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Dedication






To my grandmother, who passed away
within the past year at the age of 95.

She was amazing. The strongest, bravest
human being I’ve known and probably ever will know. We had a close
relationship and I was enormously blessed to spend quality time
with her for so much of my life.

I once worried about how terribly I’d
miss her when she’d gone to Heaven. However, that’s not how it’s
worked out at all.

I have felt her with
me every single day since. She’s never left my side.

I love you, Grandma.
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CHAPTER ONE











The sun was barely rising and the cool
desert air was still clinging to the shadows of the Four Peaks, as
they tightened the straps on their backpacks. Greg stood a few feet
away, scanning the horizon, his hand brushing over his jacket
pocket where a small velvet box rested, hidden from view. He took a
deep breath, imagining the moment—the cliffs, the sweeping
vistas.

“Ready?” he heard her soft
voice call out, as she adjusted Shadow’s leash. The black Labrador
wagged her tail eagerly, sensing their adventure ahead. Libby slid
on her knit hat over her shoulder length auburn hair.

Greg smiled, nodding. “More than
ready.”

From the campground, they set off on
the designated trail, their boots crunching over gravel as they
began their ascent into the wilderness. The scent of desert sage
and creosote filled the air, mingling with the faint hum of quail
skittering about. Other than that, it was quiet, almost too
quiet.

“You think we’ll find any
artifacts out here?” Libby asked, glancing up with a playful
grin.

Greg chuckled, but his thoughts were
already racing. He’d always heard about Four Peaks Wilderness, but
had never hiked the trails. And that’s what triggered this
excursion. He thought it was the ideal place for the proposal,
secluded and also with an air of mystery. He just needed the right
moment. Maybe tonight, under the stars, back at their campsite? He
hadn’t decided yet.

They hiked along easily, but as they
continued deeper into the rugged terrain, the trail became
narrower, more uneven. The desert scrub thickened, and the wind
shifted—carrying with it a faint scent that neither of them could
place.

Shadow stopped suddenly, ears pricked,
growling low in her throat.

Libby frowned. “What is it,
girl?”

Greg squinted into the trees. A
strange unease washed over him, though he couldn’t explain why.
“Probably just a deer,” he said, but his voice held the slightest
hint of doubt.

Libby shot him a look and shrugged it
off, tugging gently on her dog’s leash. “Come on. We’ve got a long
way to go.”

As they walked on, the morning sun
climbed higher, casting golden light over the landscape as they
continued their climb. The trail twisted between clusters of
boulders and cacti, with Shadow occasionally bounding ahead, nose
to the ground.

Greg noticed that the unsettling
feeling he had earlier hadn’t gone away. Was it that the
surroundings seemed quieter than he’d expected? Where were the
other hikers who’d spoken so highly of these trails? And what was
that faint metallic scent that still lingered in the air? Pushing
his thoughts aside, he tried to focus on the trip—and, more
importantly, on finding the optimum time to propose.

“So,” Libby said, breaking
the silence, “how far does the trail go? You said you found
something about it online?”

“Yeah,” Greg replied,
forcing himself to sound casual. “We’ll go up on the ridgeline,
about two hours from here, I think. Eight miles round trip, at
least, I think. I’ve got the GPS coordinates.” He glanced at his
watch. “We should get there by early afternoon.”

Libby nodded, her eyes scanning the
rugged landscape. “This place feels … isolated, you know? I’d have
thought there’d be more hikers out here. It’s almost as though it’s
been waiting around for centuries without a soul to discover
it.”

Greg chuckled. “Yeah, centuries or
longer.” He hesitated for a moment, then added, “Of course, we know
people hike up here in these hills, so we’re certainly not the
first. You sure you’re up for it? It’s quite a climb.”

“Of course.” She grinned,
giving him a playful nudge. “I’ve been looking forward to this hike
for weeks. Besides, it’s gorgeous out here. And mysterious, don’t
you think?” she added, her voice teasing.

Greg nodded, and they walked in
comfortable silence for a while longer, but as they rounded a bend
in the trail, Shadow stopped suddenly again. This time, she froze
completely, her body tense, eyes locked on something in the
distance. A low growl formed, rumbling in her throat.

Libby tugged her leash, but Shadow
wouldn’t budge. “What’s gotten into her?” she muttered.

Greg followed the dog’s gaze and saw
it: a figure, far off in the trees, half-hidden by the shadows.
Maybe other hikers? Something about the way the person stood—too
still, too distant—gave him pause.

“Hey!” Greg called out,
raising his hand. “You okay?”

No response. The figure stood
motionless.

Libby’s brow furrowed as she glanced
between her boyfriend and the figure in the distance.
“Weird…”

Greg took a step forward, feeling
uneasy. “Maybe they’re lost? Should we go check?”

But before they could decide, the
figure turned sharply and disappeared into the trees, melting into
the thick foliage like smoke.

Libby shivered, pulling her jacket
tighter around herself. “That was strange.”

“Yeah.” Greg’s pulse
quickened. He tried to laugh it off. “Probably just another hiker
who didn’t want to be bothered.” But deep down, he didn’t believe
it. Something about the whole situation somehow felt
wrong.

Continuing along the trail, Greg kept
glancing over his shoulder, half-expecting the person to reappear.
He was still trying to shake the feeling when they reached a fork
in the path.

“Which way?” Libby asked,
looking between the two trails, and taking a second to sip some
water from her bottle. Both trails seemed narrow and winding, but
one led deeper into some scrub, while the other curved upward
toward a rocky ridge.

Greg pulled out his phone to check the
GPS coordinates. “This one,” he said, pointing toward the trail
that led along the rocky ridge. “It should take us to where I was
thinking would be a great lookout point.”

But as they started down the path, a
strange noise echoed from the forest beyond—like metal scraping
against rock, faint but unmistakable.

Greg and Libby exchanged glances.
“What was that?” she whispered.

Greg’s hand automatically went to his
pocket, where he had concealed the ring securely, and wishing he
had something better suited to protect them. “I don’t know,” he
answered. “But let’s keep moving.”

As they ventured deeper into the
wilderness, the air grew heavier, the pungent scent stronger. And
somewhere, just out of sight, the sound of scraping metal
continued.

The chilly air became colder as they
walked, despite the sun climbing higher overhead. Libby’s steps
slowed as the sound continued, irregular but persistent, like
someone—or something—was working away just beyond the trees, out of
their view.

“I don’t like this,” she
muttered, tightening her grip on Shadow’s leash. The black Labrador
pinned her ears back, her posture tense, as if she was picking up
on something that neither human could see. “Are we even supposed to
be here?”

Greg swallowed the knot of unease in
his throat. “Sure, plenty of people hike these trails. It’s
probably just the wind exaggerating some camper’s activities,” he
said, but even he didn’t believe his own words.

Libby shot him a skeptical look.
“Wind? Scraping metal?”

He forced a smile, trying to lighten
the mood. “Weren’t there mines in this area—at least at some point
in history? Maybe they’re still around and working today. I don’t
know.”

She rolled her eyes, with her lips
quirked in a half-smile. “I hope not. Or, at least, I hope they do
not run us off if there are workers up here.”

They pressed on, the path narrowing
again as they followed the trail deeper into the woods. The dense
canopy of trees blotted out most of the light, casting long shadows
across the wilderness. Despite Arizona’s temperate winter air,
Libby wished she’d brought a warmer jacket. Shadow was still alert,
occasionally sniffing the air, her tail low.

Just when the background sounds seemed
to settle into something almost manageable, they came upon a
clearing—a small, open space surrounded by jagged rocks. The trees
were thinner here, and the light filtered through in slanted beams.
But what caught their attention was the massive, rusted metal
contraption in the center of the clearing.

Libby’s breath caught. “Greg, is
that—?”

“Old mining equipment, it
looks like.” Greg crouched beside the wreckage, running his fingers
gently over the weathered metal.

It was an old mining cart, tipped on
its side, half-buried in the earth. Chains wrapped around its
broken wheels, and beside it, someone had discarded a rusted
pickaxe in the dirt. A faint shimmer glinted from the surrounding
ground—rock fragments, scattered and dull with the dust.

She knelt next to him, picking up a
small shard. “This is amazing … it looks like no one’s been here
for decades.”

Greg stood and scanned the area,
nodding his head. “Yeah, I wonder what they mined here? I’ve read
how many of these small operations shut down pretty
quickly.”

“But who was that person
we saw earlier?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “If no
one’s been here for ages … who was that?”

Greg was about to respond when Shadow
barked—a loud, sharp sound that echoed through the wilderness. The
dog’s body tensed, and she pulled at the leash, her nose pointing
toward a cluster of rocks at the far end of the
clearing.

Libby stood, clearly startled. “What
is it, girl?”

Before Greg could react, Libby walked
toward the rocks, with Shadow straining on the leash. Greg
followed, scanning the area warily. This wasn’t how the day was
supposed to go. He’d imagined proposing amongst scenic views and
perhaps a beautiful sunset, not amid strange noises, smells, and
what appeared to be abandoned mines.

As they rounded the boulders, the
ground sloped down, leading to a narrow opening in the rock face—a
small cave entrance, partially hidden by overgrown brush. The
metallic scent was stronger here, and the soft scraping sound
echoed from within.

Libby froze. “No way,” she whispered,
staring at the dark opening in the earth. “That’s definitely a
mine.”

Greg’s instincts screamed to turn
back, but something about the cave pulled him in, like it held some
answers to yet unknown questions.

“Do you think we should
check it out?” Greg said, his voice wavered.

Libby, ever the adventurer, advanced
closer. “What if this is part of an old mine? What if there’s
treasure in there?” she asked excitedly.

Greg hesitated, torn between his worry
about their safety and his desire for the perfect hiking adventure.
He wanted to explore—but he also didn’t want to risk anything
happening.

As Libby took another step
forward, the ground beneath her shifted. The rocks gave way with a
loud crack, and
before she could react, the earth collapsed beneath her feet. With
a yelp, she tumbled several feet into the darkness of the cave,
dragging Shadow with her.

“Libby!” Greg shouted,
lunging forward just as she disappeared into the void.

He dropped to his knees at the edge of
the collapse, peering down into the darkness. Dust and debris
filled the air, but he could hear Libby coughing below. Shadow
barked frantically, the sound echoing up from the cave.

“Are you okay?” Greg
called, his heart pounding.

“I think so.” Her voice
sounded shaky, but unhurt. “It’s not that deep, but … I think I’m
going to need help to get back up.”

Greg’s mind whirred. He’d brought a
rope; it was in his pack. “Hang on,” he said, fumbling to get his
backpack off to retrieve it. “I’ll pull you up.”

Before he could untangle the rope, a
low rumble reverberated through the ground. Greg froze, listening,
as the sound grew louder—closer.

“Greg…” she started
hesitantly. “Uh, there’s something down here.”

Greg floundered with the rope, the
rumbling beneath the ground making his hands shake. He glanced down
into the darkness where Libby had fallen, his flashlight casting a
thin beam of light into the void. Shadow’s barking had grown more
frantic, echoing off the stone walls of the cave.

“Hold on, Libby, I’m
coming!” Greg called, trying to keep his voice calm.

“I’m okay, but…” Her voice
wavered. “Something’s moving down here.”

The scraping noise reverberated
through the cave again, louder this time, almost rhythmic. It
wasn’t only the sound of metal—it was like something was being
dragged. Greg’s skin prickled.

As he tossed the end of the rope down,
his mind flashed to all the unsettling things they’d encountered so
far—the strange figure in the trees, the metallic scent, the old
mining cart, and now this hidden cave. He had thought this trip
would be a romantic getaway, but instead it was starting to feel
like they’d stumbled into something they weren’t meant to
find.

“Grab the rope!” Greg
shouted, trying to keep the urgency out of his voice.

She grabbed it, wrapping it around her
arm and also securing Shadow’s leash. As Greg braced himself and
pulled, they both heard the scraping getting closer. Greg shuddered
to think it could be something, or someone, following Libby and
Shadow.

With grunts and groans, Greg provided
the leverage for Libby to climb up and over the edge of the
collapsed earth. Shadow scrambled up beside her owner, still
growling toward the cave.

Greg collapsed back onto the ground,
panting, as Libby sat beside him, wiping dirt from her hands.
“Thanks,” she said, her voice breathless. “But Greg … there’s
something down there. I saw—”

Before she could finish, a sharp clang
echoed from within the cave. They both froze, staring at the dark
hole. The scraping stopped, replaced silence.

“What did you see?” Greg
whispered, sitting up, his pulse racing again.

“I’m not sure,” she said,
shaking her head. “It was dark, but I swear there was a figure …
something hunched over, moving through the tunnel. It had a
pickaxe.”

Greg stammered. “A person?”

“I don’t know. Yes, but
also … well, it wasn’t normal human behavior. Its movements were
slow, jerky. Like it wasn’t alive.” Libby shuddered at the memory.
“Honestly, kind of ghost-like.”

Greg stood up, staring at the cave
entrance. “We need to get out of here.”

Libby nodded, still shaken.
“Agreed.”

They hurriedly made their
way down the trail, Greg glancing over his shoulder every few
steps. His thoughts flitted—who or
what was in that cave? The logical part of
him wanted to write it off as a trick of the light, their
overactive imaginations, or maybe an old mining tunnel collapsing,
but his gut told him there was more to it than that.

As they hiked, the sun dipped lower in
the sky, casting long shadows across the Four Peaks Wilderness. The
farther they went, the more they sensed they were being watched.
Greg’s grip tightened on Libby’s hand, and he could feel the box in
his jacket pocket again. So much for a romantic proposal. He’d
imagined a pure moment shared under the stars, but now, every sound
made him feel like they were in danger.

They finally reached a ridge
overlooking the valley, a breathtaking view of the Phoenix metro
area, bathed in the orange glow of the setting sun. For a time, the
beauty of it all made Greg forget the cave and the strange figure
they’d seen. This was it—an excellent spot, despite everything.
Maybe if they just took a breath, he could salvage the
proposal.

“Libby,” Greg began,
turning to her with a soft smile, “I know today’s been … well,
really weird. But there’s something I’ve been wanting
to—”

A loud crash came from behind them,
followed by the sound of rocks tumbling down the trail. Both of
them spun around, and there, at the edge of the ridge, was the
figure they had seen in the woods earlier.

It was hunched, dressed in old,
tattered clothes, its face obscured by shadows, but the pickaxe in
its hand gleamed in the dying light. It took a step forward,
dragging the tool behind it, the sound of metal against rock
echoing through the quiet night.

“Run,” Greg urgently
whispered, grabbing her arm.

They bolted down the trail, Shadow
barking wildly beside them. The figure didn’t chase, but Greg could
hear the scraping sound, following them like a ghostly echo as they
darted through the trails.

They didn’t stop running until they
were back at their campsite, panting and breathless. Greg’s hands
shook as he grabbed the tent poles, frantically packing up their
gear.

“What was that?” Libby asked, her eyes
wide with fear. “It—it wasn’t human, was it?”

“I don’t know,” Greg said,
his mind spinning. “I can’t even imagine what that thing was, but
we’re not staying to find out.”

As they finished packing up their
gear, the wind picked up, rustling through the bushes with a
haunting whistle. Shadows lengthened, and the vast wilderness
seemed to close in around them. The strange scent filled the air
once more, and somewhere in the distance, the scraping sound
continued.

Greg glanced at Libby; his heart was
heavy, sad it hadn’t turned out as he wanted. Then he shook it off.
They had to leave, though. At least they’d be safe back at
home.

As they hurriedly
shouldered their packs and started toward their vehicle, the figure
in the woods haunted him. Maybe they hadn’t just stumbled upon an
abandoned mine—maybe something else had
found them.


CHAPTER TWO











The next morning, after settling in
back at home in Mesa, Greg and I shared the unease that still
lingered with us from the hike the day before. Over coffee, we
agreed it was a great adventure—spooky, but also exhilarating.
There was something Greg wasn’t saying—I kept thinking that the
ghost, or whatever it was, rattled him much more than
me.

“Are you still thinking
about inviting the gang over for a BBQ?” I asked him. “I’m up for
it, if you are.”

His gaze held a haunted look. Or I was
reading way too much into it. Finally, he visibly shook it off and
turned to me.

“Sure. It would be fun to
see everyone. We really haven’t done anything with them since
Thanksgiving, have we?”

I nodded. “That’s what I was
thinking.”

“Mind if I invite a work
buddy?”

“Not at all.”











By evening, the air was cool, and the
patio lights glowed softly over the backyard, casting a relaxed
glow over our small group. The outdoor heaters kept everyone
comfortable. Greg flipped burgers on the grill while Bella and I
set out place settings, chips, dips, and side salads on the table.
It was nice catching up with my former roommate, who’d been dying
to hear about our hike.

“So,” Bella leaned in as I
handed her a drink and asked, “how was the big adventure in the
mountains?”

I grinned, glancing at
Greg. “It was … intense. The scenery was beautiful—mountain views,
sprawling desert. But it was also kind of eerie in places. There
was this strange stillness, and we kept feeling like something was
… watching us, following
us?”

One of Greg’s friends from work, Al,
raised an eyebrow. “Watching you? Like a mountain lion or
something?”

I laughed, though the memory of the
shadows and that chill in the cave made my spine tingle. “Not
quite. Actually, we both thought we saw a man. But…” I glanced
across the patio at Greg, who was smiling but watching me with that
look he gets when he knows I’m about to tell a good
story.

Greg nodded, then announced, “Burgers
are ready. Everyone take a seat at the table and we’ll tell you our
ghost tales.” He chuckled as he loaded the last burger onto the
platter and headed to the expansive teak wooden table.

I heard the mumblings of ‘ghost
tales?’ being uttered as everyone pulled chairs out and got settled
at the table.

Al and Bella sat next to each other. I
caught Greg glancing sheepishly their way and figured out that was
the strategy behind inviting his work buddy. Lexi, JJ, and Joshua
found their seats, and Shadow knew to stay under the
five-year-old’s chair to catch all the falling goodies. This dog
was no dummy.

JJ prompted Greg. “So, about this cave
you found?”

“Right. Yeah, we stumbled
upon it on our hike yesterday, and there was some other
strangeness. A man lurking in the woods—only, we’re not entirely
sure it was actually human. I don’t know, but there was this whole
aura about it. I know it sounds weird.”

Everyone around the table went quiet
as Greg told the story, and then Lexi, who’d been listening
intently, spoke up. “So, was it actually a cave? Or a mine? Or?
It’s just strange because I only recently learned that there’s
supposed to be an old amethyst mine up in Four Peaks somewhere.
Maybe you found it?”

Greg and I exchanged glances. “Really?
We had no idea about an amethyst mine,” I said. “But we came across
old mining equipment so that makes sense. Everything we saw was
really old and weathered—”

Lexi nodded, looking intrigued. “I
think I read about it somewhere—a mining operation from way back.
People tell wild stories about miners who got trapped and how the
place is supposedly haunted.” She leaned in, eyes wide. “You two
should look it up. If it is the mine, you might have found
something historic!”

Greg chuckled, but there was a spark
of curiosity in his eyes. “You know, we might just have to dig a
little deeper.” We all groaned at his pun. The conversation moved
on to other topics, but what Lexi revealed lingered in the back of
my mind. What if that cave actually was part of the old amethyst
mine?

As we settled into our meal, Bella
leaned back in her chair, taking a sip of her drink. “You know, if
you guys are up for more adventure, try kayaking at Canyon Lake,”
she said, her eyes lighting up. “Coves extend far back, with hidden
spots everywhere. Very romantic.” Her eyebrows wiggled.

Greg’s face lit up with interest, and
I could almost see the wheels turning. “That sounds like a great
idea,” he said, shooting me a quick glance.

“Oh, it’s amazing,” Bella
continued. “You can find spots that are so secluded it’s like
they’re all yours. Plus, the views are incredible. Steep cliffs and
the wildlife—eagles, bighorn sheep—they’re amazing. Just
imagine—paddling out early in the morning, sun just coming up. Or,
likewise, at sunset … gorgeous.”

Then Al, who’d been listening with a
grin, chimed in. “And if you’re feeling really bold, you could try
cliff diving! You’d be surprised how many teens love jumping off
the cliffs there.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I think
I’d leave that to the thrill-seekers, but the kayaking part sounds
excellent.”

Greg nudged me, looking more convinced
by the minute. “What do you say, Libby? A day on the water,
exploring those coves?”

I could feel his excitement building.
“Alright, you’ve convinced me. Let’s make it our next
adventure.”

Joshua asked with wide eyes, “Can we
go cliff diving?”

Both Lexi and JJ answered in unison.
“No!”

Laughing, I stood up. “Anyone want
another drink? I’m headed in to get another glass of wine.” Trying
to keep tabs of the orders shouted in my direction, I opened the
sliding door and realized Lexi followed me.

“Hey, I’d be really
interested in what you learn about that mine. Maybe we all could do
another hike there one day.”

A shiver took hold of me.
“I’m not certain I actually want
to return there. Don’t get me wrong, the nature
was beautiful. But our experience was creepy.”

“Well, keep us in mind if
you do another hike.”

“Will do. Hey, what do you
think of that pairing?” I pointed out the door to where Bella was
sitting.

Lexi’s eyes flew open. “Are you two
setting them up?”

I chuckled. “Greg didn’t say
specifically, but I wondered that myself when I saw them sit down
next to each other. They’re cute.”

“How old is Al,
anyway?”

“Oh. I’m not
sure.”

“Bella’s only in her
twenties. Please tell me he isn’t our age and nearly hitting
forty.”

I shrugged and handed her several of
the beers to carry outside. “I don’t think so. At least he seems
younger than us. I’m horrible at guessing ages, though.”

Later that night, after everyone left,
and the backyard was quiet again, I turned to Greg, unable to shake
the idea.

“Do you think … we really
could have found that amethyst mine?” I asked, half-joking but
curious.

Greg’s eyes sparkled in the dim light
of the kitchen. “Why? You wanna go back?”

I shot him a look.

“Seriously, there’s one
way to find out. I’ll do a little research and see what I can
learn.”






* * *






Greg and I both shook off the unusual
events from our hike the weekend before, and after an uneventful
work week, he was clamoring to get the kayak out on the lake on
Saturday.

He’d brought out the tandem kayak from
storage, and the plan was simple: paddle to a secluded cove and
enjoy a romantic lunch for two. I had packed the wine and a nice
charcuterie selection. No cliff diving or risk-taking this
weekend—only quiet solitude.

Driving to the boat launch area, I
gazed out over the vista. Canyon Lake was stunning—a serene oasis
surrounded by steep, rocky cliffs. The water reflected the blue sky
with scattered puffy white clouds. It looked to be a quiet day with
only a few boats on the water.

As we pushed off from the shore, the
afternoon sun glinted off the water. It was a perfectly sunny
winter day in Arizona. Warm when we were basking in the sunshine,
but yet too cold to go into the water. Each of us, with a paddle in
hand, kept a strong stable cadence, and made our way along the
perimeter of the lake and over to one of several coves. Cruising
along at a fairly good clip, we couldn’t help laughing at Shadow.
Her ears flapped in the breeze as she lounged on the boat’s stern,
seemingly eager to see where we were taking her. Greg took a deep
breath. His look of contentment made me wonder what was going on in
that brain of his. One thing was for sure, something had
preoccupied him lately.

“The lake is gorgeous this
afternoon,” I said, trailing my fingers through the cool water once
we slowed for a break. “We need to do this more often. It’s so
close by and our mild winter weather makes it possible this time of
year.”

“Yeah,” Greg agreed,
displaying his thousand-watt smile. “Wait till you see the cove I
have in mind. It’s even more beautiful.”

We paddled in sync again, the quiet
rhythm of our strokes filling the air. But as we rounded a bend,
everything changed. The wind picked up suddenly, sending ripples
across the water. The sky, which had been clear earlier, was now
showing signs we could be in for an overcast afternoon, and the
temperature dropped just a little too quickly for
comfort.

“There wasn’t a storm in
the forecast, was there?” I muttered, glancing at the
sky.

“No,” Greg replied,
disappointment creeping into his voice.

Before we could decide about turning
back, the kayak wobbled, rocked by an unexpected swell. Greg’s grip
tightened on the paddle as I gasped, my eyes wide, trying to hold
Shadow in her precarious position.

“Did you feel that?” I
asked. “That was spooky.”

My pulse quickened. It wasn’t just the
wind. The water itself seemed to have shifted beneath us, as if
something large had passed below the surface. I shook the thought
away—this wasn’t the time to let my imagination run
wild.

“Let’s keep going,” Greg
said, though his voice sounded less confident than before. “The
water will be calmer in the cove.”

As we approached the inlet, the wind
howled through the canyon walls, sending small whitecaps across the
water. Then, out of nowhere, a sharp knock reverberated against the
underside of the kayak, jolting us.

“Whoa!” I yelped, grabbing
the sides of the boat. “What was that?”

“I … I don’t know,” Greg
stammered.

But before we could react, the boat
lurched again—this time with enough force to nearly tip us. Shadow
barked furiously, her eyes fixed on the water, as if something were
swimming just beneath the surface.

I leaned over the edge, staring into
the murky depths. “Greg, what if there’s something down
there?”

Greg’s eyes followed my gaze, but all
we saw was the dark water swirling unnaturally. Another jolt hit
the kayak, this time stronger, sending all of us tumbling sideways
and into the lake.

Cold water engulfed us, and chaos
ensued. Greg resurfaced first, gasping for air, then quickly he
scanned the water for me. I popped up a few feet away, sputtering,
with Shadow swimming toward me. Her expression was
frantic.

“What the hell was that?”
I gasped for breath, searching the surrounding water, and trying to
keep my eighty-pound Labrador from drowning me as she clawed for me
to hold her.

“I don’t know!” Greg
called back, paddling and grabbing hold of the overturned kayak.
“But we need to get back to shore. Now!”

I managed Shadow as we struggled to
flip the kayak upright, our movements sluggish in the cold, choppy
water. By the time we finally managed to pull ourselves back into
the boat, the wind had died down just as quickly as it had come,
leaving a bizarre calm in its wake.

Shivering and breathless, we paddled
back toward the dock, neither of us speaking, both too shaken to
make sense of what had just happened.


CHAPTER THREE



Later that evening, back at home, Greg
sat on the couch, staring blankly at his phone. Every time he
thought he’d found an impeccable occasion to propose, something
inexplicable happened. First, the hike, now the lake. It was as if
the universe were conspiring against him. Thank goodness he’d
forgotten the ring in the truck when they went out on the lake. Had
the day gone well, that would have worked against him, but as it
was, he preferred that outcome over the diamond resting somewhere
at the bottom of the lake. That reminded him he still needed to
retrieve it from the truck and now would be a good time before
Libby got out of the shower.

He grabbed his keys and went outside.
Shadow followed behind, curious about where they were going.
Opening his truck, he opened the center console, which revealed his
locked safe. Moving the dials to the correct code, he punched the
button and opened it. He glanced behind him to be sure Libby hadn’t
come out of the house, then quickly stashed the small box in his
pants pocket. Shadow sat, staring patiently, then followed him back
into the house.

Hearing that the water was still
running, he hurried to the bedroom. Shadow chased behind him,
certain a treat would result from this fun game he’d started.
Risking a quick look, he carefully opened the box, seeing the
two-carat princess cut diamond shining brightly. His heart warmed,
more excited than ever to carry through with a romantic
proposal.

The water shutting off startled Greg.
He quickly stashed the little black box in the nightstand drawer
and bolted for the living room, took his spot on the sectional
sofa, and encouraged Shadow to join him. She panted happily and
accepted the invitation by jumping up and finding her cozy
corner.

Now in her warm fuzzy pajamas, Libby
curled up next to him on the sofa, flipping through her own phone.
“I can’t believe the lake today,” she said, shaking her head. “Have
you ever been on it when it got that rough? I mean, we
capsized!”

Greg chuckled
half-heartedly. “Yeah, it wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. I
don’t think it was the weather though—I mean, it wasn’t
that windy. There was
something in the water. Had to have been.” He shuddered, imagining
what was so large that it could tip a kayak, and then quickly put
it out of his mind.

As they snuggled on the sofa, she read
her book, and he absently scrolled through the information he’d
been researching using his phone. Something caught his eye—an
article about the Four Peaks Wilderness and the amethyst mine
they’d stumbled upon. Lexi was right. With his interest piqued,
Greg clicked on it and read.

His eyes widened as he learned the
mine was, in fact, still operational—just not in the way they’d
expected. It said that in recent years they had reopened it for
limited production, but what really grabbed his attention was the
mention of special helicopter tours that took visitors directly to
the mine.

“Hey hon. Did you know
they run tours to the amethyst mine?” Greg asked, catching her
attention. “Apparently, it’s active, and you can fly to get there.
They only offer tours twice a year.”

She looked up from her book, raising
an eyebrow. “Seriously? It looked totally abandoned to me. At least
from what we could see.”

“I know,” Greg replied
absentmindedly, reading through more details. “You know, I suspect
what we saw wasn’t the actual mine, but I do think we found the
property. There’s a little map here and I think the actual
operations are on the other side of that ridgeline. Maybe where we
were was another abandoned mine? Or it could have been some
opening, er, mineshaft at another point in the mountain from where
they work?” He kept reading and providing more information. “This
is incredible, hon. It would be interesting to see the operation
officially. Flying in sure would be easier than that
hike.”

Her eyes lit up. “Oooh, a helicopter
ride would be fun.”

Greg smiled, the gears
turning in his head again. Maybe this was how it was supposed to all
unfold—the ultimate surprise proposal. A helicopter ride, a mine
tour, and finally that undeniable moment to pop the question he’d
delayed asking so many times.

“You’d
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