered on the marble floor.

“Logan? What...”

His face was pale, but his eyes flashed with fury and fear. “Don’t, you know what he’s capable of.”

Rae stared down at the tiny fragments of glass shimmering in the bubbly liquid. With a shutter, she nodded, Logan was right, Devin had drugged her once before.

One of the gallery staff members came towards them with a mop and dustpan. 

“I’m so sorry, nerves,” Rae lied with an apologetic smile.

The woman shrugged and disappeared down the hall.

“Come on, I’ll buy you another drink.” Leaning into him, she allowed Logan to lead her to the refreshment table.

With a fresh drink in her hand and Logan by her side, Rae greeted the throng of well-wishers, pushing all thoughts of Devin from her mind.

***
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PHIL TOGGLED THE CAMERA trying to get a better look at the alley behind the art gallery. It was sheer luck Rae Lynne hadn’t changed the light fixtures in the storage room or that the ones in the alley still worked. He would have to find time to go in add some updated surveillance equipment. 

“The picture is fuzzy and there’s no sound.”

Phil smiled at this protegee. The boy was smart. At twelve, he was too old for Malcolm and his brotherhood of perverts but there were always others who’d be willing to buy the child. Jonas was indeed lucky that Phil was keeping tabs on everyone in town. 

“It’s an old set up. I’ll need to go in and update it.”

The boy nodded. “You got the whole town wired?”

“Almost.” Phil smiled at the boy. “I learned a long time ago, information is invaluable.”

The boy sighed. “I’m getting hungry.”

Seeing Devin stagger down the alley Phil figured the show was over. He set the computer to record just in case and rose to find his young friend something to eat. 

Phil’s culinary skills were limited but he could make a mean grilled cheese sandwich. 

“How are you going to get in there to update the cameras, aren’t they looking for you?” Jonas asked around a mouthful of steaming bread and gooey cheese.

Phil pulled soft drinks from the tiny fridge and handed one to Jonas. “I’ll go in disguise.” 

The boy grinned. “Can I come too?”

Phil frowned. “I’ll need you to do surveillance from the van.” He’d traded out his old panel delivery van for a new Econoline he’d purchased several months before with a fake ID. His life with Aunt Mary had taught him to always plan ahead and have an exit strategy.  

“You still planning to clean up the town, even after they treated you like the bad guy?” Jonas was already on his third sandwich. 

Phil pulled out a pack of chips and a box of little cakes. The boy was growing so fast he hardly looked like the same kid. “If I don’t, no one else will.” 

It was his mission to protect and cleanse the town of Leeward. He needed to get rid of the perverts who preyed on the weak and innocent. The only way he could save those he cared about was to keep up with everything going on in town and out. Without his cameras and bugs, he wouldn’t know anything now that he was on the run, All because I tried to save Toby Roberts. It was just sheer luck one of his old cameras was still working or he’d not have known Devin was causing Rae trouble. He would have to do something about his brother but first, he needed to figure out how to get into the gallery and get eyes and ears in there. How can I protect you if I don’t know what’s happening? 

His anger simmered. I hate not being free to move around town any longer. They didn’t understand he was only trying to protect the boy. He’d seen the way Malcolm had looked at Toby and he promised himself, he’d not allow another boy to suffer the way he had. He would stop Malcolm and his friends no matter what it took. Turning to his young partner, he said, “Looks like we have a job to do.”

The boy grinned, showing a gap between his teeth. 

***
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“JENNA, HE’LL BE JUST fine,” Tar insisted as he pulled her away from the front door of her parents’ house.

Jenna stared at the door, wanting to rush back inside and grab Toby and take him with them. She hated leaving him. 

“You’ve got to give him some space, Jen.” Tar said, keeping his tone gentle. “I know it terrifies you that something else might happen to him, but you can’t live your life in fear, and it’s not fair to keep him afraid.”

“I know what the therapist said, Tar. I was there too,” she bit the words out sharper than she intended. “I’m sorry. God, this is just so hard. I know he needs normal. Hell, we all need normal but the thought of being away from him, of what might happen...”

Tar reached for her hand. “We got him back, Jen. Toby is fine.” 

She followed him to the car, waited as he opened the door and helped her inside. They needed a night out. She’d been afraid to leave Toby except to take him to school. She’d been clingy and needy her fears were causing him to have trouble sleeping and eating. If she didn’t get a handle on her own nightmares, she’d drive them both crazy.

“I didn’t tell them what time we’d pick him up. I’ll just call.”

Tar put his hand over her phone. “No, no calling, no texting, not unless it’s an emergency, a real emergency,” he ordered.

The tears were close to the surface, but she fought them back. Taking a deep, steadying breath, she said, “Fine, fine, no calls, no texts unless it’s an emergency.” She sighed. “I’m trying Anthony.”

Tar slid his hand to hers and squeezed. “It’s only been a few weeks, give yourself a break, okay.”

A grunt of laughter slipped out. “I just feel so guilty.” 

“I know, but we can’t blame ourselves for what someone else did.”

“Except it affected our son,” she argued. 

“And we couldn’t have foreseen it,” Tar said. “As much as I believe you have superpowers. You cannot tell the future. We make the best choices with the information we have at the moment.”

Jenna didn’t like those odds. She wanted to know her son was safe, and she was doing everything in her power to keep him safe. 

***
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“DANA, WE’RE GOING TO be late,” Jake called.

“Yeah, yeah, I know, I’m coming. Can you zip me up, I’m having trouble with this side?” Dana hopped out fastening one of her heels, as she straightened, she was happy to see Jake’s admiring glance. He looked dapper in his dark suit and white shirt.

“Do we have to go to Rae’s opening?” he asked, his voice husky with desire. He nuzzled her neck.

“After I squeezed into this dress and fixed my hair, you my darling are taking me somewhere and if we don’t show up for the opening, I’ll never hear the end of it.” She lifted her arm and Jake eased close to examine the zipper. 

He stroked the exposed flesh with one long callused finger. He had the hands of a musician and he knew how to play the right notes to make her sing.

“That’s not what you are supposed to be doing.” She sighed arching her body so he could have better access. 

“We could be late,” he kissed her bared shoulder, sliding the slender gold strap down her arm. “I’ve not seen you much lately.”

“You’ll muss my hair,” she lifted her chin to give him better access to her neck. 

“I like it better natural.” He started pulling out pins and dropping them to the floor. He kissed down her chest, lifting one heavy breast from the cup of her corset to tease the nipple.

“Hmm,” she replied, holding his head to her breast as he sucked. “We will be very late,” she whispered and began unbuttoning his shirt. 

Muddy Creek Gallery is a surprising success. The hastily remodeled turn of
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