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      Drew, along with other members of the Celestial Moon Circle, convened at The Tranquil Heart, the garden at the center of Wine Valley Cemetery, the old, abandoned cemetery. At midnight, when the others came, they would celebrate Mabon, the Autumnal Equinox, a time of balance—when day equals night. A time to celebrate the end of bountiful harvests. A time to welcome darkness as it overtakes light and death as it overtakes life during fall and winter.

      “I’ll set the circle.” Drew, a middle-aged, docile man with a clean-shaved face and shaved head, pulled eight round white rocks, one at a time, from a box. He set them in a circle around a small table. He used a compass to set one at each cardinal point—north, south, east, and west—and set another stone in between each until eight stones formed a perfect circle.

      Wine Valley Cemetery fell into disuse and disrepair after a developer built a grander, more modern abode for the dead on a larger plot of land near Wine Valley Airport. Since then, the city of Vinoville provided minimal care to the old cemetery—a single groundskeeper and biweekly gardening services.

      The Tranquil Heart had been closed for repairs a month earlier and signs posted, although work had yet to start.

      Mercy Summerfield, who had died at seventeen, became the first resident of the cemetery in 1888. The triangular, white marble pediment of her crypt rose above the ground at the northern end of The Tranquil Heart. Two columns flanked the staircase leading down to Mercy’s below-ground tomb, the grandest house in the cemetery.

      At the southern end of The Tranquil Heart, a prestigious black granite obelisk marked the final resting place of James Summerfield, Mercy’s father. He’d ordered the obelisk not for religious or astrological purposes, but simply to show off his power and wealth.

      In front of the obelisk, High Priestess Ruby Moon carried an abalone shell full of burning herbs: sage, cedar, and sweetgrass. Her long dark tresses fell down her back. Her black dress and hooded-cape flared behind her as she walked in a circle, purifying the space. The sweet smoke trailed and dissipated, leaving behind earthy and sweet scents. “By the powers of air, I cleanse this space. By the powers of fire, I cleanse this space. By the powers of water, I cleanse this space. By the powers of earth, I cleanse this space. This circle is open. Let it be. Blessed be.”

      Ruby’s consort, High Priest Jared Masterson, a man with model-like features and wavy blond hair to his shoulders, helped Ruby’s mother, Queen Alizon Moon, a middle-aged woman with short dark hair, set up the altar in the center of the rock-bound circle.

      The late September sky burst with stars. A week ago, the moon reached its peak, called the Harvest Moon, because it extended a farmer’s ability to work into the night in the days before electricity posed no limitations on the workday schedule.

      A chill filled the air. A few tall trees created shadows, like giant benevolent beings there to watch and join in the celebration. The inky rim of the western hills undulated across the sky like a sleeping dragon.

      Alizon draped a red cloth, symbolizing fall colors, over a small folding table in the center of the circle. From a cardboard box, she grabbed a stone bowl and set it at cardinal north on the make-shift altar.

      Jared grabbed a jar of sand and poured it into the bowl to represent the earth element.

      Finished with smudging the circle, Ruby set the abalone shell on a tripod on the table, placing it at cardinal east to symbolize air. The scents of cedar and sage excited their senses as each prepared in his or her own way for the celebration to come.

      Alizon set a bowl on the southern portion of the altar and placed a piece of charcoal in it to represent fire.

      Jared lifted a silver chalice from the box and placed it at cardinal west, and Ruby filled it from a bottle—the water element. Jared set a kiss upon Ruby’s forehead, and they gave each other a loving glance.

      Ruby set two large candles—one white to destroy negative energies and to represent the goddess, and the other black to repel negative energies and to represent the god—on the altar.

      Jared unsheathed the black-handled athame, the ritual knife, and placed it on the table. The fourteen-inch blade gleamed in the moonlight.

      Alizon set down a wand and a silver pentacle.

      Ruby added a final touch: symbols of autumn—acorns, a pinecone, walnuts, and a sprinkling of yellow leaves.

      A buzz on Ruby’s smart-watch signaled the time—midnight. “They’ll be coming now.” She no sooner said it than four other members of the circle, two women and two men, dressed in black hooded capes, slipped through an opening in the hedge.

      Drew grabbed a thermos from the box. He passed out three silver cups to Ruby, Alizon, and Jared and kept one for himself. As Drew filled each, Alizon waved her hand about. “We’re pleased to be a part of your circle tonight, Jared and Ruby. Blessed be.”

      “We’re happy to have you, Queen Alizon Moon,” said Ruby, calling her mother by her formal name. With full cups, Drew held his aloft and uttered, “Blessed Be.” The others repeated it, and they gulped back the mugwort tea and absinthe concoction.

      “Drew,” said Jared. “Add more honey next time.”

      “Or more absinthe,” jested Ruby.

      “It is a bit bitter, Drew,” said Alizon. “Never mind. Let’s get started.”

      Everyone took their places, standing inside the rock circle.

      High Priest Jared stood before the obelisk.

      High Priestess Ruby stood opposite him, across the circle. Alizon stood to Jared’s right, Drew to his left. And the others filled in. They pulled the hoods of their ceremonial capes over their heads. Beneath the capes, they each wore black—jeans or T-shirts or dresses, it didn’t matter.

      Although a Queen, Alizon Moon was only a visitor at her daughter’s circle. She had started the Celestial Moon Cauldron, a different coven, before Ruby’s birth. When Alizon had three downline covens, she earned the designation of Queen. But High Priestess Ruby Moon would lead the Mabon ceremony for her circle.

      Ruby pointed her finger to the sky and shouted, “Cast the circle!”

      Crystal, a heavy-set girl in her thirties with scraggly bleached-blond hair and excessively dark eyeshadow and mascara, stepped forward and took the ritual knife off of the altar. She resumed her place and gazed across the circle, facing east toward Gregor. She pointed the blade at the sky and shouted, “I call the Guardians of the East and the element of air to watch over this sacred circle!” She walked the blade over to Ruby Moon before resuming her place.

      Ruby Moon pointed the blade skyward. “I call upon the Guardians of the South and the element of fire to watch over this sacred circle!”  Ruby walked the blade to Gregor, a balding middle-aged man with grayish-brown stubble on his cheeks and chin.

      Gregor pointed the blade skyward. “I call upon the Guardians of the West and the element of water to watch over this circle!” He walked the blade to High Priest Jared.

      Jared pointed the blade skyward. “I call upon the Guardians of the North and the element of earth to watch over this sacred circle!” He returned the blade to the altar.

      Ruby Moon stepped forward and picked up the wand from the altar. She returned to her place. She held the wand aloft. “Oh, hear me, divine ones! We cast this circle to be thankful for the abundant harvest and to welcome the darkness that comes. We invite the divine into our circle. Blessed be!”

      Each member of the group danced or twirled about or chanted incantations of a personal nature—for love or prosperity or health—or for the community—for peace or harmony or understanding.

      Ruby picked up the athame and pointed the tip at her heart to channel divine energy. She spun in a circle and chanted, “I accept change and embrace separation. Blessed be!” She passed the blade to Jared, who received it, and chanted a spell to open himself to love. He passed it to Alizon who chanted a spell no one could hear. She passed the athame to Val, who twirled with it, but said not a word, and set it back on the altar.

      Gunner scooped up the blade, pointed it at his chest, and shouted at the sky, “With this blade, I conjure forth everlasting peace—west, east, south, and north—pain depart and be at ease! Blessed be!” He set the blade back on the altar.

      After time enough had elapsed, the group formed a tight ring within the circle. Ruby Moon stood directly before Jared at the obelisk. The others gathered on each side of them and everyone placed their hands on Ruby or Jared. They focused on receiving and channeling the divine.

      Ruby Moon’s face took on a calm expression. She focused and held the tip of the wand to her chest. “I draw down the moon! I call the goddess into me. Blessed be!”
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        * * *

      

      Jaxon Summerfield, a handsome, dark-haired high school senior with a football physique, kept his head down as he led three friends past the hedges surrounding The Tranquil Heart.

      “What a bunch of looneys,” whispered Felix Roberts, a high school freshman and a promising quarterback.

      Upon reaching the stairs to the crypt, Jaxon asked, “Still up for the challenge, freshmen?”

      “I’m ready,” said Anton Turner, a beefy black boy.

      “Me too,” said Felix, who hoped to be a doctor like his father one day. “I can’t wait to see a real corpse.”

      Tim Haas, an equally beefy white boy, hesitated. “I don’t like this. Can’t we do something else to get in the club?”

      Jaxon shook his head. “Don’t worry. This is my family’s crypt. If anyone gets in trouble—it will be me. We’ll move the cover-stone, I’ll open her box, and we’re out of here.”

      “Let’s just do it, then,” whined Tim. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      The boys crept down the stairs until they stood before the metal gate of ornamental bars.

      Jaxon held the lock on the gate. “Give me light.”

      Felix flipped on a micro flashlight.

      Jaxon slid a key into the lock and turned it. The lock popped open. Jaxon pulled on the metal door. It wouldn’t budge. “Give me a hand. It’s stuck.”

      “Probably rusted shut,” said Tim. “One can only hope.”

      The four boys gripped the bars. Jaxon gave them a countdown. “One, two, three.”

      The boys pulled with full might. The door swung on its hinges, letting out a high-pitched metal whine.
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        * * *

      

      The metal whine was heard in the circle and perceived as the divine answering their call.

      Ruby Moon kept the wand pointed at her chest.  She rotated her head in a circle to aid in slipping into a trance. In front of her the obelisk punched into the dark night, like a beacon drawing down the energies of the universe.
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        * * *

      

      The boys in the crypt lined up on one side of the white marble sarcophagus. “The top is thinner than I thought it would be,” remarked Felix.

      Jaxon whispered, “Rumor has it that Mercy only got the tomb because her mother insisted. Her father wanted her buried without fanfare—a pine box dropped in a hole. Let’s do this.”

      Each boy wrapped a hand over the top, ready to push the slab aside using their palms. They all stood shoulder-to-shoulder on one end, hoping to turn the stone.

      Again, Jaxon gave the countdown. “One, two, three.”

      The boys pushed. The slab moved a couple of feet.

      The boys split up, two on each end of the slab. They turned the top stone a couple of feet at a time, until it lay perpendicular to the sarcophagus at Mercy’s head, exposing the narrow end of the pine box inside.

      Jaxon pulled off his backpack and let it slip to the floor. He withdrew a crowbar that stuck out of the top. “I’ll do this. Felix, keep the light on the crowbar.”

      Jaxon threw a leg over the edge of the marble box until he straddled the side. He shoved the crowbar into the seam between the top of Mercy’s unadorned coffin and the side. After several tries, the crowbar slipped into place.

      Jaxon worked feverishly, prying the lid off of the pine box and edging his way around the top. “We have to move the slab again.”

      “I’m sitting this one out,” said Tim.

      “Too late for that, Tim. Grab an edge. We’re moving this to her feet so I can pry the rest loose.” Jaxon hopped down. He and the others pushed the slab, sliding it to Mercy’s feet.

      Jaxon straddled the marble sarcophagus again. He pried and pried. “It’s free. Help me move it.”
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      Ruby Moon’s head whipped forward and back. She gasped for breath. She spoke, but her voice changed to a husky tone. “My child! My child!” Ruby Moon peered around the circle. “Hang your heads! Hide your eyes in shame! Oh, Mother Earth—you are the womb that holds my babies! Dead babies who never took in a breath!”

      Members of the circle dropped their heads and closed their eyes and chanted in whispers, “Blessed be.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys helped Jaxon lift the wooden cover off of the coffin. They set it against the wall.

      Felix shined a light on the shriveled, skeletal corpse with long reddish hair. Mercy’s once dark chestnut hair had faded and her skin receded, stretching taut over her bones and exposing her teeth. She wore a green dress. A faux flower wreath surrounded her head.

      Felix joked, “Hey, Jaxon. I see the family resemblance.”

      “Gross!” said Anton.

      “Did you see that?” asked Tim. “A ghost. I’m getting out of here.”

      “You saw a shadow in the flashlight beam,” said Jaxon. “Calm down.”

      “I feel a cold breeze.” Tim wrapped his arms around his chest. “Everyone knows cold breezes mean ghosts.”

      Jaxon rolled his eyes. “That’s called wind.” He heard a low growl. “Did you hear that? It sounded like an animal.”

      “Nah, man. Wind,” said Felix.

      “Not me,” said Anton.

      “Nor me,” said Tim.

      “The job is done. Welcome to the club, boys. Let’s get out of here.” Jaxon led the way. He exited the gate and peered upward. At the top of the stairs, two glowing eyes stared down at him. He froze and blinked. When he opened his eyes, whatever was there had disappeared. “Did you see that? Some kind of animal? Like a wolf.”

      “A coyote maybe?” suggested Anton.

      “I think it was a wolf,” said Jaxon.

      “Impossible,” said Anton. “Hardly any wolves are left in California, and the ones we do have are up north. But we have coyotes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ruby Moon convulsed. “Poor babies! For shame! Poor babies!”

      Everyone felt her shake and heard her moan and chant, but they all kept their eyes closed and whispered, “Blessed be.”

      A desperate, feral howl cut through the night.

      The four boys freaked. They ran across the grass toward the circle.

      With a crack, the obelisk broke free of its base and fell.

      A shrill scream rang out.

      Everyone in the circle leaped, dove, or ran out of the way but for Jared, who stumbled and fell forward.

      The young boys raced to the break in the hedge, dodging the falling obelisk to reach safety.

      Ruby Moon yelled, “Jared!”

      Crystal and Val screamed as the obelisk fell. It smashed the altar, sending sand and water flying, and slammed into Jared’s back.

      The high school boys ducked through the break in the hedge and disappeared.

      Gunner raced to Jared’s side. He enlisted the others. “Help me! I can’t move it.” But the others did not move. All eight of them could not lift it.

      Gunner felt for Jared’s pulse. He cried out, “He’s dead!” Gunner sprang to his feet. He held his hands over his ears, as if hearing the apocalypse itself chase after him. Screaming, he bolted across the lawn and through the hedge.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Max King and Dr. Joy Burton arrived at the scene, along with Angelo, the M.E., and his team. The forensic technicians set up high-beamed portable lights to illuminate the grisly spectacle. The lights ignited the obelisk, the white rock circle, and the fair-haired, black-robed man, pinned down as if by the ruins of history.

      The elements on the altar and their containers had scattered; the abalone shell lay in two pieces but still caught the light and shimmered.

      Max, twenty-six and a new detective, had blonde hair and blue eyes. Joy, his newly discovered fraternal twin, had jet-black hair, parted in the middle and falling to her shoulders, jet-black brows, and wore red lipstick. They kept their sibling status a secret for fear the Chief of Police, Frank Goldsby would use it to rip them apart.

      Max approached the witnesses. He knew this was no ordinary case the moment he eyed the strange group all clad in black hooded capes.

      Joy asked the group, “Please remove your hoods.”

      The group complied and pulled their hoods away from their faces.

      “Names and contact information,” said Max, jotting down notes as everyone went around the circle.

      After Max had obtained the basics, Joy asked, “What were you doing at the cemetery?”

      Alizon responded, “We are pagans, proudly so. We came here to celebrate Mabon, the equinox.” Max gave her a quizzical look, prompting her to add, “Don’t worry, no animal sacrifices, detective.”

      Max could not stop himself from countering, “No, just a human.” He kept a close eye on the faces and mannerisms of each witness. “Walk us through the evening.”

      This time, Drew answered, “I set the circle. Jared, the high priest, and my consort, Lady Alizon, and High Priestess Ruby Moon—our daughter and Jared’s consort—set the altar. We called the corners, chanted, and danced. Ruby called…she stood before Jared and entered into a spiritual trance. We circled them, standing on either side. We placed our hands on them to channel our energy to Ruby.”

      Gregor jumped in. “Then crack and crash—the obelisk fell. We ran for our lives, but Jared stumbled forward.”

      Joy asked, “Did anyone see anything out of the ordinary before that?”

      Max could not help but grin at her question, because the entire scene could not be more ‘out of the ordinary.’ Max chastised himself. David King would say, ‘Cast a wide net. Get to know your suspects.’ But his mind struggled to make sense of pagan worship. He learned a new twist about the people of Vinoville with each case.

      Ruby shook her head. “We all had our eyes closed. We heard a crack, like the limb of a tree breaking. Someone screamed.”

      “I screamed,” said Alizon.

      “Me too,” said Crystal and Val.

      Ruby continued, “We ran away or dove for the ground.” She crossed her arms over her chest. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Jared is dead. I can’t believe it.”

      Drew put an arm around her. “I can’t believe it either.”

      Valerie Valdez, in her late twenties with short dark hair, tawny skin, and hazel eyes, shivered with shock. She had prominent cheek bones and full lips. “Ruby, I’m so sorry.”

      “And who are you?” asked Max.

      “Val…Valerie Valdez. I’m new to the circle. Tonight was my first event with all of them. What they said—that’s all I saw.”

      “Gregor Vulpe. I own an herbal remedy shop across from the mall. Same here. That’s all I saw.” Gregor scratched at his stubbled chin.

      “I’m Chris Murphy—I go by ‘Crystal,’ though. I work in Gregor’s shop. I didn’t see anything else.” Crystal’s pale face, full cheeks, and black shadow gave her a raccoon-like appearance.

      “Is that it?” asked Joy.

      Gregor let out a heavy sigh. “No. One more. Gunner Cruz. He’s had it rough. PTSD. He witnessed the death of his best friend in Afghanistan. The man blew up before his eyes. He rushed to Jared’s side. Checked for a pulse. He begged us to help him move the obelisk. But we froze. It was impossible. He said Jared was dead. He jumped to his feet and raced the hell out of here like bombs were dropping all around him.”

      “We’ll need to talk to him,” said Max.

      Alizon pleaded, “Be gentle with him. He has…spells. Time lapses.”

      Joy asked, “He can’t remember periods?”

      Gregor added, “He’d gotten so much better—until tonight.”

      Drew added, “There were others here too—not in our group. Four boys, high schoolers, I think. They came running from the direction of the crypt. Maybe there were others too. Maybe they pushed the obelisk, thinking it would be funny.”

      Alizon gasped. “I hadn’t thought of that. It’s possible. Oh, dear.”

      Max handed out cards. “You can go, but we’ll need to speak with you again. Here’s our contact info.” Joy handed out a few as well.

      Ruby shouted, “I’m not leaving Jared! Not until that thing is off of his body.”

      Drew pulled Ruby in tighter. “Then we’ll wait with you.”

      Everyone agreed to stay to support Ruby.

      Joy reminded them, “Fine. But stay back. You can’t touch anything. You can’t interfere with our investigation.”

      Gregor nodded. “Of course, detective. We understand.”

      Within the hour, the crane operator arrived. He drove over the grass and aligned the spreader beam attached to the lift arm so that it hung parallel to the obelisk.

      Max and Joy approached Angelo, a handsome Italian man with a close-shaved beard and silver-gray hair.

      Joy pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “While he sets up, care to check out a crypt? Evidently, some high school boys came running from that direction.”

      Angelo perked up. “Sure, it will be a while before they’re ready here.”

      The three of them, plus a technician toting a portable light and a field case, walked across the grass, stepping around headstones.

      They descended the marble staircase, slipped through the open gate, careful not to touch it, and entered the crypt.

      Max noted, “The lock wasn’t broken.”

      Joy added, “Either picked or someone had a key.”

      The technician set up a high-beamed light in the corner. With the flick of a switch, the room lit up in light and shadows, solemn, elegant, and macabre.

      Max, Joy, and Angelo peered into the pine box.

      Max and Joy cast flashlight beams at Mercy Summerfield, letting the light wash over her from her green velvet slippers trimmed with gold braid, across her green velvet dress, to the wreath of faux flowers, still blooming with color, encircling her desiccated head. Her hands, gently folded over one another, rested over her heart.

      Max let out a heavy sigh. “So young to die.”

      Joy added, “No antibiotics then.”

      Angelo’s voice carried a tone of concern. “Hey, guys, shine your lights on her hands.”

      Max and Joy directed their flashlight beams at Mercy’s hands. “See something.”

      Joy answered, “Mees’ lines?”

      Angelo nodded. “Yep.” He explained to Max. “These white horizontal lines on her nails may occur for a few reasons, but one of them is heavy metal poisoning.”

      Joy added, “Like arsenic. It was a common household item to keep the rats away. In fact, I’d wager her dress is Paris green, a dye made brighter and longer lasting with arsenic.”

      “Did the dress kill her?” asked Max.

      “Doubtful,” said Angelo. “The makers of the artificial flowers, like the ones in her hair, died at an alarming rate, causing one doctor to investigate. He found the workers handling the arsenic with their hands. They brushed it on the fabric. Mercy would have inhaled a fraction of what the workers had. Green wallpaper made some people sick too, but this could be murder. I need to run some tests.”

      Angelo directed his technician. “Canvass this place then take her to the shop.” Only Angelo used this “shop” term, which was an affectionate name for his forensics’ lab. Angelo came by it honestly, as his father had started a repair garage for foreign cars where Angelo worked before medical school and residency.

      “We’re ready for you,” said another technician who had descended the stairs and popped her head into the crypt.

      Max, Joy, and Angelo strolled back across the grass, stepping around grave markers and headstones to reach the obelisk. From a distance, the scene looked like a construction project, not the scene of an accident or a murder.

      The crane operator had wound a pad around the obelisk to prevent further damage, secured chains around the padding, and secured the chains to each end of the spreader beam. He was ready to lift.

      Angelo gave the go-ahead. “Let’s do it!”

      The black-robed figures huddled together, their eyes all fixed on the helpless figure of their friend pinned to the grass.

      The crane operator pushed the controls. The engine roared. The heavy-duty arm lifted the obelisk off of Jared’s body. The operator raised it slowly, checking to be sure it pulled free and remained balanced. Inch-by-inch the black granite spire rose into the air until sufficiently free of the body. The operator backed up his vehicle, carting the obelisk away.

      Angelo called out and waved an arm when the obelisk reached a distance clear of the forensic grid. “That’s good. Set her down!”

      Forensic technicians swooped in. Some set down numbered markers and snapped pictures. Others combed every inch of grass to collect evidence.

      Time passed as they worked methodically, like robots following a specific programming protocol. When they had what they needed, they signaled Angelo.

      With Max and Joy standing over his shoulder, Angelo and an assistant rolled Jared onto his back.

      The black hilt of the athame blade protruded from the dead man’s chest.

      Ruby Moon’s scream shattered the night.
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      Max’s phone rang. He picked it up. “Max, it’s Kevin.” Kevin was a fellow officer. “We just picked up a crazy guy wandering the street near the cemetery. We had to taser him to get him to cooperate.”

      “Gunner Cruz?”

      “That’s the guy,” said Kevin. “We just dropped him off at the emergency room of the hospital. They’re checking him for drugs.”

      “He’s got severe PTSD. Probably worse since you tasered him.”

      “I hate tasering anyone, Max. But we couldn’t get him in the car otherwise, and he clearly needed medical attention.”

      “I know, Keven. Have his doctor call me.”

      “Will do.”

      As the forensic team packed up, Max’s phone rang. The ID read “Wine Valley Hospital.” “Detective Max King.”

      “Detective King, this is Dr. Patel. I admitted Gunner Cruz for observation. How can I help you? Please make it fast. The E.R. is swarming tonight.”

      “When can we talk to Gunner Cruz?”

      “He’s heavily sedated. Not before tomorrow sometime. I put a call in to his regular physician, a psychiatrist.”

      “Thanks, doctor.” The line went dead.

      Max and Joy approached the robed group.

      Joy began, “Where did the knife come from?”

      Alizon answered, “It’s an athame blade, a ritual knife that is charged. It channels energy. It can take in energy and cast it out. The athame is set on the altar, but anyone can pick it up and use it.”

      Ruby interjected. Her voice wavered. “Jared put it back on the altar after calling a corner. But several of us used it for incantations after that.”

      Joy said, “Explain.”

      Gregor responded, “We passed the athame around when we called the corners. Tonight, Crystal passed it to Ruby. She passed it to me, and I passed it to Jared. He set it back on the altar.”

      Ruby added, “Then we chanted and danced. I picked it up. I passed it to Jared.”

      Alizon added, “Jared passed it to me and I set it back down. It’s normal that we point it at our chest to direct its energy.”

      “No, you passed it to me,” corrected Val. “I set it down, and Gunner picked it up.”

      Alizon nodded. “Of course. That’s right.”

      Valerie suggested, “Maybe Jared had it pointed at his chest, and it accidentally impaled him when he fell.”

      Ruby Moon let out a muffled moan.

      Joy said, “Mr. Vulpe, you said Jared stumbled forward. Is it possible he’d already been impaled?”

      The group unanimously objected.

      “You can’t be suggesting that someone in the circle killed Jared!” shouted Drew.

      Crystal raised her voice. “Gregor is right. Besides, we had our eyes closed until the granite dick fell. Let’s face it—that’s what it represents. Masculine power. We scattered. It could have been any one of us under that thing!”

      “Max! Joy!” shouted Angelo.

      Max and Joy walked over to Angelo, who crouched down beside the body.

      Joy said, “They say it’s routine for them to point the blade at their own chests. Did he accidentally stumble and impale himself?”

      Angelo pointed, forming an angle with his gloved finger. “It’s possible. Since he did fall on the blade, it will be hard to tell. The blade shifted at impact. But I can tell you it dove right up under his ribs, and I suspect, into his heart.”

      “One more thing you should know,” said Max. “Practically everyone picked up the blade, so expect multiple prints.”

      “Of course. It couldn’t be easy.” Angelo stood up. “Get him to the shop, guys.”
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      A man with an imposing build stepped between the break in the hedges. The moonlight cast a glow that gave the figure a mysterious stature.

      Max and Joy cut across the lawn to intercept him

      As Max drew closer, he noted the man’s pronounced cheekbones and brown skin, which reminded him of Belle’s Native American features. His skin had harsh wrinkles from working in the sun. His long, thick hair, black but for some gray, hung down in two braids, tied at the ends.

      Max asked, “Can we help you?”

      “I’m Bear, the groundskeeper. It’s not every day I get a call in the ‘dead of night’ to check out a death at my cemetery. Are you in charge?”

      “We are.” Joy asked, “Did you know people were using the cemetery?”

      Bear grimaced. “Am I here ‘round the clock to keep people away? No. My job is to keep the landscape crew on point and to keep the place respectably neat.” Bear peered over Max’s shoulder and shook his head. “I knew that headstone wasn’t safe. This part of the cemetery has signs all around it to stay clear until repairs could be made. After the Summerfields put in the crypt and the obelisk, the rules changed. Only smaller headstones are allowed. That thing is a danger.”

      Max asked, “What repairs were being done?”

      Bear ran a hand over his head as if to smooth his troubled thoughts. “The base of that spire has been sinking for years. A degree here, a degree there. I put in a repair request over a month ago. The tilt had reached nine degrees. Last I heard, the city had contacted the Summerfield family to work out a solution. But the request must be sitting on someone’s desk.”

      Joy tilted her head as if calculating math. “Nine degrees is substantial, especially given the height and weight. Even though it tapers, that’s a lot of forward weight.”

      “Exactly. It wouldn’t take much to tip it over,” said Bear. “That’s just what I said in my report. People have been killed by gravestones toppling over. It’s part of the upkeep of any cemetery.”

      Max asked, “So a gentle nudge is all it would have taken?”

      “That’s all,” said Bear.

      Joy asked, “Do you know of the Celestial Moon Circle? They wear black hooded robes.”

      Bear crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Seen ‘em in the daytime once. Dancing and chanting. They’d set up a table. I made ‘em take it all apart and chased them off. They had a knife out in the open! You can’t do that anymore. Is that who was here?”

      “And some high school boys,” added Joy.

      Bear let out a sigh of frustration. “I also recommended installing security cameras, but that request died a long time ago. I’ll hang around to see if they need me. James Summerfield III won’t like this. Not one bit. But he should have fixed that tilt.”

      Max added, “He’s going to like it even less when we inform him Mercy Summerfield’s crypt was opened.”

      Bear threw his hands in the air and his eyes skyward. “What! By the pagans?”

      Joy responded, “We think it was some high schooler kids pulling a prank. They opened her sarcophagus and coffin.”

      Bear shook his head. “Jaxon Summerfield, James III’s son, is here a lot visiting Mercy. Nice kid.” He paused, trying to get his thoughts in order.  “He’ll be heartbroken. Any other vandalism?”

      Max said, “Our focus is on the dead guy crushed by the block of granite. But if you see anything else tomorrow, call us.”

      “Have you had vandalism in the past?” asked Joy.

      “Not much. On occasion I find some beer bottles, or, the morning after Halloween a smashed pumpkin or a melted candle. Now I roam the property on Halloween with a flashlight to keep people away. Partiers think it’s amusing to irritate the dead, but it’s disrespectful to dance on someone’s grave.”

      Joy handed him a card. “I couldn’t agree more. Thanks for keeping watch over them. Call us if you notice anything else amiss.”

      Bear took the card. “You know, my people believe that if you disrupt the dead, their spirits become restless.”

      Max added, “So do we, Bear.”
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      Sunday morning, Max and Joy met at the station, located in the new civic center, a building with a Spanish adobe façade, including a clock and bell tower. The new civic center brought together the mayor, the chief of police, the city clerk, and various task forces. It held council chambers, the vital records office, the police station, and more.

      The new offices of the Wine Valley P.D., including the squad room, still smelled of paint. Over black coffee, Max and Joy set a schedule of interviews for the day. Max’s desk abutted Joy’s, so they sat facing one another. Around them, officers answered the phones, conferred, filed reports, or punched their computer keyboards to locate records or otherwise develop their cases.

      As a detective, Max had leeway in attire. Where others around him wore navy blue uniforms or the beige and khaki colors of the sheriff’s department, as they worked as a team, his department approved casual wear for detectives, which helped set witnesses at ease. Suits and ties did not fit into the wine country landscape.

      On duty, Max wore 5.11 tactical pants and a polo shirt with the W.V.P.D. logo in gold lettering over his left breast. Today, he wore a white shirt with beige pants. He kept his badge and ID in a case in a pocket. He flashed them when needed, rather than wearing his badge on his shirt or hanging it from a lanyard or attaching it to his utility belt, as others preferred.

      Since becoming a member of the force, Joy had followed suit and gone casual, but with an individualized flair akin to her rebel nature. She wore stretch tactical pants that hugged her slim figure with stirrups that kept the hem of her pants tucked into her tactical boots. With that, she wore a narrow-waisted, short-sleeved cotton shirt or a figure-hugging polo shirt—preferring black on black, or black pants and a white shirt. Her Glock hung from a utility belt with a hip holster.

      Anxious to get to their witness list and dig deeper, Max and Joy gulped back their coffee and headed to the parking structure. They hopped in Max’s silver unmarked car, and Max drove out of Grape Gulch, the affectionate name for the original mercantile center back when Stagecoach Street actually had stagecoaches running through it. Now, chic eateries and quaint storefronts—offering boutique clothing, antiques, candy and ice cream, herbs, jewelry, and souvenirs—lined the street.

      Once on the freeway, Max headed south, eventually exiting at Via Vendage. To the left, the street led to the wineries, over forty of them. Max turned right, heading into the hills where the wealthy built lavish hilltop estates, including James Summerfield III, the patriarch of Mercy’s living relatives.

      The sky could not be bluer or clearer, especially set against the golden grasses, occasional olive-green scrub brushes, and bare patches of dirt and rock.

      As the car would up the curvy road, Joy punched the keys of her laptop and filled Max in on the family history. “The original James Summerfield had two children: Mercy and James Jr. James Jr’s son, James I, started the Wine Valley National Bank, a bank opened with the help of local ranchers.”

      Max nodded. “One of the ranchers, Juan de Flores, the guy who built the hacienda I now live in, helped open that bank.”

      “Ah, yes, Don Juan.”

      “What else?”

      “Stay with me here, Max. The original James Summerfield was a cattle rancher. He begot Junior, who was Mercy’s brother. Junior’s son, James the first, opened the bank. He begot James the second, who begot James the third, who we are going to see now. He’s Jaxon’s father, and Jaxon is James the fourth, technically, but it sounds like he goes by his middle name.”

      “Can’t blame him. Someone shouts ‘James’ at a Thanksgiving meal, and a bunch of heads turn.”

      “Too true. And boring! Besides the bank, the family has real estate holdings.” Joy let out a whistle. “The ranch was originally eighty-five acres.”

      “The main buildings of the original Summerfield Ranch are now a historic park with restaurants, entertainment, a farmer’s market, and special events. Most of the buildings were either preserved or rebuilt. It opened as a tourist attraction and historical preservation area about a decade ago. I was sixteen then, and my high school history teacher took us there on a field trip. Dad and I spent a day there too. Horses and dogs are welcome.”

      “Did you take horses or dogs?”

      “No. But you, me, and Steele—we should totally do that! Ride in on horses. Sal—of Sal’s Saloon in Grape Gulch—opened a small bar and grill there.”

      “Maybe. I like horses. Dad took me riding once as a kid. I’m not sure about Steele. I don’t think they had a posse where he grew up in Los Angeles.”

      “All the more reason to get him on a horse.”

      “For your amusement?” asked Joy.

      “Yep, pretty much.” Max turned off of the main road, entered an open gate, and wound up the road. “How old is Jaxon?”

      Joy found a social media page. “He’s a senior at Wine Valley High School.”

      Max parked the car before a sprawling modern mansion composed of what looked like single-story structures built around a courtyard.

      Max and Joy hopped out of the car and stepped through an excessively tall adobe archway and into a stone-floored courtyard inlaid with terra cotta and colorful Mexican tiles. A water spout filled a brightly tiled fountain. A rock fire pit sat in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by furniture with plush green cushions and brightly colored pillows.

      Max and Joy approached massive wooden doors, set in another adobe archway. Max pushed the doorbell. A chime like that of a bell tower rang out.

      A maid wearing a white shirt, skirt, and tennis shoes answered the door.

      Max flashed his badge. “Detective Max King and Dr. Joy Burton.”

      The maid spoke with a Spanish accent. “Mr. James is expecting you. This way, please.” She led Max and Joy through white rooms with walls textured like thick plaster construction. Colorful, oversized paintings of missions and Indians lined the walls.

      They passed by the main living room, which had open beam construction, a stacked-rock hearth, slab wood tables, and leather seating. They passed by the dining room. A slab-wood dining table and brown high-backed leather chairs could seat a dozen. Tall picture windows allowed light to flood each room and opened to a terra cotta patio and infinity pool.

      The maid led Max and Joy to a sizable home office with built-in cabinets filled with books. Windows behind the desk opened to the hills, which formed a natural backdrop.

      Max and Joy took seats opposite James III. “I’m Detective Max King and this is Dr. Joy Burton.”

      James Summerfield III, near seventy, rose to greet them. He wore a gray sports coat, shirt, and casual slacks. He was of medium height, clean-shaven, and had short silver-white hair. As he sat, he scowled. “I understand that my family’s graves have been defiled by hoodlums.”

      Max met his gaze. “Yes, sir. And a man was killed.” Max paused to let it sink in.

      Mr. Summerfield’s cheeks tensed.

      Max continued, “We’re investigating the matter, and we have a few questions. Have you received any threats of vandalism?”

      “No. Nothing.”

      Joy asked, “Witnesses say four high-school-aged boys, maybe more, ran from the scene. You have a son, don’t you?”

      James III folded his arms across his chest and bristled. “Jaxon has given his mother and me nothing but problems, but he would never defile our family’s graves. He visits them regularly. More regularly than me.”

      “What kind of problems?” asked Max.

      “My wife and I could not have children, or so we thought. We moved on. When she hit forty, and I was forty-nine, she conceived. By then, I had no patience. Still don’t. The boy wears me out. Jaxon is a top student, excellent athlete, and a fine young man. He’s headstrong, that’s all. That’s what I meant.”

      Joy asked, “Did you receive notice from the city about the obelisk-shaped headstone tipping and needing repair?”

      James III paused. “I don’t remember. I’m a busy man.”

      Max raised his voice a notch. “Mr. Summerfield. We’re not attorneys. We’re investigating what might be an accidental death. Posted signs specifically said the Tranquil Heart was closed for repairs.”

      James III folded his hands on the desk and leaned forward. “Yes, I was making arrangements for the repairs. The hoodlums had no right to trespass.”

      Joy asked, “Can we speak to your son?”

      “Jaxon spent the night at a friend’s house, Felix Roberts, son of Dr. Roberts. Wine Valley High School’s freshman quarterback. Fine young man. I’ll get you his address.” James punched buttons on his phone and wrote down the information.

      “I’ve met Dr. Roberts,” said Max, remembering the poison case.

      “Ah, yes,” said Joy. “His receptionist is Nettie. She likes See’s candy.”

      “Bridge mix,” said Max.

      James III handed Joy the address. “Jaxon just turned eighteen, so you don’t need my permission. You think he knows who did this? Someone from his school perhaps?”

      Max handed Mr. Summerfield a card. “Maybe. Call us if you think of anything else.”

      “You can be sure I will. Is the obelisk broken? Damaged?”

      Joy answered, “We’re obviously not qualified to answer your question. It was dark, but it looked like it stayed in one piece.”

      “Too bad. I hate that disgusting thing. I should give the man a proper, more customary headstone. It looks like a big…well, you know.”

      “We know,” Max said. “I’m sure he won’t know the difference if you change it out.”

      “Mr. Summerfield?” Joy used a calm, sympathetic tone. “How did Mercy die?”

      James III’s face carried a pained expression. “Mercy became ill, grew worse over the course of a few months, and passed. Why do you ask?”

      Max informed him. “The obelisk wasn’t the only damage.”

      Joy threw the wrench in the works. “Someone opened Mercy’s tomb. The sarcophagus and her pine coffin.”

      Max added, “The coroner noticed an anomaly. It was necessary to move her body to the forensic lab for further testing.”

      James III waved his arms about and yelled, “Unacceptable! She’s to be returned immediately! I’ll make arrangements with a funeral parlor to pick her up. I will not have that poor girl’s body suffer more indignity!”

      Max maintained equilibrium. He had the law on his side. “The coroner brought her in, and only the coroner can release her. You, sir, have no authority. We have to do our jobs—whether you help us or not.”

      “We’ll see about that! I’m calling my attorney!” James III reached for his phone. “I’ve nothing more to say to you.”

      Joy rose to her feet. “We’ll let you know if we have more questions.”

      James III punched a number on his phone. “This isn’t over!”

      Max and Joy slipped out the door.

      James III screamed into the phone, “Put Hickman on the phone. Now! I don’t care if he’s in a meeting! Get him! Get him now!”
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      On the drive back to town, Max turned to Joy. “I didn’t want to upset him by asking about a missing key just yet.”

      “Ya think? He certainly wants Mercy back in her box fast.”

      After a short drive south, Max turned off the freeway and headed down a boulevard, past mini-malls and shopping centers. The eastern hills of the valley drew closer. Max turned in to a gate-guarded golf course. He flashed his badge at the security guard manning the kiosk. The guard granted them access to Wine Valley Golf Club, where acres of custom homes, a blend of Victorian and Tudor architecture, surrounded each hole of the private course.

      Max drove past a newly renovated clubhouse and pool complex. He parked before Dr. Roberts’ home.

      While it was no comparison to the Summerfield estate, Dr. Roberts lived in comfort in an upscale Tudor-styled home on the first tee. The steep gables, leaded glass windows, gray decorative boards imbedded in white stucco walls, and a gray roof with a decorative chimney would sit just as well, if not better, in the English countryside as on a golf course in Wine Valley.

      Max and Joy walked over a white stone path. The garden bloomed with pink and white tea roses. Joy rang the bell.

      Dr. Roberts answered the door. He had short gray hair, a slight bulge at the waist, and wore glasses. “Max? This is a surprise.”

      “Good to see you, Dr. Roberts,” said Max. “We need to speak with Jaxon. His father told us he stayed the night with Felix.”

      “And he just turned eighteen a few weeks ago, so no parental consent needed, I suppose.”

      Joy added, “No, but James III gave us your address.”

      “Come in.”

      Max stepped inside after Joy. The home switched on the inside to a casual golf theme, from knickknacks to wallpaper to artwork.

      Dr. Roberts led them to the family room, which had golf-themed couches—winged chairs and couches covered in a tapestry of men in knickers swinging golf clubs—which told Max that Dr. Roberts had a whimsical side. A sign that read “The 19th Hole” hung over an English pub-styled bar. The windows opened to a well-manicured golf course, where a golfer took practice swings while his friends silently looked on.

      “Wait here.” Dr. Roberts departed. In minutes, he returned with Jaxon, a well-built boy with dark hair, a thick football neck, and broad shoulders. He wore jeans and a white Wine Valley High School T-shirt that said “Red Hawks.” A fierce red bird flew across his chest.

      Jaxon sat in a wing-backed chair, opposite Max and Joy on the sofa.

      Joy relaxed her posture. “I’m Joy and this is Max. We’re with the Wine Valley Police Department, and we have a few questions about last night.”

      “What’s up?” Jaxon’s voice attempted to signal calm, but his body tensed.

      Max sat forward. “What’s up is that we think you and some friends visited Mercy at the cemetery last night. The lock wasn’t broken. Dead giveaway.”

      Jaxon dropped his head, as if to say to himself, “Dummy!”

      “Was it a prank? You and a few friends?” asked Joy.

      Jaxon leaned his elbows on his knees. “Yeah, I guess. We have a boys’ club within the football team. Some freshmen wanted in.” Jaxon’s eyes fixed on theirs. “What did you find? Anything unusual?”

      Joy tilted her head. “Unusual how?”

      Jaxon hesitated to answer.

      Max and Joy exchanged glances.

      Max informed him, “We’ve taken Mercy to the forensic lab to run a test or two.”

      Jaxon sprang to his feet. “I knew it!” He ran his hands over his head.

      Max prodded, “What did you know?”

      Jaxon sat down but hung on the edge of his seat. “My hands are shaking.” He held them up for Max and Joy to see. “It’s weird, but every time I visit Mercy’s grave, it’s like she’s asking me to find the truth—does that sound crazy?”

      Joy laughed. “That happens to us with each dead body we encounter. What do you expect we’ll find?”

      Jaxon swallowed hard. He opened his hand and pressed down as if to pound his point home. “The story I get is that Mercy got sick—headaches, vomiting, diarrhea, stomach pains, fatigue. She wasted away for a few months, and then she died. Mercy’s father wanted her buried without fanfare. That means she must have disgraced the family in some way. And no one disgraces a Summerfield. I looked up those symptoms. What if they poisoned her?”

      “They who?” asked Max.

      Jaxon’s face became dead serious. “Okay, so I’ve thought about this. A lot. There are only four suspects—her father, an egotistical tyrant; her mother, who didn’t pay much attention, supposedly because Mercy was a knockout; her brother, James Jr., who is nine years older than Mercy but they were close; or Phillis Washington, the family cook, who mysteriously quit working for the family shortly after Mercy’s funeral.”

      Max wasn’t sure what to say. “Let me get this straight. You broke into Mercy’s crypt and pried open her coffin to start an investigation into her death?”

      Joy pushed her hair behind her ears.  “And you want us to solve a hundred-thirty-year-old family mystery?” Joy shook her head in disbelief. “Or murder?”

      Max whispered to Joy, “Pretty brilliant, really. I’d totally do it.”

      Jaxon’s eyes widened. “I know I sound crazy. But yes.” Jaxon whipped out his wallet, opened it, pulled out a plastic sleeve with an old sepia picture and handed it to Joy. “My dad is getting older. He knows more than he tells me. I just know it. I didn’t see any other way. If Dad dies, the truth dies with him.”

      “She’s beautiful.” Joy handed the picture to Max. An oval paper frame held the face of a pretty girl with dark ringlets. She didn’t smile, yet her face lit up.

      “That was taken before she got sick. I just wonder if they knew she wasn’t going to be around,” Jaxon stammered. “Or maybe it’s just a coincidence. I don’t know. You said you found something.”

      Max let Joy explain.

      “The symptoms you describe could be from a lot of sources—including natural illnesses or food-poisoning. But some nutritional anomaly caused horizontal white lines on her nails. The medical examiner thought it was worth running a test or two.”

      “For poison?” asked Jaxon.

      Max kept a poker face. “Jaxon, this is an open investigation. We can’t tell you anything more, except that we are looking into it.”

      Joy added, “And even if we find something, you have to realize our chances of finding the perpetrator are next to impossible.”

      Jaxon nodded. “I know, but I had to try. At least I’ll know if she died of natural causes or not.”

      Max handed back the photo. “You carry her with you.”

      “I can’t let her go. It’s like she’s nagging me to look into it.”

      “What can you tell us about the other group in the cemetery last night?” asked Joy.

      “The weird witches? Not much. We ducked behind the hedges to get to the crypt. Once I got the top off of the pine box, Tim freaked. Said he saw a ghost. It was a shadow from the flashlight. We left. I heard a howl, but no one else did. I thought I saw glowing eyes at the top of the stairs. You know how animal’s eyes glow at night. Like a wolf. Freaky! But it disappeared. Anton said it was probably a coyote. Then we all heard a howl. We freaked and ran across the grass. We heard a crack and the obelisk fell. People were screaming and diving out of the way. We didn’t stop running until we were out of the cemetery.”

      “Did anyone from your group touch the obelisk? Maybe as you ran past?” asked Joy.

      Jaxon shook his head. “I don’t think so. We just wanted to get out of there. I wasn’t looking.” He let out a deep sigh of relief. “Look, the other guys—Felix, Tim, and Anton—they didn’t do anything. I coerced them into it. I opened the gate. I pried the lid off of the box. Not them. Are they in trouble?”

      “It’s your family’s crypt,” said Max. “So if your father doesn’t press charges, I think you’re okay.”

      “He won’t. But he’ll have me working day and night to pay for the repairs. I don’t care. I did what I thought was right.”

      Joy leaned forward. “You sound like one of us.”

      “Check out the police academy after you graduate.” Max handed Jaxon a card. “If you don’t have any charges against you.”

      Jaxon stared at the card. “I’d like to. Dad wants me to learn banking and real estate.”

      “You’re young,” said Max. “Keep your options open. And call us if you think of anything.”
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      Max drove to Belle’s Burgers and Brew, his home-away-from-home, a restaurant in the old part of town. Grape Gulch still had the old brick-faced theater and mercantile buildings  post office but also chic eateries and storefronts. Belle’s place had been there for nearly four decades, serving generation after generation.

      Belle’s restaurant was white but for red and blue trim. Max and Joy climbed the two steps up to the wrap-around porch and found seats at a corner table.

      The September sky was clear blue and the midday temperature in the high eighties. Tourists and locals bustled past them on the sidewalk.

      Belle, a septuagenarian with Native American heritage, expressed in her high cheekbones and sun-kissed skin, stepped up to Max and Joy’s table. She wore her daily “uniform,” a white apron with the restaurant’s name on it, jeans, and a T-shirt, which today was dark blue. Her long gray braid ran down her back to her hips. Belle asked the usual question to stay informed of the happenings in her town. “Murder or mayhem?”

      Where Max always gave Belle one or the other, Joy had gotten in the habit of teasing it out more. “Murder—one legendary, one mystical.”

      Max added, “Maybe you can help us with the first. If anyone knows the legends of this town, it’s you.”

      “Let me put in your order, and I’ll grab a seat with you. Max—death by bacon or double the cow today?”

      “Bacon.”

      “Joy, cranberry walnut salad?”

      “I’m branching out, Belle. I know you ground your own beef every day, so I’ll take a grilled patty with a salad on the side and water.”

      “That’s my girl!” said Belle.

      “Water for me too,” said Max. “Joy is a bad influence.”

      “Be right back.” Belle scurried away.

      Joy remarked, “No soda? No nine teaspoons of sugar or three hundred empty calories in your beverage?”

      “Not today. Although Belle’s shakes are remaining on my food list.”

      “On mine too. You’re also a bad influence, but my influence will make you healthier.”

      “Mine,” said Max, “will make you happier.”

      Belle rushed back and squeezed in beside Joy, who moved over to make room for her. “What legend?”

      Max said, “Mercy Summerfield. Jaxon pried the lid off of her coffin. Angelo took Mercy’s body to his lab for testing.”

      At the mention of Mercy’s name, Belle’s sable-brown eyes, normally strong and steady, dissolved into pools of pained anguish. For a moment, she grew quiet. Her jaw tensed. She set her forearms on the table and leaned into them. “Now you have to know your history. Mercy’s time was one of lots of change—conflicts between Spanish missionaries, Indians, between Mexico and the U.S. government. In the early 1800s, a Franciscan priest formed a mission south of here. The Mexican-American War erupted from 1846-1848—then the gold rush hit, and California became a state. Then the Civil War caught fire, and when it ended in 1865, people migrated west: freed slaves, people done with fighting, prospectors, and homesteaders. Some reached Wine Valley. A swarm of Mormons even passed through our valley headed to San Diego. By the 1880s, Mercy’s time, the U.S. government had established a reservation for my people and other Indians too. Most of the ranchers, Summerfield and Juan de Flores, who built your home, Max, hired Indians to work the cattle ranches or to shear the sheep. Legend has it that Mercy fell in love with an Indian who worked the Summerfield ranch—supposedly one of my ancestors—a boy named Little Wolf. One story says the pair planned to elope and run away to Mexico together. Another says that Mercy’s father fired Little Wolf and chased him off his land. Another says Summerfield gunned down Little Wolf and buried him on the ranch. And another says that a padre from the mission married Mercy and Little Wolf. All anyone knows for sure is that Mercy became ill and died, and the truth died with her.”

      A waitress swept in and set plates before Max and Joy. Smells of charred beef and spicy BBQ sauce caused Max’s nostrils to flare and he inhaled deeply, like prepping his stomach for the treat to come.

      Belle implored them, “What happened to her? Can you find out?”

      Max sighed. “We’re going to try, Belle.”

      “That we are,” said Joy.

      Belle slid out and stood up. “My people, like yours, give our dead due rites and properly lay them to rest. One story that goes ‘round and ‘round is that Little Wolf still watches over Mercy. More than a few have spotted a wolf-ghost at the cemetery. Bear, the caretaker, sees it now and again. Others say it’s just a coyote who’s made a home at the cemetery.” Belle dashed away. Her long braid swished across her back.
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      After lunch, Max and Joy stopped by Wine Valley Hospital, barely a decade old. They strolled through the honey-beige lobby with wooden tables and cream-colored high-backed chairs that would fit better in a nice hotel rather than in a hospital. The P.A. system echoed an announcement about a sale on stuffed animals in the gift shop.

      Max understood the concept of making a hospital seem like home—but it never worked, not really. Not with the smells of hydrogen peroxide, sweat, and illness, the latter of which Max thought smelled eerily similar to the decomposing flesh of a dead body.

      Cheery framed prints of colorful flowers adorned the walls.

      Max and Joy rode the elevator up to the second floor and checked in at the nurses’ station, which had pastel green walls.

      They found Gunner’s room.

      Gunner’s muscular frame curled toward the window.

      Max and Joy stepped around his bed to face him, blocking his view of the window. He had a young face with old eyes—eyes that carried the weight have having seen too much horror.

      Max introduced them. “Gunner, I’m Detective Max King and this is…Joy Burton.” Max quickly realized he needed to leave “doctor” out. This man clearly had a lot of them in his life. A pang of angst attacked Max. It was hard to look at a man so physically strong yet so mentally broken. Gunner had light brown hair in a military cut. Red rimmed his green eyes, swollen by tears and subdued by medication. “We’ll be quick. We just have a few questions.”

      Gunner rolled onto his back and sighed as his head sank into the pillow. He didn’t speak.

      Joy stepped up to the bed. She used a soft voice. “When did you join the Celestial Moon Circle? And why? Kind of unusual, isn’t it?”

      Gunner’s expression froze. He searched the ceiling or perhaps reached beyond it for answers or for the right words, ones that would not draw more blood. He had a tough time finding them, but eventually, he spoke. “Therapy didn’t work; drugs didn’t work; acupuncture didn’t work. Several months ago, I wandered past Gregor’s shop, Euphoria Herb Emporium. I don’t know what made me go in. Maybe because I’d tried everything else. Gregor really cares about people. He’s been helping me with stress and pain. He got me off of the oxy. He introduced me to the circle.”

      Max gently prodded, “You have chronic pain?”

      Gunner’s hands trembled. His eyes closed. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled. He did this several times before he could speak. The muscles of his neck tensed. “My best friend Brandon and I drove trucks in a convoy to resupply U.S. and British positions in Afghanistan. We had eight vehicles from mine-resistant MRAP gun trucks to lightweight LMTVs. The Taliban attacked. Bullets flew. Explosions kicked up the dirt. Then everything grew quiet. Brandon and I inspected our vehicles. I stood beside mine, ready to hop back in the driver’s seat. Brandon stood beside his. He swung the door open and shot me a huge smile. He flashed me a thumbs-up. I already heard radio chatter, as other guys sent out radio checks, ‘Lima Charlie,’ for ‘Loud and clear.’ Then I saw it. A truck barreling at the convoy. It struck the front of Brandon’s truck and it exploded. The explosion engulfed Brandon and he was gone. It knocked me off of my feet. I injured my back. I wasn’t paying attention. ‘Stay alert, stay alive.’ We say it all of the time. But we were so close to discharge. It was our last job.”

      Joy grabbed a plastic cup, peeled the top off, and filled it from a small pitcher. She popped the top back on the cup and held it out for Gunner.

      Gunner took it and sipped through the straw. “Thanks.” He held up his arm. An IV tube fed him fluid and meds. “Looks like I have to start all over.” His face contorted; he pinched his eyes together. His voice trembled. “Jared’s gone, isn’t he?”

      Max answered, “Yes, but it wasn’t just the obelisk falling on him that killed him.”

      For the first time. Gunner’s eyes locked on target—Max—and didn’t let go. “What did?”

      Joy explained, “When we rolled him over, the athame blade protruded from his chest. It might have been an accident, but we have to check it out. Did Jared have any enemies?”

      Gunner reined in his emotions as if needing to stay focused for Jared’s sake. “None. If Jared hurt anyone’s feelings, he couldn’t take the pain of it.”

      “A kindred spirit,” said Joy.

      Gunner nodded. “Yeah, we both knew pain. We had that in common. He helped me through it all. I was helping him too.”

      Max asked, “Did you see anyone pick up the knife during the ceremony?”

      “I picked it up. Others did too. Jared used it to call one of the corners. I didn’t see Jared with it after we chanted.”

      “Is the circle helping you heal?” asked Max.

      “Like I said, Gregor got me off of oxy. I was just feeling strong again, happy again. Night before last, Gregor led me through the last purging ceremony. I faced my demons. I beat them. I felt stronger than ever, ready to move forward with my life. I formed connections again. I’d decided to leave the circle.” Gunner shifted from controlled to distant. “And then, in  a second, just like Afghanistan, my friend lay dead before me. Why does my life keep blowing up?”

      “Do you have family?” asked Max.

      Gunner shook his head. “My father raised me as a single parent. He died on a tour of duty. I ended up in foster care. I joined the service at eighteen. I had nowhere else to go. After Brandon died, I served out my time in the hospital.”

      Joy used her most soothing voice. “I was in foster care until adopted by my father, a former F.B.I. profiler turned cop. He died in my arms during a hostage crisis. I was the negotiator.” Joy’s face tensed as she relived the pain of Sam’s death for Gunner’s benefit. “It took a long time for me to not be a mess. A long time. Hang in there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Gunner’s voice solidified. “I’m trying.”

      Max set his card on the bedside table. “Call us, anytime, for any reason. I mean it.”

      Gunner rolled over, away from them.

      In the elevator, Max hit the button for the lobby. “Let’s call it a day.”

      “A day,” said Joy.

      “That’s so not funny.”

      Max and Joy stepped off the elevator and crossed the lobby.

      Once outside, Joy tossed on her sunglasses. “I know. But it’s all I’ve got to try to lift our spirits.”

      “How about an ice-cold, uplifting beer at Zeke’s Watering Hole?”

      “That will do nicely, too.”

      Max hopped in the driver’s seat of the car and turned the key in the ignition. “Call Steele and see if he wants to join us. I refuse to be the only one subjected to your lame jokes.”
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      Since Max and Joy had worked Saturday night and part of Sunday, they came in late on Monday. Joy needed prep time for the class she taught on Monday nights.

      They met at the station just past two, and Max drove them to Gregor’s shop, a dark green storefront tucked away in a shopping center across from the main mall complex, a circular design of hub and spokes with major stores in the center, a ring road around them, and web-like branches shooting out from the ring with smaller shops, restaurants, and a movie theater.

      Gregor’s shop sat sandwiched between a gift boutique on one side and a flower shop on the other.

      A black chalkboard easel sat next to the front door, advertising daily specials. Today’s special included lavender oil, a detox tea, and an anti-arthritis ointment.

      Hand-painted flowers and vines flourished across the windows.

      Max stepped inside and Joy followed.

      Pleasing scents suffused the shop: lavender, incense, teas, and other aromas that Max could not place. Wooden plaques hung above walls of clear packages that held flowers, herbs, spices, and other natural plants. One plaque read “Relaxation,” another “Pleasure,” another “Health,” another “Energy.”

      Wooden cabinets with open glass doors displayed bottles and colorful boxes of candles. A rack held books. Tea-making supplies sat on a small round table. Bottles of essential oils filled shelf after shelf. A black glass cabinet, closed and locked, contained athame blades, pentagrams, books of spells, crystals, wands, and a host of other products.

      Gregor and Crystal worked behind the counter.

      With gloved hands, Gregor reached into a glass jar, pinched herbs between his fingers and held them over a heap of herbs on a square of paper atop the glass plate of a digital scale. He dropped the flakes a few at a time. When the digital reading moved a tenth of a milligram, Gregor stopped and put the remaining herbs pinched between his fingers back in the glass container and put the lid on it. “Detectives. How can we help you?”

      Crystal carefully removed the paper from the scale and folded it over the herbs to form an envelope. She sealed it shut with a gold foil label with the shop’s name, and she wrote on it with a green felt-tipped pen, “Gunner, Relaxing Tea Blend.”

      “We just came from Gunner,” said Max. “He says good things about you, Mr. Vulpe.”

      Gregor smiled. “He’s suffered so much trauma.”

      “So we hear,” added Joy.

      Crystal put the package in a green bag. “Do you need me? I have some deliveries to make.”

      “We need to talk to both of you, but we can split you up. Make it go faster,” suggested Mas. “Joy, I’ll speak with Crystal. You know more about herbs than I do.”

      “It’s never too late to learn, detective. You have a stressful job.” Gregor turned to Crystal. “Use my office.”

      Crystal nodded and led Max through a door. Crystal wore a long green dress that hugged her heavy frame. She had pale white skin and long, bleached-blond hair. She wore green shadow today, still too heavy for Max’s taste.

      The hallways were painted neon green with neon flowers. A green frog sat on a leaf.

      “Colorful.”

      Crystal glanced over her shoulder as she spoke to Max. “Gregor is a shamanic healer. He administers kambo, poisonous frog secretions, and Ayahuasca, a drink made from mashing and boiling two Amazonian plants. Both heal and cleanse.”

      “I saw a television documentary on those—they make you puke and…well…give you the runs, right?”

      Crystal remained serious. “That’s part of the ritual cleansing, yes.”

      “Maybe it’s just the body trying to expel the toxin, because it knows what’s good for it and what isn’t.”

      Crystal didn’t answer. She opened a door at the end of the hallway. She scooted around Gregor’s black desk and sat in his black leather chair.

      Max sat across from her.

      The walls had pictures of Gregor in the jungle with indigenous peoples. A frog was tethered at all four limbs and stretched between four sticks.

      “Gregor only works with three tribes. All of them ensure sustainable practices.”

      “The frog doesn’t look so happy. Drawn, but not yet quartered.”

      Crystal laughed. “He’s not happy. When he’s stressed, he secretes the toxin. The workers scrape it off of his back and then set him free. No permanent damage.”

      “Tell that to the frog.” Max pulled out his notebook and poised his pen to take notes. “How long have you worked for Gregor?”

      “Just a few months. I moved to Ojai, then to Los Angeles, and I finally came here. I’d heard a lot about Queen Alizon Moon. I met her, and she told me that her daughter had a small circle. Ruby Moon offered me a place. Ruby has splintered off two circles. One more, and she’ll be queen.”

      “That’s a lot of moves. Looking for work or the right circle?”

      “Both. I didn’t feel welcome.” Crystal shifted in her seat but kept her eyes steady. “During a Samhain festival, I saw four moons in the sky—everyone knows that three stand for the three stages of a woman—maiden, mother, and crone—but I’d never heard of a fourth. The High Priestess grew fearful and said the fourth was the dark moon, the dark goddess. That sums me up. I was elated, but the Ojai circle asked me to leave. They did not tolerate dark magic. Same with the other group in Los Angeles. But Alizon is fine with it. So is Ruby, as long as I balance it with light, which Gregor is helping me to do.”

      “I see.” Max jotted a note. He didn’t see at all. He wanted to be even-handed and open-minded, but he could barely resist seeing this girl as a strange duck. “Would anyone want to hurt Jared?”

      Crystal folded her arms over her buxom chest and glanced past Max, giving the question serious thought. “I can’t think of anyone. Val is really new, so I don’t know her well. But Jared is family to Alizon, Drew, and Ruby. Besides me—and I liked Jared—that leaves Gunner and Gregor. Gregor was in Alizon’s circle before joining Ruby’s. And Gunner and Jared—they’d become tight friends.” She paused and whispered. “Gregor and Alizon grew up in the same commune in Virginia. He followed Drew and Alizon to California.”

      “What about Gunner? How unstable is he?”

      “He’s way better than when I first met him, maybe six months ago. Gregor is helping him cleanse his trauma. The Ayahuasca purges help with all kinds of ailments: depression, anxiety, PTSD, insomnia, even addiction, or so I’m told. Gunner participates in the ritual every month.”

      “But he’s still fragile? He bolted from the scene of the crime, and it threw him into a PTSD episode, which put him in the hospital.”

      “Sure—it was Afghanistan all over again. But he’d mentioned to me just before the ceremony that he’d thought of leaving the circle—not for doubt—but he felt ready to move on. Happy even. I’ve been assisting Gregor and learning the healer’s art. We’re thinking of forming our own circle. I suggested that Gunner move over with us. But that’s premature. We haven’t decided.”

      “Tell me about Gregor.”

      Crystal gushed. “He’s the best healer I’ve ever met! He studies all of the time, reads books. He truly cares about others. He’s a peaceful man. He’s knows Ruby since she was a baby. He takes a personal interest in everyone who walks through the door.”

      “Isn’t it taking a big risk to treat people with severe psychological or health issues? I mean, these people need real help.”

      Crystal’s demeanor changed. She folded her hands on the desk, leaned in, and used a caustic, defensive tone. “Seriously? Doctors risk patients’ lives every day! Have you ever read the inserts to prescription drugs? Gunner is a prime example. The doctors prescribed multiple drugs for him. Some, like oxy, are highly addictive. And what did they do for him? Put him in a haze. Ayahuasca is a hallucinogen. It frees the mind so that the person can experience their trauma in a safe way.”

      “Or have a bad trip.”

      “That too. But a bad trip, just like one that is happy, opens the conscious and subconscious. But that’s where a knowledgeable shaman comes in. A guide must be there to help the practitioner sort through the experience and learn from it.”

      Max didn’t see that the conversation would produce any beneficial leads, so it was time to end it. “Thanks, Crystal. Call us if you think of anything else.” Max left his card on the desk.
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      In the other room, Joy interviewed Gregor. “Gunner said you’ve been helping him. Weaning him off of oxycodone.”

      Gregor rubbed his stubbled chin and rested his elbow on the arm he threw across his chest—the stance of a teacher about to give a lecture. “We tried kambo, frog toxin, first, but it did nothing for him except as a purgative. We switched to Ayahuasca, which is working extremely well.”

      “The hallucinogenic drink from the Amazon?”

      “Ever try it?”

      “No, but I have my demons.”

      Gregor laughed. “We all do. Some we live with. Some we have to expel. Once a month, I lead a group through an Ayahuasca ceremony in my home. Ayahuasca means ‘rope of the soul’ or ‘spirit vine.’ The euphoric, transformative process has allowed Gunner to visualize the fragments of his experiences, observe them in a non-threatening surreal space, and, in a way, by reassembling them, he has reassembled himself. It takes preparation.”

      “Like what?”

      “I recommend abstinence for a week, eating only organic foods, no red meat or anything too spicy that upsets digestion, meditation to welcome the plant and welcome what will come. Knowing one will peer into open wounds is as frightening as it is essential. One must prepare to receive it. Many experience death—a mystical death. It takes a healer to help someone work through such an experience.”

      “Tell me about the ritual. Who was there? What did you see?”

      ”It was Friday night. We only had three practitioners: Gunner, Val, and Jared. But Val changed her mind. Crystal normally assists me, but she was feeling ill, so Alizon filled in.”

      “Did anything unusual occur?”

      “Gunner had a bad trip. Val helped me watch over him. Alizon cared for Jared. When one is ready to see the hidden horror of our souls, they appear. Maybe six months ago, Jared offered to accompany Gunner on his first Ayahuasca ceremony with me. Jared sat with him the entire time, chanting to him, even holding him at one point, until Gunner fell into a gentle state of peace. That forged a bond between them. They’re best friends. Gunner’s purification is working. He stopped taking oxy that first day. I switched him over to herbal remedies. In the circle, I taught him incantations for healing and to take away his pain. Each month, Gunner seemed more at peace with himself and his life.”

      “Did Jared participate every month?”

      “Oh, heavens no. He came to Gunner’s first cleansing, and he came to his last one. I could see the pride flow between them.”

      “Can you explain Gunner’s trip? The smallest detail may help.”

      Gregor let out a heavy sigh. “In Gunner’s death trip, an anaconda encircled him and squeezed until he couldn’t breathe. He broke free of the anaconda. The anaconda is a symbol. It helps people see what they need to see and shows them what they need to do in life. Gunner broke free. He died and emerged reborn.” Gregor shook his head and let out a heavy sigh. “You should have seen Gunner before. By the time he had wandered into my store, purely by chance—which means the divine led him here—he had tried every other remedy—junk! Drugs and counseling. Talk, talk, talk.”

      Max and Crystal stepped into the room.

      “And Jared?” asked Joy. “Did he have enemies? Or demons?”

      “No enemies. But, like I said—we all have demons.” Gregor put a hand to his cheek.

      Crystal agreed. “That we do.”

      “Did you make remedies for members of the circle?” asked Joy.

      Gregor tensed. “Don’t you need a court order?”

      “Do we?” asked Max. “We’re trying to resolve your friend’s death, not pry.”

      Gregor reached for a book beneath the counter. “I’m a meticulous record keeper—to the gram.” He flipped open the book. “Jared placed a reorder for anxiety relief capsules. I usually make him an herbal tea concoction, like the one we just made for Gunner, but the capsules are easier to keep on hand when needed in a pinch. We had the Ayahuasca ceremony at Gunner’s apartment this time. I’m renovating a bathroom. It’s a mess! I knew I’d see Jared, so I brought his capsules along and gave them to Alizon.” Gregor flipped the page and read.

      Crystal added, “Yesterday morning, I dropped mugwort leaves off at Ruby and Jared’s house too.”

      Gregor added, “That’s in the book too. Drew makes a trance-enhancing tea for Alizon, Jared, Ruby, and himself before special ceremonies. Mugwort fosters dreams or a trance-like state. It opens the mind.”

      “What else is in his tea?” asked Joy.

      “The recipes vary. You’ll have to ask Drew. Could be black tea, sage, mint for flavor, honey, lemon. I believe Drew’s concoction mixes in a little absinthe.”

      Crystal interjected, “Alizon uses a flying ointment too.”

      “A what?” asked Max, confounded more by each strange term.

      Gregor explained, “A topical ointment, an olive oil infusion, usually, placed on the skin. Lucius Apuleius wrote of this practice in 160 AD; Francis Bacon and others later. In short, some plants with hallucinogenic properties are absorbed through the skin. Ruby doesn’t use them. She won’t work with entheogens.”

      Joy explained to Max, “Plants with psychoactive ingredients. Some of them quite deadly: salvia, nightshade, wolfbane.”

      “I won’t carry them in my shop,” said Gregor. “And I discourage anyone from employing them. Death is a nasty side effect.”

      “I think I’ll keep my feet on the ground, thank you,” said Max.

      “Here’s my card,” said Joy. “Thanks, Mr. Vulpe.”

      “Gregor, please.”

      Once out of the store, Max added. “I’m beginning to understand where the idea that witches could fly came from. Everyone was flying high all right.”

      Max and Joy slipped into the car.

      Joy grinned. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever tried any drugs, have you, Max.”

      “You presume wrong, but nothing more than pot cookies. My friend’s parents were out of town, and he whipped up a batch. He only told us they had pot in them after we ate the entire batch. We acted like idiots. We called out for large pizzas. I remember being totally engrossed with every delicious nook and cranny of that pizza. You’d swear there was a sign in the way the cheese melted. We wolfed them down and ordered one more. You?”

      Joy shook her head. “No, I was messed up enough on my own. Toxicological substances scared the crap out of me. I was too afraid I’d like them, find an easy out. I’ve heard of the Ayahuasca ceremony. It sounds like it helped Gunner deal with his demons. The frog toxin is scary—the skin is burned with a stick and the poison put over the burn spot to seep into the body. I saw a show where a woman’s face swelled up like a red balloon.”

      “Joy, for the record, you don’t need to slip into a hallucinogenic, drug-induced, puke-your-guts-out trance to live with your demons or purge them. You’ve got a brother, remember. Talk to me.”

      “Thanks, Max. That word ‘brother’ still sounds miraculous when you say it.”

      Max pulled onto the freeway. “Let’s head back to the office and transcribe the witness notes. We have class tonight.”

      Joy smiled. “Well, that’s my super-student! I should give you a cape with a giant S.”

      “Hey, I’m easy—just give me a giant A+ and we’re square.”

      “Earn it and you got it.”

      “Why, Dr. Burton—it’s amazing how fast the filial ties are there one minute and dissolve the next.”
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      Max found an aisle seat midway up the theater-styled rows in the Price-Wellsman Academy, an east-coast university specializing in sociology, psychology, forensics, police procedures, and criminology with satellites in several states, including California and Virginia. In Virginia, the school offered training-programs designed specifically for F.B.I. profilers.

      The semi-circular rows faced a stage, no more than a platform with a black lectern, and, beyond that, massive whiteboards covered the walls. The room had sound-proof beige walls and fluorescent lighting. Students, mostly law-enforcement students or officers, spilled in and found seats.

      Joy hovered in front, surrounded by students with questions or comments. But when seven o’clock struck, Joy excused herself, climbed one step to the stage, and stood before the lectern. “Tonight, we will discuss the crime of passion. That sounds so much better than cold-blooded murder. But they are the same. Taking a life is a violent act.”

      Joy crossed the stage to face a new part of the audience. “Most of us would say, ‘Not me! That would never be me!’ That is the rational side of our brain engaging. But tonight, we will delve into the emotional side. We’ll dissect what happens when passion—that can be anger, surprise, shock, jealousy—any number of emotions, blinds a person to the point he or she rashly and instantly lashes out and kills another. You know how I love statistics to whet your appetite, so let’s begin here.”

      Joy pushed a button and a screen lowered from the ceiling. With the push of another button, a bulleted list appeared on the screen. Joy read each item aloud:

      
        	Women are the key targets of crimes of passion; over 91% of women die at the hands of someone they know; in comparison, only 5% of men are killed by their domestic partners

        	Common motives: fear, jealousy, revenge, and rage

        	The plea of “temporary insanity” caused by “passion” stemmed from a case where a jealous husband shot his wife in the mid-1800s

        	Acceptable precursors to crimes of passion include mutual combat, adultery, and violent assault

        	So-called “honor” killings—the belief that a family member has the right to take the life of another family member—continue to occur in America each year. Most common causes: adultery, premarital sex, disobeying parents, personal insult. Advocacy groups are currently working to separate this category from crimes of passion, because most cases involve the murder of a woman

      

      

      Joy pushed a button and the image disappeared. “We’ve all heard the term mens rea—it means law enforcement needs to establish ‘malice aforethought’ or ‘harm before reason.’ The legal argument is that in the heat of an emotional moment, there is no forethought of ill-purpose. But rather, a knee-jerk murderous response. Emotion wipes out the ability to reason. And if proved, murder is reduced to the lesser charge of manslaughter. Why? We still have a dead body!”

      Joy crossed back to the center of the stage. “Some argue that the law acknowledges and accepts human weakness. But we’re done discussing the law. Instead, tonight we will discuss the mind and delve into how a seemingly normal human being suddenly transforms into a cold-blooded, malicious killer.”

      As Max took notes, he wondered about Mercy Summerfield. If she had arsenic in her system and had in some way brought shame to her family, then she was the victim of an honor killing. A slow, painful death.

      Was Mercy poisoned? By whom?

      Did Jaxon’s father have knowledge he did not to want escape from the grave?

      Or did he simply want his ancestor laid to rest once more?
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      The following morning after a cup of luscious, black, bitter coffee, Max called Valerie Valdez and arranged to meet. Valerie had errands to run, so she agreed to drop by the station.

      Max and Joy worked on inputting and discussing witness notes until Valerie arrived.

      Less than an hour passed before Kevin escorted Valerie across the squad room.

      Max jumped up and placed a chair between his desk and Joy’s.

      Valerie, twenty-seven, had light brown skin and full lips. Her thick brown hair swept across her forehead and curved along the side of her prominent cheekbones. Her penetrating hazel eyes glanced around the room. Despite the fact that she wore casual clothes—blue shorts, a striped blue-and-white shirt, and white sandals—the items coordinated in fashionable flair. “Great building! I love the architecture.” She took a seat.

      “It’s new,” remarked Joy.

      Max asked, “Valerie, what can you tell us about the others in the circle?”

      “I go by ‘Val’ if that’s okay.” Valerie folded her hands over her crossed knees. “Not much. I just moved here from northern California, San Jose. Watching someone…Jared…die in front of me has caused me to reconsider.”

      Joy asked, “What brought you here and to the circle?”

      Valerie rose a confident chin in the air. “The Celestial Moon Circle is listed on a website that lists various groups by city. I contacted Ruby Moon via email to let her know I was moving to the area. There was only one listing in Wine Valley.”

      Max chafed, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but somehow, I find that comforting.”

      Valerie threw up a hand to stifle a laugh. “I understand. I’m new at this too.”

      Joy asked, “What led you down this path?”

      Valerie’s expression fell flat. Air left her lungs as if something had pressed on her chest and expelled it. “My father passed away years ago, but my mother died a few months ago. Neither of them were particularly religious. I guess I felt lost. I suppose the Celestial Moon Circle seems weird to you folks, but paganism is as old as mankind—and womankind—the focus is on the elements, natural energies. I also liked the idea of duality and a balance of male and female—god and goddess.”

      Max asked, “Did you see Jared acting strangely during the ceremony?”

      Valerie laughed but caught herself. “I’m sorry, but we stood in a circle, calling down the moon, while Ruby is slipping into a trance, and her voice changes, and you want to know if I saw anything strange. Sure—plenty!”

      “That was my thought, too,” said Max.

      Valerie wrinkled her forehead. “You know, now that I think of it, Jared did seem kinda woozy. But I thought it was just that he was entering a trance too.”

      “Did you see who was near him?” asked Joy.

      Valerie shook her head. “We had our eyes closed and just had our hands out touching Jared or Ruby. A minute later, someone screamed. Then I screamed and dove out of the circle.”

      Joy asked, “You were at the Ayahuasca ceremony on Friday night?”

      Valerie nodded. She pursed her lips. “It was going to be my first. Jared and Gunner and I were supposed to take it. And Gregor and Alizon were our sitters.”

      “Sitters?” asked Max.

      Valerie explained. “If all goes well, you throw up. Someone needs to sit with you to make sure you don’t gag or die. Or to be there if it’s a bad trip.” She paused. “I chickened out. Gregor was so kind, Alizon too. They said I could assist them and observe. So I did.”

      “Not my cup of tea—pun intended,” said Max.

      “Me too,” said Valerie. “You know, while we waited for Alizon to show up, Gunner and Jared stepped outside onto Gunner’s patio. I thought I’d join them. They were laughing. I asked what was so funny, and Gunner said, ‘Life is funny.’ Jared mocked him and told me, ‘Gunner is in love.’ Gunner said, ‘I admit it. I am in love. I never thought it would happen again.’ I congratulated him. I caught Alizon out of the corner of my eye. She stood in the doorway. She called us in. Said everything was ready.”

      “What about Alizon and Drew?” Max tapped his pen against his notebook. “What can you tell us about them?”

      Valerie bit her lip. “Not much—first impressions. I’d just met them maybe a month ago. Ruby gave me some instruction, but it mostly came from Gregor. The Mabon celebration was my first time with the entire circle. Ruby is super sweet; Alizon likes to wear her crown—if you know what I mean—queen bee; Crystal can swing from nice one minute, and if she feels threatened, to mean the next. Out of them all, Gunner and I hit it off right away, but I got to know Jared too.”

      Max couldn’t put his finger on it, but Valerie seemed ill at ease. Her leg bobbed. But it wasn’t unusual either. Many people felt intimidated or anxious in a police station. Valerie’s voice and tone carried a confident air.

      Joy said, “Tell us about Jared.”

      Valerie hesitated. Her chin dropped. “He’s so handsome—you know—I thought he didn’t care about anyone but himself, but he did. He really did. He’s a decent man.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us?” Max realized his voice sounded desperate. They rarely had so many witnesses, yet no one saw what had happened.

      Valerie shook her head and dropped her eyes to the floor.

      “Thanks for coming in,” said Joy.

      Valerie rose to her feet. “I wish I could be more help.” She crossed the squad room and stepped through the doorway leading to the exit.

      Joy leaned back in her chair. “That was a waste of time. She barely knows any of them.”

      “She knows more than she’s telling us.” Max’s phone rang. “Hi, Angelo.” Max listened. “You got it. See you in a bit.” Max disconnected. “That was Angelo. He wants to see us pronto.”
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        * * *

      

      Max drove north on the freeway for a little over half an hour. The golden hills stretched out on either side, like lions basking in the sun. California’s coastal hills might be too small to impress inhabitants of other states who had bigger ranges to view, but Max saw the valley as golden walls of protection and the mountain tops as a ridgeline of defense. To the east lay the San Jacinto range, named after a black friar, Saint Hyacinth in English. A hop over the hills to the west led to the Pacific Ocean.

      Max turned off of the freeway, cruised down a main boulevard, and turned into the coroner’s forensic facility, a two-story building of beige stone with a dark bank of windows that ran the length of the building.

      Max and Joy walked toward the visitor’s entrance of olive-green. The building held an administrative wing, visitor’s check-in and waiting area, and offices for the medical examiners; a bio-hazard wing held the autopsy suite, corpse holding rooms, and laboratory suites.

      Before they even stepped inside, Max prepared himself for the assault on his nostrils: the stench of chemicals and death. He’d smelled the forensic suite again and again, just like people who worked in hospitals or at other jobs where strong smells cracked a whip on the senses day-after-day. But he had a hard time ignoring them. The whip cracked every time. He braced for it.

      Max and Joy found Angelo in an autopsy suite filled with stainless steel tables, jars of formalin, bone-cutting saws and dissection tools, vials with colored stoppers, scales, polished steel sinks, and a freezer that created a grisly workbench of sorts. The fluorescent fixtures hummed overhead.

      Angelo greeted them. His large gloved hands almost looked cartoonish jutting out of his white lab coat. “This has been a day of surprises. Come.” Angelo led them over to a body on a steel table covered by a blue sterile body sheet. Angelo peeled back the sheet.

      Max and Joy stared at Jared. Even in death, his model-like features and wavy, shoulder-length blond hair gave him presence.

      Joy noticed too. “That’s the best-looking dead man I’ve ever seen.”

      Angelo shot her a confused glance. “Hmmm. I hadn’t noticed. I guess I’m more focused on what’s under the hood. As suspected, the knife killed him. It penetrated his heart. I’m not happy with the angle of penetration, but not so unhappy, I can say it was foul play. He’s got a slew of broken ribs. It’s a mess in there. But I did find a puncture wound in the heart. That’s what killed him.”

      With gloved hands, Angelo held his finger at an angle. “From what was in your report, these people pointed the blade at their chest for some kind of ritual channeling. Like I said before, this blade rushed up under his rib cage. Either it was a freak accident or someone holding the knife set it just under the notch of his ribs and shoved upward, killing him instantly. If that’s the case, the killer was most likely shorter than Jared, because he’s six-foot-six, a tall man. The blade itself is worthless—too many prints to count. But it’s sharp on both sides, so to be blunt, the force necessary to thrust the blade upward would be easy for anyone.”

      “Drugs?” asked Max.

      “Too soon to know, but he’d taken a capsule of some kind. It was partially digested in his small intestine. The lab has it.”

      Joy mused, “Perhaps Gregor’s herbal anxiety capsules.”

      “Possible,” added Max.

      Angelo covered Jared’s face. “I saved the best for last.” He stepped over to another metal table and turned down the blue sheet. “Mercy Summerfield. I sent hair and nail samples to the lab. We have to wait on those, but I wanted to give her a thorough exam, so I used the portable ultrasound machine. Mercy Summerfield is pregnant. Maybe twelve or fourteen weeks. I extracted the baby’s DNA, but it’s not much help without a family comparison.”

      Max and Joy gasped at the same time. Max said it first,  “Belle knows a love story, more of a legend, about one of her relatives, Little Wolf, an Indian who worked for Mercy’s father. Mercy supposedly fell in love with him.”

      Angelo’s Italian nature came out. “Amore.” He glanced down at the dead girl. “Romeo and Juliet.”

      “Even worse,” said Joy. “Juliet and an unsuitable pauper from a different ethnic group, who worked for her tyrannical father.”

      “We need that tox screen ASAP,” reminded Max.

      Angelo promised, “I’ll call you as soon as I have it.”

      “We’ll bring Belle in. You can take a blood test, right?” asked Max.

      “That I can. We can match her DNA to the baby’s and see if they’re related.”

      Max and Joy left the building.

      As they hopped into Max’s car and buckled up, Max grew angry. “How could a father, mother, brother, or cook poison Mercy, watch her suffer in agony, and bury her, just because she fell in love—Joy, there’s nothing honorable about that! We have to stop calling this sort of thing an ‘honor’ killing—it’s murder—cold-blooded—despicable murder!” He turned the key in the ignition, and the engine fired up.

      “I couldn’t agree more. I’m with Jaxon on this one—we may not find out who, Max—but we will find out the truth. Did Mercy die of natural causes? Or was she poisoned?”

      “Call Belle. We’re getting her back to the lab. Now, if she can break away.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can I see her, Max?” Belle sat in a chair in the lab, while Rose, a middle-aged lab technician and phlebotomist withdrew vial after vial of blood from Belle’s arm. Rose wore a hair cover, gloves, blue booties, and a white lab coat.

      Max called Angelo on his cell phone. “Belle wants to see her.”

      “Bring her over,” said Angelo.

      The technician withdrew the needle and put a cotton ball and a band-aid in the crook of Belle’s arm. “Keep pressure on it.”

      “I know the drill,” said Belle.

      Max and Joy escorted Belle from the lab and to the autopsy suite. Angelo led her over to a stainless steel table covered with a blue body sheet.

      Belle stood beside the table, peering down and anxiously awaiting the big reveal.

      Angelo warned her. “She’s pretty desiccated. Although, I have to say, she’s probably better preserved if she had been poisoned. Odd fact about arsenic.”

      Belle gave Angelo a gentle nod. “If she was Little Wolf’s love and his child’s mother, I want to see her. She’s my family.”

      “You can’t touch her,” Angelo reminded as he lifted the sheet.

      Belle stared at Mercy’s taut skin pulled tight over her facial bones, her scrawny delicate neck, and her long, faded hair. “I think she’s smiling. At all of us. Because we know she’s someone’s mama.” Belle, rarely emotional, cleared her throat. Her eyes welled, but she refused to turn away and refused to let a tear drop.

      Max put a gentle arm around Belle’s shoulders. “We’ll find out what happened to her.”

      Belle smiled up at Max. Her fierce brown eyes met his soft blue ones. “Her spirit won’t rest until we do.” Belle’s eyes dropped back to the corpse. “Her spirit speaks. I hear you, Mercy.”

      Joy added, “We all hear her, Belle.”

      Angelo concurred. “That we do.”

      Belle nodded, and Angelo pulled the sheet up over Mercy’s face.

      On the drive back to town, Belle stared out the window. “I owe Jaxon Summerfield a lifetime supply of hamburgers.”

      Joy cautioned her, “We don’t have the answers yet.”

      Belle let out a sigh of acknowledgement. “Time will tell. The baby might not be any kin of mine. But Mercy’s spirit is free—so is her baby’s. That secret can’t be stuffed back in her grave.”
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        * * *

      

      Max and Joy could not refuse Belle’s offer of a free lunch, not because it was free, but because Belle needed them to stay. She needed to cook for others and maintain her routine.

      For the first time Max could remember, she got their orders wrong. Max had ordered a Rustler Burger, two patties of beef, but she brought him the Bronco Bacon burger, which he did eat pretty often. Joy ordered the Sissy Burger, a meat patty with no bun and a side salad, but she got her usual fruit and nut salad instead. They ate and didn’t complain.

      “Let’s see what we can find on the Summerfield family,” suggested Joy.

      Max bit into his burger, relishing Belle’s homemade barbecue sauce with just the right amount of sweet and kick—the perfect companion to bacon cooked just right, crunchy but not over-cooked.

      Max swallowed and washed down his burger with iced tea. He hated to admit that Joy was right about his sugar habit—donuts, ice cream shakes, root beer floats, and colas. He’d made a concerted effort to make healthier choices, but as he belted back his tea, he eyed the sugar packets with longing. “I’ll call our librarian friend. Maybe she knows where to start.” Max and Joy had met Sophia on another case.

      “Ah, Sophia. Good idea. I’ll see what I can find online too.”

      As they waited for their check, Max called the Wine Valley Library. “Can I speak to Sophia Hansen? This is Detective Max King of the Wine Valley P.D.”

      Sophia picked up the phone. “Detective King? Is everything all right?”

      “I’m in need of a knowledgeable librarian. You probably heard about the opening of Mercy Summerfield’s tomb. I need to know the history of her family. Where would I start?”

      “I owe you one for your discretion. Leave it with me. When do you need it by?”

      “I’ll take it as fast as you can get it to me,” said Max.

      “I have a friend who knows a lot about the family. Local history buff. Let me see what he knows.”

      “Thanks. Call me when you have something.”

      “I will.”

      Joy put cash on the tray to pay for her meal. “Next on the list?”

      Max added his cash to the tray. “The queen bee and her drones.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Max enjoyed the drive to the creek, a sparsely populated, wild region south of Vinoville. Goldrush Creek—an offshoot of a river that ran southwest from Riverside and through Wine Valley—veered west and eventually spilled into the vast Pacific Ocean.

      On the way to Ruby’s house, Joy commented, “Ironic that Moon is really their last name—Alizon’s and Ruby’s, at least.”

      “I know. I thought it might be a kind of stage name, a pseudonym.”

      “These people live an in-the-circle kind of life, so I’m thinking it’s better to split them up for the cognitive interviews, but let’s see what they can tell us together, and then let’s split them up.”

      “Dibs on Drew.” Max drove past the equestrian center on the left, a sign they would soon leave the city behind them.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to piss off a witchy woman. Or two.”

      “Superstitious?”

      “A little. Hexes. Curses. Spells. Dark magic. Light magic. Flying ointment. Poison frogs. Drew seems like the mild-mannered one of the bunch. ‘Hell hath no fury,’ as they say.”

      “They do say that. ‘Like a woman scorned.’ Okay. I’ll take Alizon first and Ruby second. But you do know what they say about the quiet ones, right? He might be the killer.”

      “If you can’t find me later, but you come across a hideous toad, take it home.”

      Max parked in front of a quaint home, surrounded by spruce, oak, and other native trees, tall grasses, chaparral, and wild shrubs. A small garden grew along the side of the house. Rippling water and chirping birds created a peaceful, natural song.

      Max knocked on the door of the single-story modest home painted pale green and trimmed in white. A small white car sat in front. It had a green logo with a vine and green leaves that read, “Over the Moon, Holistic Healing.” A second car, a silver SUV, had vanity plates that read “QUEENBE.”

      Drew swung open the door. “Detectives, please come in.”

      Max and Joy stepped into a tranquil indoor garden—pastel green walls, forest green carpet, and furniture with green and white fabric, alive with tropical vines and leaves. Woven baskets contained large and small living plants, bringing the outside in. Soothing scents filled the air.

      Ruby and Alizon prepared concoctions in the kitchen. Small bottles with toppers lined the white tile counter. They both stopped upon seeing Max and Joy.

      Drew pointed to the two armchairs. Max sat in one.

      Joy sat in the other. “How are you, Ruby?”

      Ruby wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. “Not at all well.” She untied her apron, set it on the counter, stepped into the living room, and sat beside her father on the sofa. “I lost my best friend in the world.” Upon saying it, her eyes welled up. Alizon, taking a seat beside her, handed Ruby a kitchen towel still clutched in her hand.

      Ruby wiped a falling tear. Her puffy red eyes showed she’d cried heavily and steadily. Max surmised that Alizon had attemped to keep her busy in the kitchen as a distraction. Ruby pushed back her unkept dark tresses. She wore no makeup. Her eyes barely held focus. She’d most likely not been sleeping well.

      Joy commented, “Valerie mentioned that Jared seemed woozy during the ceremony. Did any of you notice that?”

      Alizon jumped in first. “We all probably looked woozy chanting and dancing.” Alizon wore a tie-dyed black-and-white tank dress reminiscent of a spiderweb pattern. It dipped low enough in front to show her cleavage. Silver pentagrams hung from her ears. A large silver ring with a black stone carved with a scorpion added to her pagan attire. Her short-cropped hair feathered in various directions, giving her a stereotypical visage of a modern-day witch. She sported her paganism with pride.

      Keep your mind open, Max. He needed to take it in, every word. Only then could he figure out what had happened to Jared. This case challenged his ability to do that, which was the other reason he’d selected Drew, presupposing that at least they had their maleness in common.

      Drew, wearing casual slacks and a tan cotton shirt, shook his head. “I was focused on Ruby, on channeling energy to her trance.”

      Every time he heard words like “channeling” and “trance,” Max had to work hard to swallow them. His natural instincts of revulsion erupted. To solve crimes, he had to understand the victim and the witnesses. He could not afford to discount their testimony due to his own prejudices. He glanced at Joy, who seemed to take it all in easily, but then she’d delved into the dark early in life, given her fascination for studying small dead critters and selecting the best specimens for her shoebox of horrors.

      Ruby sighed. “And I had my eyes closed with my full focus on calling down the moon.”

      Joy prodded, “Gregor mentioned that he sold Jared an anxiety remedy. He dropped it off at the Ayahuasca ceremony.”

      Drew nodded. “Just herbs. All natural.”

      Alizon confirmed, “I brought it home when I brought Jared home.”

      Ruby added, “I usually make him a tea, but business has been busy now that we sell items on the internet. So we buy from Gregor too—he gives us a discount as we cross-promote our businesses. Jared took an herbal sleeping aid too, which he also bought from Gregor, or he drinks an herbal tea I make for him.”

      Joy inquired, “You’re a holistic healer?”

      Ruby nodded. “Clients come here or I go to their home.” Ruby pulled her long dark tresses over one shoulder and played with the curly tips. She wore a sleeveless, white jersey dress.

      “Was Jared upset recently?” asked Max.

      Ruby paused as if contemplating the question before answering. She folded her arms over her chest. “Jared was happy. Happier than in a while.”

      “Are there any tensions in the circle?” asked Joy.

      Without hesitation, Alizon waved a hand and rolled her eyes. “Crystal was a problem. She practically threw herself at Jared, but he rebuffed her. Then she threw herself at Gunner, but he rebuffed her too. I’m a fool. I gave the girl a chance! Two other covens kicked her out.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Mother, Crystal flirts. It doesn’t mean she wanted in Jared’s pants—or in Gunner’s. She knew what Gunner was going through.”

      Alizon focused her response on Max and Joy. “She uses dark magic, calls to Hecate, goddess of the night and witchcraft. And to Hades, the Greek god of the underworld. No balance—all dark gods. I saw her performing a binding love spell. I spoke to her about it.”

      “For whom?” asked Drew.

      “She wouldn’t tell me,” said Alizon. “But I thought it might have been for Gunner.”

      Max interjected, “I’m sorry. What is that? A binding spell?”

      Ruby answered, “A binding spell is where a practitioner uses an incantation to force another person to love him or her. A non-binding spell is one that casts love and possibility out there and attempts to draw love in, but it does not interfere with free-will. Most practitioners consider binding spells as part of the dark arts—morally wrong.”

      Alizon added, “You should look into Crystal. She has history. She was asked to leave two other circles. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Joy asked, “But why would she hurt Jared?”

      Drew hesitated to add information. “She confided to Gregor that she liked him. Jared is nice to everyone. Crystal took it the wrong way.”

      Joy leaned forward. “Was anyone else in the circle upset with Jared?”

      Ruby just stared blankly and shook her head.

      Max could see that Jared’s death had left her dazed and confused. One look at her face, and he knew Jared’s death replayed over and over in her mind, just as his father’s death still played in his, and Sam Burton’s death still played in Joy’s.

      Drew chimed in, “Yesterday morning, when Alizon, Ruby, and I came back from our nature walk, Crystal drove away—she’d dropped off herbs for me. We waved to her. Minutes later, Val stormed out the door, hopped into her car, and sped off. She looked upset. She didn’t see us.”

      Alizon added, “I forgot about that!”

      Ruby raised her head. Her voice had a firm edge. “I asked Jared about it. Val was upset that she hadn’t gone through with the Ayahuasca ceremony. Jared assured her that no one cared. That’s all!”

      Max cast a doubtful eye at Joy, who dropped her chin the slightest degree to concur—Ruby was lying or hiding something.

      Joy shifted the conversation. “What are you making in the kitchen?”

      Ruby beamed. “Holistic remedies for my patients—essential oils, teas, and ointments. Inhaling lavender oil or rosemary oil, diluted, can relieve pain, even migraines. Rubbing a peppermint oil solution on the joints helps arthritis. Jared encouraged me to start the business. He came up with the name: Over the Moon.”

      Alizon balked, “Gregor isn’t thrilled—it competes with his business. We’d both grown up in the same commune in Virginia. He followed us out to California.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “My business does not hurt Gregor’s, mother! There are plenty of customers. I mostly make remedies for my patients, and Gregor and I have a different clientele on the internet. I only make a few products.”

      Drew’s voice took on a concerned tone. “This is probably nothing, but Gregor has feelings for Alizon.”

      “Drew!” said Alizon. “That was ages ago. We were teenagers. It was before I met you!”

      “He followed us to California. Stayed in your circle until he moved to Ruby’s. And you promised to make him high priest but you never did.”

      Alizon rolled her eyes. “He knows how it works. He was never chosen. Ruby met Jared. A couple makes a strong force.”

      Ruby shook it off. “I agree with mother here. Gregor has been a positive force in my circle.”

      “And in mine,” said Alison, “before he joined yours.”

      Drew shifted the conversation. “Ruby has studied herbs and natural remedies since she was five.”

      Joy reached out to engage Ruby. “Gregor mentioned that you don’t use plants with hallucinogenic, hypnotic, or psychedelic chemicals that alter consciousness.”

      Ruby’s face changed. She engaged, almost happy to have a topic that pulled her away from thinking about Jared. “That branch of the craft is called the Poison Path for a very good reason. Entheogenic practitioners use plants to produce a trance or to experience a mental or astral projection; others use them to shape-shift or for prophesy; others to heighten passions. Death-walker or shadow-walker practitioners attempt to reach the edge between life and death, to cross the barrier, learn, and return. They don’t always return.”

      “So, in short, they get high.” Max jotted a note.

      Alizon waved a hand in the air in negation. “Not really. These practitioners are not interested in ‘recreational’ experiences—in getting high for the buzz. They are devoted to reaching beyond our mortal bodies to other realms and gaining spiritual knowledge. It’s a quest to gain wisdom, not to escape from reality.”

      Max nodded as if he had gleaned some new insight, but his brain screamed, “It’s getting high!” He reminded himself to take it in and stay open-minded, but his brain revolted.

      “I’m an herbal practitioner,” defended Ruby. “I do not use any baneful herbs. My focus is on health, wellness, and spiritual well-being. On channeling healing energy.”

      Joy cocked her head. “But you entered a trance?”

      “Naturally,” said Ruby. “Well, and with a little mugwort and absinthe.”

      Max asked, “Drew, is that the tea that the four of you drank before the ceremony?”

      Drew show enthusiasm for having this knowledge. “Yes. I steep mugwort leaves in hot water and add honey and lemon juice. It’s a gentle aid for Alizon’s or Ruby’s trance state—mugwort is a lunar herb. But mild. It can be bitter, so I add honey and absinthe to make it more palatable. And, of course, there’s an incantation to go with the preparation.”

      Alizon’s voice rose sharply. “Mugwort would not make Jared or anyone else woozy, though.”

      Max suggested, “If you don’t mind, we’d like to ask each of you a few questions in private. A cognitive interview helps you to remember any details that might seem inconsequential but could be vital. Drew, I’ll interview you, and Dr. Burton will interview the ladies.”

      Drew suggested, “Why don’t we take a walk? It’s a nice day. There’s a path beside the creek.”

      Max rose to his feet. “I’d like that. The creek is one of my favorite places.”

      Joy said, “I’ll start with you, Ruby.”

      Alizon patted Ruby’s hand. “Stay here. I’ll go out back and sit by the creek. Fetch me when you’re ready, Dr. Burton.”
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      Drew led Max past the garden and edged toward the creek, soon entering the dirt path that ran beside the rippling water.

      Max had walked the creek many times with his father or friends or witnesses who had snatched a plot of land beside the rushing stream. But each time he saw a new piece of it, his heart leaped with peace and pride for his valley and his senses sharpened to take in the earthy scents and the wild growth. “What does Ruby grow in her garden?”

      “Herbs for cooking and plants for her herbal remedies. She’s getting so busy, she’s having to buy some items in bulk, though.”

      “It’s good that she has something to keep her busy right now.” Max enjoyed the smell of the sycamores and cedars and grasses.

      “She’s not busy enough. She mopes and cries. I’ve never seen two people closer than her and Jared. They really were best friends.”

      Max decided to take Joy’s tack and start with a personal question to get Drew talking. “How did you meet Alizon? If you don’t mind my saying, you look like opposites.”

      Drew laughed. “I could say the same for you and your partner.”

      “And you’d be right!”

      “I was twenty-four and had just graduated from Georgetown University with a degree in political science. My parents lived in Richmond. I decided to take my time getting home—like a month. I was headed to Lake Anna, taking backroads, enjoying the country. I stopped for gas and popped into this country store to buy some snacks. And there she was. Alizon was eighteen, long dark hair, no makeup, a cotton flowered dress—but she didn’t walk; she danced, she twirled and laughed. I was captivated. She asked where I was going, and I told her Lake Anna. She said she’d never been there and asked me for a ride. I asked about her parents. She told me she’d been born at Paradise Peace Farm, a commune not far away, and that her parents would be ‘cool’ with it.”

      “Were you cool with it?”

      “Sure, it was the seventies. I figured we’d spend some time together, have some fun, and we’d go our separate ways. I had a girlfriend in Richmond. I was going to pop the question. She was a sorority girl, belonged to the right kind of circles—parent-approved. I figured I’d have my last fling. Sow the wild oats. I drove Alizon by the farm, and her parents assured me it was okay with them. Besides, she was eighteen. Alizon grabbed a bag and we took off. Whenever we could find a secluded spot of the lake, she thought nothing of stripping down and splashing around and, let’s just say, frolicking. I’d worked hard all of my life, studied, buckled down. She was the opposite. I’d never felt so free.”

      “And your parents?” Max and Drew walked single file where the path narrowed as they squeezed past an old oak tree with a massive trunk.

      “They hit the roof. They thought I’d lost my mind. I broke up with the sorority girl, moved out of my parents’ home, and Alizon moved in with me. A few weeks later, we discovered she was pregnant. I married her. She’d already joined a circle in the commune. That’s where she met Gregor. They grew up together.”

      “Were they lovers?”

      “Yes, but Alizon said it was part of commune life to ‘commune,’ so she didn’t think of it seriously.”

      “Did Gregor?”

      “He did. And my parents became increasingly intolerant of our lifestyle, so we packed up. Alizon had always wanted to see California. So we drove west. Gregor followed us, trying to win Alizon back. But once Ruby was born, he knew the score. My parents adore Ruby. It took decades to mend the fence. They hate the idea that I’m part of this mystical path, but now we just avoid the topic at Thanksgiving.”

      Max appreciated how the sun filtered through the trees, affording them shade. A gentle breeze eased the walk too. “What do you do for a living?”

      Drew hesitated. “Initially, I worked as a book editor, but I started writing thriller novels. Spies and espionage. I’ve done that full time for years now.”

      Max laughed. “Well, that uses your poly sci degree.”

      “Sort of, but I can work from anywhere too, so we visit Ruby a lot. We live in San Diego.”

      “Was it your idea not to live in Alizon’s commune?”

      Drew laughed even louder. “You would think so, but no. Alizon found the place constricting. Go figure! Forty-hour work weeks, credits for hours instead of pay. Everyone received a small stipend, but the communal pool meant no one could generate wealth. Open doors left little privacy. And the communal exchange of love, Alizon thought, diminished any opportunity for a close, intimate bond. Her commune welcomed diverse religions, but she’d grown tired of that life just like I’d grown tired of a mundane life and job. We matched—in a weird way.”

      “I guess there really is no such thing as a utopia.”

      “Many have tried.”

      Max shifted gears to see what Drew could remember. “Walk me through the ceremony, Drew. Leave nothing out.”

      “Sure, but I don’t think there’s anything new to tell. Why don’t we turn around too?” Drew spun around and began the walk back.

      Max wondered if he had retreated because the conversation pointed back to the night of Jared’s death or if he simply figured the conversation soon came to an end.

      “I prepared the circle. Alizon, Jared, and Ruby set the altar. I always make the mugwort tea that we drink just before the ceremony. There’s a ritual that goes along with making it. You know, like making the tea pure.”

      “You passed out the tea?”

      “I handed out the cups. I poured the tea from the thermos. I said a couple of words, and we drank it. During the ceremony, I stood to Jared’s left, between him and Crystal. Jared seemed fine. He called the last corner, set the athame on the altar. We all chanted for a time, moved about. Some picked up the athame and held it to their chests. We surrounded Ruby and Jared. Ruby entered a trance. I didn’t see anything wrong. This has to be an accident. Jared must have been using the athame to channel energy and then the obelisk fell. I’m sure it was an accident.”

      “I hope you’re right.”
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      Joy interviewed Ruby. She tried to set Ruby at ease. “Where did you meet Jared?”

      “He moved here from northern California. I was working on my own as a freelance holistic practitioner. I had posted notices at Gregor’s shop. Jared saw an ad and called me. He was my patient. We learned all about each other. And he joined the circle as high priest. I miss him so much!”

      Ruby’s voice wavered. Before she could break into tears, Joy thrust the next question at her. “And you married?”

      “No. I called Jared my consort, like my parents. They didn’t marry either, much to my grandparents’—on Dad’s side—displeasure. My mother grew up in a commune, so her parents never married either.”

      “Wow, that’s unusual. The commune, I mean.”

      “I guess.”

      Joy could see that Ruby would be a hard nut to crack. She gave minimalistic answers with general information. “Have you always been in the circle?”

      Ruby’s brows frowned. “With my mother? Of course. I grew up in the circle. I thought that was how every family lived. I’d thought of leaving until Jared came along. We grew together in ways most can’t imagine.”

      “And now what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What specifics do you remember of Jared the night of the ceremony?” Joy hoped that by throwing in “specifics,” she’d get better information.

      “Jared was happy. He kissed me on the forehead. That’s the last kiss I’ll ever have from him. We both wanted so much out of Mabon this year.”

      “Why?”

      Ruby hesitated. “It’s a time of change. We sought renewal, expansion. We drank the tea. Val, Crystal, Gregor, and Gunner arrived. I could hear them chatter—happy chatter—as they traipsed through the hedge. I remember looking at Jared and thinking what a glorious night it would be.” Ruby’s voice cracked again.

      Joy prodded her. “Good. Keep going.”

      “We…we took our places in the circle, called the corners, chanted incantations, and I entered a trance. I didn’t hear the crack. I only heard a scream. I looked up. The obelisk fell toward me. I jumped to the side and shouted Jared’s name, but he fell forward.” Ruby closed her eyes. She threw the towel to her eyes.

      Joy had to draw her back from that moment. “Tell me about your trance.”

      Ruby took a moment to calm herself. She wiped away falling tears. “Maybe because I wanted more—Jared and I wanted more—it came so easily. I felt overwhelming energy. White. I had a vision of babies dying in the womb. I felt their deaths. I felt their pain. It sucked the air from my lungs. I don’t really remember what I said, and then a scream. That awful scream! I can’t get it out of my head. I should have grabbed Jared.”

      “You had no time, Ruby. It’s easy to think of what we should have done once a crisis is over.”

      Ruby didn’t respond. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Joy touched Ruby’s forearm then pulled it away. She had to keep a professional distance, but she also didn’t want her to suffer. “My father was an F.B.I. profiler, but he quit when he adopted me, and he became a policeman, a detective. I was the hostage negotiator in a situation where my father was the hostage—he’d given himself up so that a criminal would release a mother and her two children. The perp let him go. I’ve always called my father Sam—but that day, I’d transformed. I was going to call him ‘Dad.’ As he walked toward me, a sniper from behind shot and killed him. He died before I could even catch him in my arms. I can’t get the image out of my head either. And I asked, ‘What should I have done?’”

      Ruby reached over and took Joy’s hand, which made Joy uncomfortable, but she said nothing, hoping for a detail she could use.

      Ruby closed her eyes. Her lips moved. She opened them again and let go of Joy’s hand. “You will heal and surpass the pain. I will too.”

      Joy knew she’d get nothing more. “Ruby,” asked Joy. “Didn’t you know the obelisk was unsafe? I hear the groundskeeper, Bear, had chased you off before.”

      Ruby could not look Joy in the eyes. Her head bowed in shame, laden with guilt. “Obviously, if we thought the headstone would topple, we would never have set up our circle before it. But we use wands and the athame—the obelisk too—to channel the universe’s energies. Bear knows we use the cemetery. He looks the other way, and so do we.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We caught him digging beside a gravestone.”

      “What for?”

      “I don’t know, but he had a cardboard box with a dead snake in it.”

      “We’ll look into it. Can you send your mother in to see me?”

      “Of course. I’ll stay outside. I love watching the creek and the birds. I talk to the trees and grasses.” Ruby glided out and Alizon glided in.

      Joy could not help but to see how a lifetime of Alizon’s and Drew’s influence had molded Ruby into a holistic healer and high priestess.

      Joy’s mind raced over the lifetime she’d spent with Sam. Why had she felt like she didn’t belonged to him? Now that she and Max had grown so close, she could not imagine ever feeling as alone and isolated as she had back then. The irony is that she’d formed a new connection to Steele, and Max remained the loner. Before she could ponder more, Alizon entered the room.

      Alizon walked across the room with an affable, free-wheeling gait, yet there was a haughtiness about her. Joy could see that she liked to lead, to wear her crown. Her hickory-brown hair feathered around her face, accentuating her hickory-brown eyes, which seemed to bore into Joy’s eyes like she was trying to read a crystal ball.

      Alizon sat beside Joy. She kept her chin down and her eyes up, like one animal reading the intent of the other. She had a slim nose and full lips. Joy could imagine her former beauty, but she didn’t have to imagine the power she wielded in her circle. Alizon exuded it from every pore. Confidence. Drive.

      “Were you born into the circle, like Ruby?”

      Alizon laughed in a harmonic tone free of inhibition or restraint. “I was born in a commune. What does that tell you? I grew up with freedoms most people only dream about. Our commune welcomed all religions. A pagan couple moved to the farm. They explained about the god and goddess. They taught me, and when I participated in ceremonies, I felt transported. Alive. Blessed Be.”

      “And Drew?”

      Again Alizon laughed.  “Political science degree from Georgetown. The universe put us together. In a country store near the farm where I lived. I’d walked over to buy chewing gun, and there he was, wearing a collared shirt and slacks and with his hair neatly trimmed—back when he had hair. I jumped at the chance to be with him. To try a new experience. But we fell in love. I became pregnant with Ruby. We moved to California, and here we are.”

      “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary at the ceremony?”

      “Not at all. Drew poured us a drink of tea—it’s our habit before a ceremony. Jared was on my left and Gregor on my right. We called the corners. Ruby invoked the spirits. We chanted and danced. I picked up the athame and danced with it, then passed it to Val. Jared returned to his place before the obelisk. Ruby stood before him. We gathered on each side of them in a small circle. We reached out and put our hands on them. Ruby told us to close our eyes.”

      “Ruby asked?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “Not really, but not unheard of either.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I heard a crack. I opened my eyes. The obelisk tilted. I screamed, and everyone jumped out of the way, except Jared. You know, Val glared at Jared constantly at the Ayahuasca ceremony. At first, I thought she was keeping an eye on me. And come to think of it, she paid unusual attention to him at the Mabon ceremony too.”

      “That might help. Anything else?”

      “No, but like I said. You should take a closer look at Crystal.”

      “We will. I appreciate your candor.” Joy said the word as a mental test—by using the world “candor,” she hoped Alizon would produce better details. “You don’t think Gregor would kill Jared to become high priest?”

      “I don’t think so, but we never really know people, do we? I mean, he was in love with me. He was one of my partners in the commune. Nothing serious. I fell in love with Drew. But Gregor followed us to California. He tried to win me back. I heard he even tried a binding spell. But he’s been in the circle for ages—first in mine, and when Ruby started her first circle, he jumped at the chance. It’s water under the bridge. Gregor and I are just friends now. Pagans are open.”

      Joy ripped her assertion to shreds to goad her. “I’m not sure that’s true! You hide your celebrations.”

      Alizon became defensive and raised her voice. “We only hide from the wrath and condemnation of others. But I don’t care who knows I’m a pagan queen. It’s on my license plate, although most will misconstrue it as arrogance. And I’m fine with that. They’re right.” Alizon paused. “Dr. Burton, you have a strong aura. Dark and light. There’s a war within you. But you’re powerful. Naturally so. Be careful how you use it.”

      Joy was momentarily taken aback by Alizon’s prophetic reading. Then she realized Alizon had indeed read her. Like a gypsy fortuneteller, she knew exactly what to say to make her words seem magical and prophetic. “You have an equally strong aura. Dark and light, I would also wager. But then—a prophecy that good and evil exists in all of us is not really a prophecy. More of a sure bet.”

      Alizon narrowed her eyes. “We shall see.”
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      Max and Joy returned to the station. They crossed the squad room and fell into their seats.

      Joy searched the arrest database. “Max, Alizon was right about Crystal. She stalked a boy in Ojai and keyed his car. After paying for the damages and promising to leave town, the boy, Mike, dropped the charges.”

      Max asked, “What about her time in L.A.?”

      “Worse, not better. She stalked another young man. The report says she left a ‘poppet’ stuffed with herbs on his doorstep, followed by dead rats, followed by a brick heaved through his window. When she agreed to move, he dropped the charges.”

      Max called the Ojai boy; Joy called the Los Angeles one. They traded notes.

      “Whew!” Max leaned back in his chair. “He called Crystal—real name Chris—a nutcase. She confessed her love to him, and when he rejected her, his life became a nightmare. Crystal stalked him. She’d leave tied bundles of ‘Venus’ herbs on his car or on his doorstep. She’d sit in her car outside his house chanting every evening. One night, his girlfriend, a member of the same circle, stepped outside and confronted Crystal, threatened her, and chased her off. The next morning, a pentagram was scratched into his car door and windshield. Crystal’s mother, an attorney, offered to pay for the repairs and to compensate him for anguish if he dropped the charges. He agreed, if Crystal would move far, far away.”

      “Crystal escalated in Los Angeles,” said Joy. “She went after David, a member of her new circle. He also rebuffed her—nicely at first and forcefully when that failed. He, too, found gifts—herbal sachets or a doll tied with a red ribbon on his doorstep, and when he had had enough and called Crystal a ‘black spirit,’ the gifts became dead rats and a brick thrown through his window. He said she even cast a death spell on him. Again, Crystal’s mother paid for damages and convinced her daughter to move away.”

      “Let’s pay Crystal another visit,” said Max, already dialing Crystal’s cell number.

      “Hello?” Crystal answered.

      “Crystal, this is Detective Max King. Can we stop by the store to see you?”

      “I’m out making deliveries. I’ll come your way,” suggested Crystal.

      Max gave her the address of the station.

      A half hour later, Crystal sat in a chair halfway between Max’s and Joy’s desks.

      Joy began, “Crystal, we need to be blunt. You have a history of violent acts toward boys you professed to love, both in Ojai and Los Angeles.”

      Crystal wore a long red dress that scooped low in front to show her cleavage. She had her blond hair pulled up into a poof atop her head and let some scraggly ends hang down beside her face. She wore dark eye shadow, thick black liner, and red lipstick. She had a beautiful face but her makeup gave her a hard edge. She picked at her cuticles. “I’m not proud of that. No one pressed charges.”

      Max swiveled in his chair. “Your mother bought them off. Crystal, did you love Jared?”

      Crystal rolled her eyes. “Yes. I won’t lie. He was totally handsome and super nice. I’d flirt with him, and he’d put his arm around my shoulder or my waist and give me a hug. He even kissed me on the head once, same as Ruby.”

      “That could be friendship too,” said Joy.

      Crystal kept her eyes down at her hands. Her voice sounded like a child’s. “I know. Jared told me that he loved Ruby. He was super nice about it. I stopped putting spells on him.”

      “You did a binding spell?” asked Joy.

      Crystal bobbed her chin. “That was before. But I removed it.”

      “And what about Gunner?” asked Max.

      Crystal became defensive. “Yes! He’s totally cute. He’s a mess and so am I. I figured we’d be perfect together.”

      “You bound him too?” asked Max.

      “Yes.” Crystal sighed. She picked at her cuticles. “But I removed that spell too! Alizon saw me casting it. She told Gregor. He pulled me aside and hugged me. He gave me a job. He let me try an Ayahuasca ceremony for free, saying I had to rid myself of my demons. Start over. He said that’s how he rid himself of his love for Alizon. He had followed her to California. He’d tried binding spells. He said Ayahuasca helped him to let go of her and his life in the commune. It helped him see he’d be a great healer, and he is.”

      Joy leaned closer to Crystal and lowered her voice. “Before Ayahuasca, did you ever seek therapy?”

      Crystal’s tone changed. Her anger flared. “Since I was five! What kind of a mother puts her five-year-old in therapy?”

      “This is just a guess,” said Max. “But one worried about anger issues?”

      Crystal glared. “My mother gave me anger issues! She’s a successful attorney. Mergers and acquisitions. Also beautiful—blond, tall, and vivacious. Everything her daughter is not! She chased my father away. He wanted nothing to do with either of us! And she stuck me in therapy for one reason—so she could tell her fancy friends that her daughter suffered from anxiety and depression. She told people that was why I ate. She did this so her clients and friends excused me for not being like her. And—even sweeter—Mother gained a sympathetic ear.”

      “You rebelled?” asked Joy.

      “I crumbled. Then I became everything I knew my mother would hate. The more weight I gained, the more miserable I made her. She nagged me constantly.”

      Crystal’s brows furrowed in an expression born of long-standing, deep-seated, unflinching pain. She picked her cuticle, and her index finger bled. “I started to practice the craft to try to regain some power over my life. To force my mother to love me as I am. The first binding love spell I ever tried was on her.”

      Max leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m sorry, Crystal. That sounds miserable.”

      Joy added, “You were psychologically abandoned.  But you’ve lashed out at yourself and others.”

      Crystal gazed at Joy. She interlocked her fingers. “That’s how my therapist explained it.” Her voice strained. “When I joined the first circle in Ojai, everyone seemed so loving, but they ignored me too. The guys were as bad as the girls. That’s when I saw the fourth moon, and I began to study the black arts. The high priestess asked me to leave the circle. Same thing happened in Los Angeles.”

      Max confronted her. “That’s not entirely accurate. You stalked a boy in Ojai. You keyed his car and windshield. Your mother fixed the problem.”

      Crystal closed her eyes for a moment. She squeaked out a barely audible “Yes.”

      “And you escalated in Los Angeles,” pushed Joy.

      Crystal nodded. She avoided Max and spoke to Joy. “I’ve spent my life hating myself, punishing myself for not being good enough for my mother. Punishing myself for being unworthy of love!”

      Max dove in. Time to press. “From Ojai to Los Angeles, your rage grew. Maybe enough to plunge a knife into Jared’s chest when he rebuffed you. You killed him like you wish you could kill your mother?”

      “No! You’re wrong.” Crystal’s eyes filled with fear and anger. “I did try to kill once—myself! The doctor gave me an anti-depressant, Prozac. When I first came here, I sat at my kitchen table and poured myself a glass of wine. I poured out the green and red pills, and I stared at them. I sipped the wine. But I couldn’t do it. I realized that if I did it—my mother won! It was what she wanted. For me to disappear. That day changed my life.”

      Joy pressed her. “Crystal, people don’t just change. Your rage could not have simply disappeared. Problem solved. Let’s move on.”

      Crystal’s scared, child-like blue eyes roamed between Joy and Max. “I know. I have a long way to go. But I’ve started down the path. A white path. I’m finally not wearing black—mourning my own death. Gregor knows what it’s like to obsess. He didn’t just give me a job. He’s helping me take my life back. I confronted my mother in the Ayahuasca ceremony. When I came out of it, I felt like I had purged her—every snide remark, every glance of dissatisfaction, every scolding word.” Crystal laughed. “I’ve even lost a couple of pounds. It’s a start. You can’t make people love you.”

      Max shot Joy a glance of concern. This girl had problems. Could she go off the rails and kill Jared? It seemed likely. “What about Gunner?”

      “Gregor made me realize I can’t love anyone else until I love myself. And Gunner had his own issues. He needed to heal too. Now I cast spells to bring love my way—the love of the divine.”

      Max switched gears. “Did you know anything about a problem between Val and Jared?”

      Crystal’s brows knit in confusion. “Not really, but the morning of the Mabon ceremony, I dropped off some mugwort leaves to Ruby’s house. I heard Val yelling and Jared yelling back. I hesitated, but I knocked. Val shouted, ‘Just a minute.’ She came to the door, barely opened it a crack, and she took the package. I left. Alizon, Ruby, and Drew were on a walking path, headed back to the house. They waved. I waved back as I drove away.”

      Max pressed, “We hear Gregor wanted to be high priest. Was that part of his obsession?”

      Crystal’s eyes narrowed, as if Max had asked her to stab Gregor in the back. “He deserves to be high priest! He knows more than Jared ever will. Know what Jared did before he moved here? He was in show business! But, he’s a nice guy and he’s Ruby’s consort.”

      Max laid on the pressure. “Would Gregor kill to be high priest?”

      “No! That’s crazy!” objected Crystal.

      Joy pushed her. “Would you kill to open the high priest position for the man you love—Gregor!”

      “No. Gregor is so impressed with me, we spoke about forming our own circle. He would be high priest and I’d be high priestess.” Crystal beamed. “Gregor is a healer, not a killer.”

      Joy tilted her head. “You love him?”

      Crystal demurred. “I have to love myself first. I’m getting there. Then we’ll see. We have a lot in common. We both felt abandoned, dismissed.”

      “Thanks, Crystal,” said Joy. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. Rage will destroy you.”

      Crystal nodded. “That’s what Gregor said. He’s teaching me white magic. I need to find peace in my life. I don’t like what my mother has made me. And what I’ve made of myself. I can’t change her. But I can change me.”

      Max added, “Thanks for coming in. We’ll be in touch.”

      Crystal departed.

      When out of earshot, Max leaned forward. “Maybe she killed Jared to open up the high priest spot for him?”

      Joy stretched. “I have to admit, I’m not sure she’s as in control of herself as she’d like us to believe. But she’s right. Gregor could have left the circle. No need to kill for it.”

      Max argued, “And leave Alizon? Cut his obsessive ties once and for all? I don’t know.”

      “Speaking of obsessive, are you up for a stakeout at the cemetery? See if we can figure out what Bear’s up to?”

      Max joked. “Maybe grave-robbing?”

      Joy scrunched her face. “Be serious. That would take a forklift.”

      “What then?” asked Max. “Planting flower bulbs at night?”

      “Planting something or extracting something. Steele will go if you’re afraid of the graveyard at night.”

      “Steele can come to protect you. I’m not afraid.”

      “That didn’t sound convincing. I’ll bring the coffee.”

      Max added, “I’ll bring the sugar.”

      “Naturally.”
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      The Wine Valley Cemetery had been placed in close proximity to the original town, the area now called Grape Gulch. That meant the city had long ago engulfed it. As Max parked on a side street, his phone rang. Joy and Steele hopped out, popped the trunk, and grabbed gear, while Max finished the call. “Hi, Sophia.”

      Sophia Hansen sounded excited. “Here’s the scoop. I hope it helps. It looks like the original James Summerfield married his wealth. He had land, but his father drank and gambled away the family fortune. Clara was the only daughter of a recently arrived Irish immigrant—a man with wealth but no land. He could have purchased the land, but the man wanted status—a name, and the Summerfields had that.”

      “The perfect couple,” said Max.

      “Not so perfect.” Sophia’s voice carried an enthusiasm known to Max—it stemmed from digging for dirt and finding it. She continued, “Clara’s father had a tough time making a match—even with his money. Clara was evidently no beauty and rather frail. Regardless, James Summerfield asked for her hand in marriage to fill his coffers. Clara wanted the marriage, as James was handsome and younger than her father’s pick, but Clara’s father turned him down and married her off to the older man with money, land, and status.”

      Sophia caught her breath. “Clara’s husband had a reputation as a mean drunk. He became sick, chronically so.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “A couple of years later, he died. No children were born. The property, including Clara’s dowry, went to the dead man’s brother, who sent Clara back to her father’s house with nothing but her clothes. James Summerfield asked again, and this time, Clara’s father accepted. By the time they married, Clara was mid-thirties and James nearly a decade younger. James Jr., their first son and Mercy’s brother, was born soon after they married, in 1862, but Clara had trouble conceiving after that. She gave birth to Mercy nine years later. The pregnancy nearly cost her her life.”

      Max added, “Good job! Anything else?”

      “Nothing other than James Jr. seemed like an upright lad. Hard-working from all accounts, and he doted on his sister. Their father was stern. Their mother, like I said, frail and distant.”

      “Thanks, Sophia. I appreciate your help.”

      “No problem. Librarians—like cops—have bloodhound noses and love to sniff out the scent of a trail. It gets our blood boiling.”

      “I know what you mean.” Max laughed. “Now it’s our turn to follow the scent of the trail. Talk to you later.”
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        * * *

      

      Joy, Max, and Steele crept from hedge to hedge and tree to tree, ever vigilant and peering through their infrared binoculars. The graveyard basked in the light of a nearly full moon, but dressed in black, they formed shadows that blended with other shadows and disguised them well.

      They reached the steps of Mercy’s tomb, where they could sit below ground level and use infrared binoculars to keep watch on the Tranquil Heart. They had no idea where Bear would be, but they took turns scouting the perimeter and other sections of the graveyard.

      The first hour passed easily, the second less so, and into their third, Max grew restless.

      Steele stretched. He had a muscular build, a scrappy nature, long brown chestnut hair in a ponytail, a mustache, and a day’s worth of stubble.

      “Refill?” Joy whispered.

      Max and Steele set down their cups, and Joy refilled them with hot, potent liquid from a thermos.

      “Good coffee, babe,” said Steele.

      Max whined, “You can’t call her ‘babe’ on a stakeout.”

      “Thanks, babe.” Joy taunted Max.

      Max opened a bag to offer them donut holes. “A hole.”

      “Excuse me,” said Joy. “Did you just call me—”

      Before she finished, Max grinned in the dark. “A donut hole?”

      “Right? That’s what you meant—my butt.” Steele reached in and grabbed a few. “Good one.”

      Joy passed.

      Steele popped one in his mouth. “Man, these are good. Habit forming.”

      “Glazed puffs of doughy-heaven,” Max whispered back. “A sugar-coated cloud that melts in your mouth.”

      Steele had brought a bag of homemade venison jerky. He opened it and offered it to Joy and Max. “Jerky, babe?”

      Max grabbed a piece. “Thanks, babe.”

      Joy let out a giggle. She grabbed a piece too.

      Max gnawed into the meat and chewed.

      Max’s whisper rose in volume. “Oh, man! Who would have thought jerky and donut holes were the perfect food combination?”

      “Shhhh,” reprimanded Joy. “This is a stakeout. Not a food festival.”

      “Movement. Twelve o’clock,” whispered Steele, peering through his binoculars.

      Joy and Max grabbed their binoculars. A large figure set down a box and started digging.

      “He’s closest to the break in the north hedge. I’ll sneak around the hedge on the right,” whispered Joy.

      “We’ll flank the left,” whispered Max. “We’ll meet up at the break.”

      Max led the way. He and Steele ducked down as they skirted outside the hedge. The moon cast enough light that they did not need the binoculars.

      Max’s senses sharpened. He smelled grass and dirt. Something about being on the hunt had opened his nostrils to smells, his ears to sounds. His heart beat faster.

      Max, Steele, and Joy reached the break in the northern hedge simultaneously.

      Steele lay on his belly and peered through his infrared binoculars. Not twenty paces in front of him, Bear dug before a headstone.

      Max whispered, “Go time.”

      Steele jumped to his feet.

      The trio marched between the hedges with Joy in the middle. They flipped on their flashlights and strode forward like storm-troopers with light sabers.

      Bear peered up and squinted. He threw his hands up over his eyes, temporarily blinded, but he didn’t move.

      Flashlight beams roamed in an eerie examination. Inside the box lay a dead cat and a gray bird with white around its eyes and red tail feathers.

      Max turned off his flashlight. “Drop the shovel, Bear.”

      Steele and Joy turned off their flashlights too.

      Bear recognized them.

      Joy asked, “Care to explain what you’re doing digging in the graveyard at midnight?”

      Bear threw down the shovel. It hit the ground with a thud. “This is Mrs. Willoughby.” Bear pointed to a grave marker. “And that’s Hermione, her African Grey Parrot. Mrs. Willoughby was the last person buried here before this cemetery was abandoned a couple of decades ago. Mrs. Willoughby wanted Hermione buried with her. The bird just passed. My people believe that animals, like people, have spirits. But few cemeteries allow animals and humans to rest together at death. And this cemetery is abandoned anyway.”

      Joy asked, “And the cat?”

      Bear sighed and frowned. “Jingles belongs to a client in the new cemetery. I’m heading there next.”

      Steele asked, “This is a side business?”

      “No,” said Bear. “I take no money. I offer to bury the animal with its caretaker. I did this as a favor to a family three years ago at the new cemetery, and word-of-mouth has gotten around. I inter small animals—larger animals must be cremated. I prefer to inter ashes, but who’s going to spend money to cremate a hamster? Besides, if it’s ashes, that’s easy to sneak in and sprinkle on your own wherever you want—which is what I recommend to people.”

      Max scratched his head. “But it’s illegal?”

      Bear answered, “Many states have legalized ‘whole-family cemeteries,’ but not California. Not yet.”

      Joy let out a sympathetic sigh. “Look guys, I don’t know about you, but if Bear finishes this last job, and he takes a hiatus until the law changes, I’m for calling it a night.”

      “I can live with that,” said Steele.

      “Me too,” Max added. “I like the spirit of what you’re doing, but don’t do it again. If you’re caught, you’ll be the one who pays the price.”

      Bear nodded. “I understand. I appreciate your kindness.”

      Max, Joy, and Steele walked back to the crypt and grabbed their gear.

      As they strolled to the car, Joy said, “I’d want Monty to be buried with me. I’m totally looking into it. Maybe I’ll even start a petition.” She glanced at Steele. “You okay with cuddling up to me and Monty?”

      “I like the sound of that,” said Steele.

      “I don’t need Ayahuasca,” sneered Max. “You two are going to make me puke.”
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      The following morning, Max and Joy lined up their day over coffee. Max sucked in the delightfully bitter scent, all he could do to enjoy it until the brew cooled down. Even the steam rising from his mug mystically drew him in with promises of pep and savory joy. He opened the white bakery bag and pulled out a crumble donut. He’d polished off the last of the donut holes on the way home last night. He bit into the cake, relishing the taste of the sweet sugar and cinnamon crumbles that rolled around in his mouth.

      Joy sipped her black coffee and watched him. “You do enjoy your food, Max.”

      Max grinned. “I do.” He sipped his coffee, still too hot, but the small taste produced a new blend of flavors that satisfied him deep down.

      “You eat to live. You don’t live to eat. Ever hear that one?” asked Joy.

      “Sure. I’m just selectively dyslexic and prefer—I live to eat and eat to live.” Max shoved the last bite of crumble donut in his mouth. He chewed and washed it down with coffee, like a kid relishing his first Oreo cookie, taking it apart and savoring each nibble and speck of cream, bit by bit, until the last crumb disappeared.

      Max had no sooner swallowed than his phone rang. “Detective King.” Max paused to listen. “Sure, we’ll be right there.” Max hung up. “Gunner wants to see us.”
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      Gunner lived in an apartment complex at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. Max parked his car in the nearest guest lot, and he and Joy strolled along a curvy sidewalk between several white two-story buildings. A few chirping birds, the verdant grass, and blooming flowerbeds created a peaceful, meandering stroll. A lone tree stood in the courtyard outside Gunner’s end-unit, ground-floor apartment.

      Gunner had found a serene space in which to heal.

      Max knocked on the door.

      Gunner opened it. “Thanks for coming. Come in. Any news on Jared?”

      “Not yet. How are you doing?” Max stepped inside, followed by Joy.

      The apartment was entirely military—functional and minimalistic. No pictures graced the walls. No pillows or knickknacks adorned the beige sofa or wooden coffee tables. From the stubble on his chin, Max knew Gunner hadn’t shaved since Jared’s death three and a half days ago.

      Gunner ran a hand over his short hair. “One day at a time.” He sat on the sofa. He wore cut off sweat pants and a U.S. Army T-shirt.

      Joy sat in an armchair. “We heard that Val took an interest in Jared. Stared at him during the Ayahuasca and Mabon ceremonies.”

      “As a matter of fact, I noticed that too. At the Ayahuasca ceremony, everyone got there on time except for Alizon. Jared and I stepped outside. Val joined us. It was weird. I mean, girls stare at Jared. That’s nothing new. But she could not take her eyes off of him. She tried to smile, but it seemed forced. Before we drank the brew, I asked him, ‘What’s up with her?’ He laughed it off and asked if I was jealous. Typical Jared. But the next morning, he called me. Real scared and upset. He asked if he could come by, said he needed to talk. I made us some anxiety tea. But by the time he got here, he said he’d smoothed the waters and everything was fine—more than fine, he said. He promised he’d tell me the whole story after the Mabon ceremony. Everything. No secrets anymore.”

      Max asked, “Why didn’t you mention it earlier?”

      Gunner expelled a lungful of air that sounded like air escaping from a tire. “I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t when you came to see me in the hospital. I needed time. One thing is for sure—Jared was scared. I know that look.”

      “You think he was scared of Val?” asked Joy.

      “I don’t know, but I just remember the way she looked at him at the Ayahuasca ceremony. It wasn’t a look of love.”

      “Thanks for calling us. You did the right thing.” Max rose to his feet. “Gunner, I didn’t serve. But I’m appreciative that you did.” Max extended a hand and shook Gunner’s.

      Gunner rose and shook Max’s hand too. “You serve every day, Detective King, Dr. Burton.”

      Max nodded. “Be strong.”

      Gunner let one side of his mouth turn up in a half smile. “A funny thing about me is that when I’m at my lowest, something inside me keeps on fighting. Sometimes, I wish it would surrender, but it hasn’t yet.”

      “I think that something is called friends,” said Joy. “Even if they’ve passed and you’re still here, Brandon and Jared kept you well, safe, and happy. My father isn’t here anymore, but he keeps me going.”

      “Same here,” said Max. “Dad’s ghost would kick my butt into tomorrow if I even thought about giving up.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the station, Joy punched the buttons on her keyboard. Valerie Valdez had told the truth. She’d lived in San Jose prior to arriving in Vinoville. “Max, Valerie Valdez had a sister. Haley Valdez. Deceased.”

      “How did she die?”

      “Accidental shooting.” Joy tapped more keys. “She was a magician. Haley the Hypnotic.” Joy stopped typing and read the screen. “Haley’s most famous trick was the ‘bullet catch,’ where her assistant fired a rifle at her, and she caught the bullet in her mouth. The rifle had two chambers—one fired a real bullet, which was used in the demonstration; a hidden chamber just underneath the barrel fired a blank the second time around. But the weapon malfunctioned.”

      “Was the assistant charged?”

      “No. He was deemed innocent. In the act, Haley referred to her husband as ‘Jared the Judge.’ Max—look at the picture.” Joy swiveled her computer around.

      “He’s younger, but that’s Jared.”

      Max added, “Valerie had a strong motive to kill Jared. Revenge for her sister’s death. A lie of omission is still a lie.”

      “Sometimes, it’s the biggest lie of all.”

      Max punched his fingers into his keyboard. “Val owns a gun. Let’s go pay her a visit.”
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        * * *

      

      Max and Joy met Valerie at her rented condo. Although she’d just moved to town, the posh white walls, black framed posters of magic shows, vaulted ceilings, granite fireplace, and posh, white acrylic furnishings gave the house a lived-in appearance.

      Joy commented, “For someone who just moved here less than a month ago, this has the markings of a professional decorator.”

      “Thank you,” said Valerie. “I am a decorator.”

      Max sat on the white sofa, uncomfortably conscious of the soil-free fabric, and immediately withdrew his notebook and pen from his pocket. For once, he appreciated his hacienda—and his father’s red plaid sofa and chairs, the wagon-wheel coffee table, and the dark furnishings that could be plopped on, stretched out upon, and lived on. “You didn’t tell us that you knew Jared from before.” Max used a tone meant to chastise her for not coming forth earlier.

      Valerie, dressed in a floral cotton maxi-dress, crossed one leg over the other. “I was afraid. I knew it would make me look suspicious.”

      Joy got to the point. “Jared killed your sister.”

      “It was an accident.” While Valerie used those words, her tone scraped against them.

      “What happened?” asked Max.

      “Mother married a magician, Sully the Sorcerer. He had a daughter, Haley, who worked as his assistant. We’re seven years apart, but no one could have been a better sister. We called ourselves ‘Hal the Hypnotic’ and ‘Val the Invincible.’ During a daring and dumb publicity stunt to revive his flagging career, Dad attempted to revive Houdini’s underwater escape trick in a river. He preached, ‘The bigger the trick—the better the magician.’”

      Val leaned back into the sofa. “Mom, Hal, and I watched our dead father being dragged out of the river on the end of a crane, like a limp fish on a metal rod.” Valerie paused as she remembered it. “Mom fell to pieces. Val started her own act a few years later. I just kept going. Hal auditioned for assistants. Jared came in, and she hired him. They fell in love and married. Five years later, the bullet-catch trick went awry, and Jared killed Hal on stage at a performance in Austin, Texas.”

      Joy pried, “What are you leaving out—I know there’s more.”

      Valerie’s hazel eyes met Joy’s. “Hal was pregnant. Jared never wanted children. He was going to leave Hal.”

      Max pushed her. “You don’t buy that her death was an accident?”

      “I did at first, but Mother passed away last year. I found a shoebox in her closet. It contained a letter from Haley explaining that she’d altered the firing mechanism. She asked Mother and me for forgiveness.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Joy.

      Val continued, “I believe my sister manipulated the gun so that Jared would take her life. Physically kill her like he had killed her spirit. She wrote, ‘I’ve made my life through misdirection and illusion—but Jared is the best magician of all.’” Valerie’s cold eyes stared blankly ahead. “I’ll tell you what I’m leaving out—I came here to kill Jared. I watched him at the Ayahuasca ceremony. He showed such compassion for Gunner. Such kindness for Gregor and for me. But none of that mattered. He’d cut Haley off.”

      Max asked, “You own a gun.”

      Val nodded. “I figured that if I kept quiet, I’d have a chance to kill Jared during the Ayahuasca ceremony. I had my chance when Alizon used the bathroom, and Gregor stepped into the kitchen to fetch some tea. I pulled the gun out of my backpack and aimed it at Jared. But he was out of it! It wouldn’t be fair. The next morning, I went to see him.”

      Val drifted off in a strange waking trance—as if reliving a specific moment in time that she dragged out of the recesses of her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Val rapped her knuckles against Jared and Ruby’s white door.

      Jared opened it and welcomed her inside.

      Val stepped into the green-and-white living room and sat down on the sofa. She set her backpack between her legs and unzipped the top. “Where is everybody?”

      “Out for a walk, but they’ll be back soon.” Jared sat in an armchair. “Can I get you something to drink? Water? Tea? Are you excited for the Mabon ceremony?”

      Val reached into her backpack and withdrew her gun. She pointed it at Jared’s chest. “I’m excited to kill you. Do you know who I am? I’m Valerie—Haley’s sister. You killed her, and I’ve come here to kill you!”

      Jared hung his head. “Blessed be!” He pulled off his shirt.

      “Stop! Wait! What are you doing?” yelled Valerie, nervously fingering the trigger.

      Jared held his arms out. “You are Jared the Judge’s judge and executioner.” He offered a confession. “I loved Hal, but not enough. Not nearly enough.”

      “You betrayed her!” shouted Valerie, pointing the gun.

      “I betrayed both of us. And our child.”

      “The second she became pregnant, you decided to run! Who runs out on his child?”

      Jared covered his eyes. “Kill me, Valerie. I deserve to die.”

      The tip of the gun dipped, but Valerie steadied it again. “No! It’s a trick. What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry, Haley! And my son! I’m so sorry!” Jared burst into a paroxysm of anguish.

      Valerie’s heart raced. It pounded in her chest. She put her finger on the trigger.

      Jared straightened up. He tipped his head back. “I don’t deserve to live. Pull the trigger. For Haley. For my son.”

      Valerie could not unravel the enigma before her. She’d only wanted to kill Jared, because she’d presumed he had no remorse, had suffered no pain for Hal’s death. But the man before her had borne more pain and anguish than even she’d experienced for her older sister’s suicide, because she’d thought of it as an accident. Jared—he clearly knew the truth.

      Valerie pointed the gun away. She made the gun safe and stuffed it in her backpack. “I’m sorry.”

      Jared’s face twisted in torment. “I suffer every day for their deaths!”

      A knock rapped at the door. “Wait here. I’ll get it. I won’t hurt you. I promise.” Valerie shouted, “Just a minute!” She opened the door a crack.

      Crystal handed her a bag. “Mugwort leaves for Drew.”

      Valerie nodded, closed the door, tossed the bag on the counter, and sat down again. “All this time, I blamed you, Jared, but Haley took her own life and the baby’s. She altered the rifle.”

      Jared slowed his breathing His face had a blank, haunted expression. “Even Gregor’s Ayahuasca cannot purge them from my mind—but sometimes, I can see them, be with them. I don’t want to forget, Valerie. I never want to forget them. I’m so sorry Hal took her life! I let her down.”

      Valerie rose to leave. “I forgive you, Jared.”

      Jared added, “I’ll never forgive myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Valerie broke through her reverie and returned to her living room. She confronted Max and Joy. “I had never—not for one moment—considered that Jared had suffered as much as I had for Haley’s death. More even. Guilt and remorse gnawed at his soul. No wonder he took anti-anxiety herbs and sleeping herbs and Gregor’s potions.”

      “Did you see anyone else while you were there?”

      “I left in a hurry. Drew, Ruby, and Alizon were returning from a nature walk. I kept my head down, hopped into my car, and sped away. I almost killed someone!”

      Max pressed, “How do we know you didn’t change your mind the next night and run the blade through his heart?”

      Valerie stammered, “Because I didn’t! I don’t have any proof. I’d decided to leave town after the Mabon ceremony. I felt free. Like I could start my life. I watched Jared during the ceremony. Jared seemed at peace. He gave me a few looks that told me we had peace between us.” Valerie’s voice cracked with remorse. “And minutes later—he was dead. I wanted him dead—and then I didn’t—but he’s dead anyway.”

      Max said, “We need you to stay in town, Val.”

      Valerie nodded.
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      Max and Joy had arranged to meet with Captain Banks after lunch to give her an update.

      On the way to Captain Banks’ office, Max’s phone rang. “Hi, Angelo. Your timing could not be better. We’re meeting with the captain. What have you got?”

      “I can imagine. Summerfield’s attorney is putting in calls on my end too.” Angelo’s voice had a victory tone. “The pill in Jared’s small intestine did contain an herbal remedy and that’s all, but he had Xanax and oxycodone in his system.”

      “Enough to make him stumble?” asked Max.

      “The combination—absolutely. He felt nothing,” confirmed Angelo.

      Max whispered to Joy, “Oxycodone and Xanax.”

      Joy whispered, “And Mugwort and absinthe.”

      Angelo added, “And, Max, Mercy’s hair and nails confirmed arsenic poisoning. The lab is running segmental analysis on her hair. Hair grows at a rate of about one centimeter per month and can tell us when the poisoning started and how it progressed.”

      “Anything else?” asked Max.

      “Yeah—I saved the best for last. Belle is a genetic match to the baby’s DNA. It looks like the legend is more truth than fiction. I wish we knew who did this to them.”

      “We’re going to do our best to figure that out, Angelo. Thanks.” Max disconnected. He sighed as he gave Joy the good news, both wonderful and heinous at the same time. “Belle is a match.”

      Joy rapped on Captain Banks’ door.

      “Come in,” shouted the captain.

      Max and Joy sat in seats facing the captain.

      Former Lieutenant Banks had worked alongside Max as his partner, until the world turned upside-down: Max passed his detective exam, his father died, the station moved to the new civic center, and Jayda Banks received a promotion to captain.

      Captain Jayda Banks was a no-nonsense black woman with a slim, muscular physique, do-not-mess-with-me brown eyes, short-cropped hair, and lips that mostly stayed in a straight line, which was how she kept her ranks. A picture of her four-year-old daughter and her Marine husband in his camouflage utility uniform sat framed on her desk. Two potted plants, one in each corner, added color and life to the otherwise business-like office. Commendations, degrees, and certificates of achievement and valor covered the walls, as did group shots of her officers.

      Captain Banks kept her officers in line with high-expectations, low margins of error, and undivided support. She folded her hands on her desk.

      Max began, “Angelo can’t determine Jared Masterson’s death as anything more than an accident. We have some leads, plenty of suspects, but no proof. But he did have oxycodone and Xanax in his system, which is unusual because from all accounts, he took herbal remedies.”

      “Gunner Cruz has those prescriptions, so we’ll interview him again.” Joy added, “Chris ‘Crystal’ Murphy liked Jared first and then Gunner. She has a history of stalking and property destruction that has escalated between her moves from Ojai to Los Angeles to Wine Valley. In addition, she works for Gregor Vulpe, an herbalist and self-professed shaman, who would like to be high priest of the circle.”

      “A what of a what?” Captain Banks’ eyes popped wide open and her jaw slackened.

      Joy explained, “A shaman is a spiritual guide.”

      Max grinned. “Right? He guides people on psychedelic trips with a plant drink or frog poison. I checked. There’s nothing illegal about it. For example, the plants are legal, but the drug made from combining them is illegal—except when used as a rite in an indigenous religious ceremony. Same for the frog poison.”

      Joy jumped in. “Valerie Valdez also has motive. Jared the Judge shot and killed Valerie’s sister, Haley, during a magic trick gone wrong. He was not charged. Valerie admitted that she came here to kill Jared, but says she didn’t do it, because Jared had suffered extreme guilt and she forgave him.”

      Max added, “Drew gave Jared a mugwort-absinthe tea prior to the ceremony. Jared also had an herbal anxiety pill in his intestine.”

      Captain Banks’ voice cut with a hard edge. “Keep going.”

      Max said, “We still have to prove whether Jared Masterson fell on the knife or someone shoved it in his chest prior to the obelisk falling.”

      Joy suggested, “Perfect murder—everyone is chanting with their eyes closed. Someone stabs Mr. Masterson, breaks contact for a second, tips the obelisk, and everyone scatters. Masterson hits the grass, and it looks like an acc—”

      The door flew open. Chief Goldsby flew in. “Just who I wanted to see.” Chief Goldsby had white wavy hair that made his ruddy cheeks seem redder. His head stuck out from his khaki shirt, which had a sheriff's star pinned above his left breast pocket. Patches of the WVPD graced each shoulder, giving him an air of authority. The tiny spider veins on his cheeks stood out. His jowls sagged like a bulldog’s salivating for a meal. “When is the M.E. releasing Mercy Summerfield’s body? I’m getting daily calls from James Summerfield III and his attorney!”

      Max rose to his feet, standing taller than Goldsby. “We just learned that Mercy Summerfield died of arsenic poisoning. She was also pregnant, and the D.N.A. is a match with Belle Aguilar.”

      The chief’s face flushed red. “Don’t tell me you’re trying to solve a hundred-thirty-year-old murder?”

      “We’re investigating,” noted Joy. “She’s a victim. She deserves that much.”

      The chief exploded. “I will not waste our limited resources on this!” He turned to Captain Banks. “Speak to the coroner’s office. Get this resolved and return her to her family for interment. Pronto!”

      Captain Banks stood up to Goldsby every chance she got, but this was a no-win situation. “Leave it to me, chief. I will make that call and see if they have a date for release. You know how long lab tests take to get back.”

      “Get it done! Call me with an update.” The chief stormed out and slammed the door behind him.

      Captain Banks resumed her rigid posture. “I have to agree with him on one point—we can’t waste resources.”

      Joy pleaded, “Give us a little more time.” She turned to Max. “Let’s see how James III reacts to the news that Mercy died of arsenic poisoning and she was pregnant with an Indian child.”

      “I want Jaxon and Mom there too,” said Max. “That’s added pressure.”
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        * * *

      

      The Summerfields’ maid showed Max and Joy into the living room, where they found Jaxon and his parents, James III and Lydia. Lydia, late fifties and slim, tipped her nose in the air to signal her disdain before a word had been spoken. Her thin lips formed a terse line. She wore a high-collared white shirt, beige riding breeches, and black boots. Her short blond hair didn’t have a strand out of place.

      Jaxon sat on the edge of his seat, sandwiched between his mother and father, trapped in a human vise.

      Max jumped in. “Thanks for seeing us. We have information for you. Mercy Summerfield died of arsenic poisoning.”

      Joy added, “The lab is running segmental analysis to determine the amount and duration of exposure.”

      Jaxon jumped up and paced. “I knew it!”

      James III reprimanded his son. “That doesn’t change anything, Jaxon. Her murderer is long gone from this earth.”

      Joy employed a soft tone to break the harsh news. “There’s more.”

      James III tilted his chin up to match his wife’s nose, both of them ready to squash the ensuing attack.

      “Mercy was pregnant. Ten or twelve weeks,” said Joy.

      At that, Lydia let down her defenses. “Good heavens! The poor girl!”

      “It’s true, then!” said Jaxon, pacing the floor. “Someone murdered her for shaming the family—an unsuitable, bastard child.”

      James III remained stoic and used a commanding tone. “I repeat. Her murderer is long gone, buried in his own grave! Let’s presume he paid for his crime and lay Mercy to rest.”

      “How can you say that, Father?” stammered Jaxon. “She’s never been at rest. Someone took her life!”

      “The cook, no doubt,” said James III. “She left the Summerfield ranch shortly after Mercy died. I heard rumors that the sheriff had considered charging her for the crime.”

      “Why would the cook poison her?” asked Joy. “A murderer needs a motive.”

      James Summerfield bolted to his feet. “This discussion is over! It’s hypothetical. There’s no proof, and there never will be.”

      Max dropped the biggest bomb of all. “Mercy’s baby is a DNA match to Belle Aquilar.”

      “Belle’s Burgers and Brew?” sneered Lydia. “How can that be?”

      Joy explained, “DNA can detect lineage several generations back. It also means that Mercy fell in love with an Indian boy.”

      “Not just any Indian,” said Max. “Little Wolf, Belle’s ancestor.”

      “Mr. Summerfield,’ Joy pleaded, “we may not be able to identify Mercy’s murderer, but you must know something of the rumors surrounding Mercy’s death.”

      James III paused, clearly weighing his words. He threw a dismissive hand in the air. “Gossip. Nothing more.”

      Jaxon’s voice rose a notch. “Some say that a padre at the mission married them. Would there be records?”

      James III shouted, “Jaxon, I forbid you to say another word!”

      Jaxon didn’t stop. “I’m not five anymore, Father! This is important to me. It should be important to you! She’s your ancestor!” Jaxon rubbed his hands together as he thought. “I also heard a rumor that Mercy’s mother Clara had arranged for her to give birth at the mission and give the baby away.”

      “Headstrong girl!” said James III. “Just like you, Jaxon.”

      Max pushed. “Who murdered Mercy? Who fed her the arsenic?”

      James III cast his eyes down, and he let out a long sigh. “I don’t know.” He shot a defeated glance at Jaxon. “I’m sorry, son. I’m tired of carrying the weight of Mercy Summerfield. It’s time to let the gossip stay in the grave. This helps no one, not even Mercy.”

      “There’s got to be a way!” shouted Jaxon.

      Max said, “I know that James Summerfield married Clara for money. I know that she wanted the marriage, though. She had James Jr. right away and Mercy nine years later.”

      Lydia piped in. “It was a late pregnancy. It almost cost Clara her life. She was bedridden for much of it. But, James, you told me that she doted on her only daughter. No mother could feed her child poison.”

      Joy disagreed. “You’d be surprised, Mrs. Summerfield. Mercy was giving birth to a half-breed, the term used back then. How did Mr. Summerfield take it?”

      James rubbed his chin. “Not well. He swore to kill them both. But swearing to kill someone does not mean he did it. The cook, Mercy’s father, her brother, or her mother. Anyone of them—or someone else—could have poisoned her.”

      Max suggested, “I have a clever librarian friend. I’ll ask her where she would start.”

      Joy added, “Jaxon, maybe your mission records angle will pay off. We’ll check it out.”

      James III folded his arms across his chest. “It’s useless. In 1833, Mexico ended the mission system with a law that secularized them. While some missions still had priests who ministered to locals, by the late 1880s, most missions had been abandoned.”

      Max jotted a note and closed his notebook. “My librarian is a bloodhound. If there’s a record to be found—she’ll find it.”’

      James III glared into Max’s eyes, and he grinned. “And even if she does, it won’t matter—Mercy will return to her crypt, and the gossip will be buried with her, once and for all.”

      Once back on the tortuous road and descending down into the valley, Max’s phone rang. “Detective King.” Max listened. “We’re on our way.” He turned to Joy. “Gunner is dead.”
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      Max and Joy arrived at Gunner’s to find an officer standing guard at the door and Gregor hovering near a small tree that offered practically no shade. The M.E.’s team had already arrived.

      Max asked Gregor, “You found him?”

      Gregor stammered. The words gushed from his mouth in short bursts. “I came by to visit.” He held up a green bag from his shop. “I brought him a new blend of tea. I knocked. He didn’t answer. I turned the knob.”

      “Gregor,” said Joy. “Slow down. Take a breath.”

      Gregor breathed in and out. He put a hand over his chest. “The door opened. I found Gunner in the kitchen. There’s blood everywhere! I ran outside and called 9-1-1.”

      Max tried to soothe him. “Stay here. We’ll go take a look.”

      Gregor bobbed his head up and down. “Wait! There’s something else.”

      Max and Joy locked on to Gregor’s every word.

      “When I pulled up and parked and got out of my car, I saw Valerie’s car race out of the parking lot like she had a fire in her tail pipe.”

      “Thanks,” said Joy. “We’ll be back.”

      Max and Joy entered the apartment and crossed through the bleak beige living room.

      In the kitchen, living room, and hallway, white-clad technicians wearing face masks, blue head covers, and blue booties roamed.

      Blood spray covered one wall in the kitchen. As soon as Max and Joy stepped closer, they saw Gunner’s body on the floor. Angelo crouched beside him.

      “Cause of death is no mystery.” Max eyed the gaping, bloody slash across Gunner’s throat.

      Gunner held a black-handled athame, different from the one used at the Mabon ceremony, loosely in his left hand.

      Angelo stood up. “Nope. This one I can call.”

      “It looks like he slit his throat and fell out of the chair to the floor.” Max leaned as if trying to recreate the movement of Gunner’s body. “But then the knife in his hand is a little too ‘picture perfect’ for my tastes. Gunner told us that something always kept him going.”

      Joy agreed. “Someone might have stood behind him and cut his throat. He fell out of the chair. And that someone put the knife in his hand. He didn’t seem suicidal, but he did have episodes. Maybe depression finally did him in.”

      Angelo pointed to Gunner’s neck. “Good eyes, guys. There is a little problem. Look at the gash. It’s slightly higher on the left and dips slightly to the right. From all indications of the wound, a right-handed person cut his throat. We tend to cut downward, not upward.”

      Max said, “But the blade is in his left hand.”

      Joy remembered, “I poured him a cup of water in the hospital. He took it with his left hand. So the knife is placed correctly, but the gash says otherwise.”

      “Maybe this was related to his time in the service rather than his time in the circle,” suggested Max. “We have to consider that possibility.”

      Joy agreed, “Let’s find Gunner’s last C.O. Maybe he knows a reason someone would want to kill Gunner.”

      While Max and Joy waited for Angelo to finish, Max called the station and spoke to Steele. “Hey, Steele. Pick up Valerie Valdez for questioning. She fled from the scene of Gunner Cruz’s murder. Stick her in an interrogation room and let her sweat until we get there. And have someone track down Gunner’s last commanding officer. Have him call me.”

      “I’ll pick up Valerie Valdez and get someone else to do your research.”

      “Thanks, man.” The line went dead.

      Joy called out, “Hey, Max!”

      Max stepped into the master bathroom.

      With gloved hands, Joy had opened the medicine chest. She pointed. “Zoloft is probably for his PTSD. He’s still got Oxycontin—a brand name for oxycodone—although from the date and the number of pills, it does look like he had stopped taking them. And Xanax.”

      “Angelo found two of those in Jared’s system. Why all three? Isn’t that a bit much for one person—tempting an overdose?”

      “They have different uses. Oxy is for pain—severe pain. Given the dates on the other containers, I think he switched to Xanax and Zoloft. Xanax is an instant anti-anxiety drug—like for a sudden panic attack, and Zoloft is a long-term medication for PTSD. Gunner wouldn’t take them all at once. He could take the Zoloft daily and Xanax on occasion if he had a panic attack. But then, he should toss the oxy—that can’t be mixed with Zoloft, as I recall.”

      “Gunner said Jared was scared to death. Of what? Or whom?”

      “And what if that ‘whom’ thought Jared had confided in Gunner?” asked Joy.

      Max interjected, “But Jared didn’t talk to him.”

      “The ‘whom’ wouldn’t know that.”

      Max scratched his head. “That points to Val. Val, Alizon, and Gregor stayed sober at the Ayahuasca ceremony. Val wasn’t supposed to be sober. She admitted she did it to find a time to kill Jared. Maybe Jared told Gunner about Val. Maybe she killed Jared, and Gunner figured it out.”

      Joy added, “She could have gotten into Gunner’s medicine chest and stolen a couple of pills.”

      Max and Joy inspected Gunner’s bedroom, careful to stay out of the forensic technicians’ way. Max opened a bedside table. He pulled out some pictures of Gunner’s time in Afghanistan. One showed Gunner in his army utility uniform, arm over arm with a fellow soldier, as if celebrating a victory or camaraderie. “This must be Brandon.” Max handed it to Joy.

      “So young. They’re not even our ages. They look like best friends. Those are big smiles.”

      “Here’s another one.” Max passed her a picture. “Jared, Gunner, and Ruby.”

      Joy took the picture. “They look tight too. Gunner’s in the middle. They all seem happy.”

      Max flipped through several more of Gunner with his troop in Afghanistan. Max eyed one more of Gunner and another man. On the back, Gunner had written “Captain Knight.”

      Joy took the last one. “These remind me of the F.B.I. When you train together for a few months, you get tight with the group.”

      “I imagine that it makes it all the harder to lose a partner or a good friend. They served together, faced danger together, maybe almost died a time or two.”

      Max’s phone rang. “Detective King.”

      “Captain Knight here, detective. I had an urgent message to call you. How can I help?”

      “Captain Knight. Thanks for getting back to me so fast. Gunner Cruz was found murdered in Vinoville, California. What can you tell me about him?”

      Captain Knight let out an audible sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. Gunner served well, bravely, until a vehicle-born IED struck his convoy, killed his best friend, and left him with a back injury. It’s hard for the best-trained soldier to move on after that, but we do. It was the last convoy for both Gunner and Brandon before being discharged.”

      “Would there be a reason that anyone in his unit would want Gunner dead? It’s just a routine question.”

      Captain Knight hesitated as if giving it some thought. “None that I know of. Our mission was logistics, to supply the troops and restock posts. Food, fuel, ammunition, spare parts, whatever they needed.”

      “Then he moved around a lot. Did Gunner have a drug problem? Could he have been moving drugs or other contraband?”

      “It’s not the sixties anymore, Detective King. The counterculture and readily available drugs in Vietnam led to a disaster. And the military experimented too, handing out stimulants and anti-anxiety meds to soldiers to improve performance—an experiment which failed and left our soldiers strung out and dependent. In 1982, a zero-tolerance policy for drugs came into effect for defense personnel, accompanied by random drug testing. Today, the military has higher records of sobriety for illicit drug use than civilians by a long shot. But pain meds and alcohol are still a fight. Gunner had a clean record at discharge. Is it possible logistics personnel slipped through some contraband? I can’t say it’s impossible. We do our best to make sure it’s not happening. That’s not Gunner’s style. Did you find drugs?”

      “No. In fact, Gunner had weaned himself off his pain meds. I’m just trying to dig into reasons why someone would want him dead. Covering every angle. Can I speak to Gunner’s friends? Is that possible?”

      “His closest friend, Brandon, died.”

      “It’s really important or I wouldn’t ask. Gunner’s military father raised him. When he was killed, Gunner ended up in foster care. At eighteen, he enlisted. He told me he ‘had nowhere else to go,’ but you said it best—he served well. I got to know him a little bit, and I believe he was an honorable man.”

      “I would vouch the same. Let me look into it. I can’t promise results.”

      “Thank you, Captain Knight. Sometimes, the best we can do is try.”

      “You ever serve in the military?”

      “No, sir,” said Max. “But I admire those who do, like you and Gunner. I serve in my own way, like my father, who became a police officer so he could keep the people of Wine Valley safe. He became the chief of police here in town. He passed recently.”

      “We’re all on the same side, son.” The line went dead.

      Max and Joy stepped outside and approached Gregor. Max asked, “I’m sorry to have to ask this, but, besides having seen Valerie, do you think Crystal is stable?”

      Gregor’s eyes arched in amazement. “No one is stable anymore! If anyone knows that, it’s you two. That’s why the pharmaceutical companies flourish, therapists flourish, and I flourish! Is Crystal capable of killing, I don’t think so! Is she angry, hurt, confused? Absolutely! I’ve only known her for a few months. She’s one of the reasons I do what I do. I had to help myself before I could help others. She’s learning that.”

      “You’ve not seen her anger flare?” asked Joy.

      “No more than mine, and I didn’t slash Gunner’s throat. Oh, the blood!” Gregor turned and vomited into the well of the young tree.

      “You can go,” said Max.

      Joy added, “After you…you know.”
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      On the way back to the station, Max’s phone rang. “Hi, Sophia. Find anything?”

      “No marriage record. But I dug into the only non-Summerfields on the ranch, Hiram and Phillis Washington. Hiram worked as a ranch-hand and cook and Phillis as the Summerfields’ cook and house help.”

      “Right. They quit after Mercy died.”

      “It turns out that there’s a living descendant. Otis Washington. He lives here in town.”

      “You are a bloodhound extraordinaire!”

      Sophia’s voice took on a humbled tone. “I read up on Mercy Summerfield. There’s not much on her, but I found old picture on Jaxon Summerfield’s Facebook page. She was a beautiful young woman, and if someone took her life, I want to help.”

      “I’ll keep you posted.”

      “You’d better. Happy hunting.”

      Max filled Joy in. “Phillis has a living relative. Otis Washington.”

      “When are we going to tell Belle, Max? You haven’t mentioned it.”

      Max pursed his lips. “I’ve been putting it off. I’d hoped we had more to give her to go with the DNA results.”

      “I’d want to know—but then, that’s my female brain. Like I had to know about you.”

      Max sighed. “And you were right about that. First stop in the morning—Belle. Then Otis Washington.”

      “You’re right too, Max. I’d want more information if you had it. Let’s swing by Otis’s place now, if you’re up for it. Valerie can wait.”

      “My bloodhound nose is already twitching.”

      “Are you wagging your tail too?”

      “Sure. When I get a belly rub.”

      “You’re so bad!”

      “Hey, at the core, we’re animals. It’s in the genes.”

      “You got the happy-go-lucky puppy genes. I got the other stuff.”

      Max shot Joy a grin of disagreement. “I think Gregor is right—we’re all a mix of both, capable of swinging between good and evil.”
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      Max rapped on Otis Washington’s door. He lived on a hill, more of a glorified hump of golden grass—not a posh hill, but a deserted hill—in a house with no neighbors. The house sat there long before a major road ran north-south past it. It sat alone, as if a homesteader had staked the claim so long ago that developers had no way to build around it, nor did the homeowner have any intention of selling. The single-story pale yellow house had aged. It sat like an old man rocking on a porch and watching the youngsters run back and forth in a hurry to be somewhere in the bustling city that had left it behind.

      A tall, slender black man in his eighties opened the door. Max flashed his badge. “Mr. Washington, I’m Detective Max King and this is Dr. Joy Burton. May we speak with you?”

      “What’s this about?”

      “Mercy Summerfield,” said Joy.

      “We have some information that might interest you.” Max had essentially dangled a carrot—would Otis want to receive information—instead of posing their presence as an interrogation to get information.

      Otis opened the screen door. “Come on in. Place is a mess. I don’t get visitors.”

      Max stepped into a living room that had been transformed into a workshop. Bright florescent lights lit a long table, strewn with leather pieces, pairs of shoes in boxes, and tools. Next to the window, a single recliner faced a television on a stand.

      Otis led them to his small kitchen, where he fell into one of four chairs surrounding a wooden table. The kitchen had a modern white refrigerator, an old white stove, and an old vinyl floor.

      Max and Joy sat down.

      Joy said, “You probably heard that Mercy Summerfield’s crypt was vandalized.”

      “That family is no concern of mine.”

      Max leaned in. “What if we told you that Mercy died of arsenic poisoning and that she was pregnant?”

      “I’ll be damned.” Otis slapped the table. His lips formed a smile. “You sure?”

      Joy said, “Science doesn’t lie.”

      Otis tapped his fingers on the table. “No, but people do. The Summerfields—they do.”

      Max eyed Joy. “What did they lie about?”

      Otis sucked in a deep breath and let it out. “My father passed the story along to me like his father had passed it along to him, and his father, my great-grandfather Hiram Washington, told it first. I’m eighty-three. No children. My wife passed a decade ago. I was sure the story would die with me—ain’t got nobody to tell it to, no one who would listen, and no one who would believe me.”

      Joy encouraged him. “We’ll listen. And we’ll believe you.”

      “Let me get you some iced tea.” Otis didn’t wait for an answer. He pushed off on the table, rose to his feet, opened the cupboard, and pulled down three glasses. He filled each glass with ice from the automatic ice-maker. “Of all of the inventions, I like my ice-maker best. You probably don’t remember the days when you filled trays to make ice, but I do.”

      “I do,” said Max. “My father kept them in the freezer in case of a summertime power outage. Or—more likely—for when the ice machine was empty, because he had turned it off and forgot to turn it back on.”

      Otis opened the fridge, pulled out a pitcher of amber liquid, and filled each glass.

      “What do you make—in your workshop?” asked Joy.

      “Hiram, my great-grandfather, worked as a ranch-hand for James Summerfield. He made his own leather gear, as many did back then. He passed his skills down the line. I own a shoe and leather repair shop in Grape Gulch. Tiny place, but it’s my own.”

      “I know your shop!” shouted Max. “My dad took all of his shoes to you. David King.”

      Otis grinned from ear-to-ear. “I wondered when you introduced yourself if you were David’s boy. I miss that man. He came by now and again to check up on me. We’d have an iced tea. I saw him just before he passed. He hooped and hollered and complained that you’d gotten yourself a stupid haircut, buzzed at the sides, long on top, but it looks like you’re growing it out.” Otis set the glasses on the table and sank into his seat. He took a large gulp of tea.

      “I am. I did it for the wrong reasons.” Max sipped his tea.

      Otis grinned. “Well, now. Young folks do what they want, like Mercy Summerfield.” Otis gulped back more tea. “Don’t be in a hurry. My old brain might forget something.”

      Joy encouraged him. “Take your time, Mr. Washington.”

      “I ain’t Mr. Washington to no one. Otis.”

      Joy sipped her tea. “Otis. This is good tea.”

      “Brew it myself. Now you can buy bottled tea—not for me. No, ma’am. The day I can’t boil water and stick the tea bags in it to steep and pour it in a pitcher is the day I set myself down in the chair and I don’t get back up. I just sit and wait for the Lord to take me.”

      Otis settled back in his chair. He paused as if reaching back in time. “Hiram and Phillis worked for the Summerfield family before Old Man Summerfield gambled away the money. But they stayed on to help James, even if all they got was food and a roof over their heads. James always promised he’d do right by them. And he did. When he married Clara and came into money again, he paid them back wages. They bought this property. Phillis worked as the cook—she cooked for the family and helped Hiram cook for the boys if the bunkhouse was full. Phillis doted on Clara while she was bedridden and pregnant with Mercy. And she cared for James Jr. too. Hiram worked the ranch. You may not know this, but from 1860 to the 1880s, thousands of former slaves came out west after the end of the Civil War—some say about a quarter of the cowboys were black, like Hiram.” Otis paused to sip his tea.

      Max and Joy sipped their teas too.

      Max could hardly contain his knotted stomach, full of as much hope as doubt that anything Otis said could help them solve who had poisoned Mercy.

      “Then the storm hit. Mercy fell in love with Little Wolf, a ranch-hand.” Otis shook his head. “Two stupid kids with love in their hearts and no sense in their heads.”

      “Love isn’t usually sensible, is it?” asked Joy.

      “Not this time,” said Otis. “Little Wolf had convinced a local priest who ministered to the Indians to marry them. For the sake of the child, the priest married them, but he also feared for them. He suggested that they saddle up and ride to Mexico, where Little Wolf could keep working as a cowboy.”

      “What went wrong?” asked Max.

      “Mercy couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to her brother. She confided in James Jr. that she and Little Wolf were running away. James Jr. told his father. Phillis heard the fight. Mercy’s father slapped the girl so hard, she hit the floor. Clara ran to Mercy’s side.  And that’s when Mercy spilled the beans that she was with child. Clara grew as cold as ice to her own daughter. She wanted Mercy to stay somewhere else, like with the priest, until the baby came, and then the priest could give it away.”

      “Did Mercy agree?” asked Joy.

      Otis sipped his tea. “That spitfire! Not a chance. She spouted off that the priest had married them. And she would not give up her child. James and James Jr. dragged Mercy to her room and locked her in. They told her she’d have the baby at home. They’d have the marriage annulled. They’d give the baby away. James fired Little Wolf.”

      “Who poisoned her?” asked Max.

      “I don’t know,” said Otis. He pounded back the rest of his tea.

      Max finished his tea too. “That’s not the way I had hoped this story would end.”

      Joy nodded. “Me neither. Otis, thanks for filling us in. You sure remembered a lot of detail.”

      “Don’t have to remember it. Phillis wrote it down.” Otis laughed. “Want to see what Little Wolf looked like?”

      Max and Joy shot glances at each other.

      “You bet,” said Max.

      “Please.” Joy sipped her tea.

      Otis rummaged around in his living room.  He came back with a sealed plastic bag. He opened the bag and slid out an old diary covered in dark blue fabric but with a black spine and black corner reinforcements. Otis slowly opened the book, turning the discolored pages one by one, careful that loose pages, barely holding on to the spine, stayed in place. The pages had writing—elegant ink script—and drawings. Otis reached a page where Mercy rested her head against Little Wolf’s shoulder. Their eyes were closed, their heads touching, as if caught in a blissful moment.

      Little Wolf had a bare chest and long hair held in place by a headband with a single feather that draped down beside his face. Mercy’s curly hair draped over his chest. She wore a high-necked cotton nightshirt with a wide collar.

      Otis closed the book. “Phillis was a good artist, don’t you think?”

      “Unbelievably good,” said Max. “I expected them to open their eyes.”

      Joy asked, “Otis, would you trust me to hold on to that and read it through? I might find something useful. You’re the only lead we have.”

      Otis pondered for a minute. “That’s all I got left of my family. Well, that and this old house, which I’ve rebuilt with my own two hands year after year. People don’t fix things no more. But I’ll be dead one day. Maybe it’s time for someone else to see what’s in there.” Otis slid the plastic bag across the table.

      “I’ll take good care of it,” said Joy. “Mercy and Little Wolf are in our hands now.”
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      By the time Max and Joy returned to the station, daytime had snuck into overtime.

      Steele approached the moment he saw them step into the squad room. “Your suspect is behind door number three. And, get this, when I showed up, she was packing. In a hurry to leave. There was blood on her wrist that she hadn’t washed off and lots more on the steering wheel of her car. She’s been processed. I read her her rights. And she’s waiting for you.”

      Max smiled. “Maybe we’ve found our murderer. Thanks, Steele.”

      Joy said, “Go ahead, Max. I’ll be right there.”

      Max tipped his chin to indicate he’d give her a minute.

      Joy took a deep breath as if to ward off fatigue. “Looks like we’re delayed an hour.”

      Steele peered around the room. He kept his voice low and his mannerisms business-like. “In an effort to strive for accuracy and to be sensitive to the prep time you require, does that really mean two hours?”

      Joy tilted her head. “Steele, you are a perceptive man.”

      “It’s a cop thing.”

      “Or a you-read-my-mind thing,” Joy sighed. “In all honesty, with shower time, yeah. Two.”

      Steele grinned. “No problem. Just builds anticipation.”

      Joy watched Steele walk away. She stifled a smile. She mumbled under her breath, “Yeah, it does.”
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      Max had grown accustomed, or so he thought, to stepping into an interrogation room. The beige room with olive-green trim, including the door frame, gave the room a purpose-driven feel, aided by the television screen on a wall mount in the upper corner, video cameras in protective cages, the one-way glass that appeared black, and the plain wooden table and four chairs.

      David King had interrogation down to a science, whether to be nice, mean, or indifferent. He knew when to sweet talk, lampoon, or bite like a snake to get information out of a suspect. Max had learned from the best. He had also read a book Joy recommended about how various personality types responded to various stimuli, like pressure, flattery, anxiety, or reward, something she’d studied at Quantico.

      Valerie had lied all along. She came to Wine Valley for one reason. To kill.

      She had motive and admitted to intent. Her confession could be a brilliant ploy. Too many witnesses saw Valerie leave Jared’s house. She could not shoot Jared on the spot, as she’d originally planned, unless she’d also planned on going to jail.

      Max and Joy sat across from Valerie. The florescent lights cast an unpleasant and harsh brightness.

      Valerie’s hazel eyes pleaded like a doe’s caught in a hunter’s scope.

      She blurted, “I didn’t kill him! I found him like that and I panicked!” She put her hands to her temples and leaned her elbows on the table.

      “Walk us through it.” Before Max asked her any questions, he preferred if Valerie related the details of what had transpired. “Your statement is being recorded.”

      Valerie folded her arms across her chest, like a shield of protection. “I felt bad for Gunner. I’d stopped by Gregor’s shop to pick up those anti-anxiety pills they sell—I sure as heck need them now—and I asked Crystal if she’d heard from Gunner. She told me that Gregor had picked him up from the hospital and that he recuperated at home, but she hadn’t seen him. I felt bad. Here I’d focused on my hatred for Jared, and I completely ignored Gunner’s troubles. I asked Crystal what he liked in the shop, and she picked out some scented relaxation candles—one lavender, one rose. I thought that was kinda weird, but she assured me that Gunner was into aroma-therapy. I bought them and drove over to see him.”

      Joy asked, “Did you see anyone else around the complex or in the parking area?”

      “No.”

      Max pressed her. “What happened next?”

      “I knocked on his door. I thought I heard a sound, like a thud. I knocked again and called out to him, but he didn’t answer. I tried the knob. It was unlocked. I opened the door. I stepped inside. I didn’t see him. I called out and crept forward. I walked into the kitchen. He gurgled. I dropped to my knees. I threw my hands over his neck. But he bled and bled.” Valerie held up her hands as if she could still see the blood on them. “He went limp. His eyes stared up at me. I freaked. I knew how it looked. I bolted. I ran out of there, straight to my car, hopped in, and drove home.”

      Max added, “Gregor pulled up in the parking lot as you bolted out. We have a witness who saw you flee.”

      Valerie lowered her head. “I should have called for help, but Gunner was dead. He didn’t have to kill himself! He had friends. I wanted to be his friend. I know what it’s like to lose someone you love. If only I’d have gotten there sooner.”

      Joy asked, “You didn’t see anyone in the apartment?”

      “No, but why would there be? He committed suicide, right?”

      Max and Joy eyed one another.

      Max added. “It’s possible, but there are discrepancies that suggest it could have been murder.”

      Valerie’s eyes grew into saucers. Her brows furrowed in confusion. “Then I was there at the same time as the murderer. But how did they slip out?”

      “How indeed?” asked Max.

      “No! You have to believe me! I didn’t kill Gunner! And I didn’t kill Jared!” Valerie’s voice wavered as she spoke. “I swung the door open. If someone hid behind the front door, it would have covered them up. And while I knelt beside Gunner, the killer could have slipped out. Right? Maybe it was Gregor.”

      Max tapped his fingers on the table. “It sounds like you have it all figured out. But Gunner’s blood is all over the place. On your hands, your clothes, even your car.”

      “Brace for the worst, Val,” said Joy. “The D.A. will like the evidence against you.” Joy leaned in. “So what can you give us in return? Besides you, who else wanted Jared and Gunner dead?”

      Valerie shook her head. “I had no reason to kill Gunner! Maybe Crystal or Gregor—you said Gregor called you. What if he killed Gunner, slipped out, and then stuck around, watched me leave, and called the cops?”

      Max coldly glared. “You wanted Jared dead. You held a gun on him and threatened to shoot.”

      “I didn’t shoot! I forgave him!”

      “Then help us,” urged Joy. “Give us a lead.”

      Valerie stopped all gyrations. She dropped her hands to her lap. With a defeated voice, she said, “I don’t have one. Aren’t you listening to me? I didn’t do it! I couldn’t kill Jared! So why would I turn around and kill Gunner?”

      Joy tried to put pressure on her. “Gunner told us that after you threatened him, Jared called him. Gunner told him to come over right away, but Jared didn’t tell him what you had done.”

      Max shot dagger-like eyes at Valerie. “But you didn’t know that! You couldn’t take a chance that Gunner would tell others.”

      “It didn’t happen like that!” shouted Valerie. “Why was Gregor there? How convenient!”

      Max yelled to match her. “You stalked Jared. You came to Wine Valley for the sole purpose of killing him!”

      “Yes, but I didn’t kill him!”

      Joy rose to her feet and circled the table. “You bought a gun. You brought it with you. You loaded it. You put it in your backpack.” Joy leaned over and set her palms firmly on the table so that her mouth was near Valerie’s ear. “And you aimed the barrel at Jared’s chest, ready to pull the trigger!”

      Valerie craned her neck to make eye contact with Joy. “I know. I can’t believe I did that. But I didn’t pull the trigger!”

      Max smacked the table. Valerie whipped her head toward the sound.

      “There were too many witnesses,” said Max. “You waited for your chance.”

      Joy’s voice became menacing. “And it came at the Mabon celebration. You took the athame blade from the altar, and as everyone chanted and channeled, you knew how easy it would be.”

      “No! That’s not right!”

      Max made a thrusting motion with his hand. “You thrust the blade into Jared’s heart, tipped the headstone, and screamed to warn the others!”

      “You’re wrong!”

      Joy added, “Jared and Gunner were best friends. You figured that Gunner knew your dirty little secret.”

      “Again with a knife—you slit Gunner’s throat,” said Max.

      “I tried to save him!”

      Joy accused, “You ran!”

      Valerie’s face flushed red. Tears welled in her eyes. Her voice cracked. “Stop it!”

      Max pressed, “You had blood on your hands, on your clothes, in your car. What better alibi than trying to save him!”

      “I did try to save him!” Valerie put her arms on the table, rested her head against them, and lost it. Her body shook with wave after wave of tears.

      Max added, “Make yourself at home, Valerie. You’re not going anywhere.”
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      Joy set a rather untidy tomato-rose on a plate of appetizers—snap peas, carrot chips, cucumber slices, fresh apricots, raspberries, and walnuts—and slid it into the refrigerator.

      Joy’s house sat atop a hill on a street where a few acres surrounded every ranch-styled home. Sam had purchased the house just before the boom, when developers chased the growing number of vintners into Wine Valley and construction soared—Grape Gulch received a make-over, a new mall sprouted up in the heart of the new development, and, most recently, a civic center worthy of the town’s size and status graced a small hill in Grape Gulch a block away from the main street, whose claim to fame came from being the site of one of the first few post offices within the brand new state of California.

      Joy had vacationed in the home as a child. She thought her father had borrowed the house from a friend, until she found the deed in Sam’s papers after he’d been killed.  She hadn’t been in the house long enough to change the décor, except for the master bedroom. Her dark nature revolted at Sam’s use of yellow and white and flowers—but as each day passed, her feet grew roots, and the yellow nurtured her growth like a sunflower reaching up out of the earth, its face open to the glowing orb in the sky.

      At least Sam had an eye for aesthetics: white distressed furniture gave the house a country feel and the canary yellow and floral living room furniture sprouted red and white irises on green leafy stalks. Throughout the house, yellow walls and white ceilings created a continuous flow, but Sam had mixed it up by adding splashes of red in the living room, green in the dining room, and navy blue in the kitchen.

      Sam liked daisies. Joy’s eyes drifted to the white wrought-iron and glass kitchen table surrounded by four chairs. The flower arrangement of faux daisies always brought Sam’s face before her.

      The doorbell rang.

      Joy could not fly to it fast enough. It was insanely spine-tingling and excruciatingly tempting to work in such close proximity to Reed Steele and have to keep a professional distance. Fire rushed through her limbs, flushed her cheeks, and spilled into the pit of her belly as she swung the door open.

      Joy’s and Steele’s lips locked in a luscious, savory kiss that carried them inside.

      Refusing to let go, Joy kicked the front door shut. She wrapped her arms around Steele’s muscular shoulders. He wrapped his arms around the waist of her gray tank dress and pulled her into his chest. He picked Joy up off of her bare feet and carried her into the living room, setting her down on the carpet before they broke apart.

      “Who needs whiskey when I have a Steele?”

      “And my life is pure Joy.”

      “I’m branching out, trying new things. I bought us a local wine, a Grenache from the A.A.O.W.”

      “Ah, yes, the Aurora Angelica Opizzi Winery. I’m game.”

      Steele followed Joy into the kitchen.

      “It supposedly has berry overtones with a hint of spice—so said the salesman.” Joy opened the fridge to withdraw the appetizer plate.

      Steele withdrew the bottle opener from a drawer and proceeded to open the bottle of wine sitting on the counter. He poured the red liquid into two glasses, already standing by. Steele slid a glass over to Joy.

      She picked it up, clinked glasses with him. and sipped the dark red wine.

      Steele arched his brows. “Nice. Rich. Fruity. Look at me. I sound like a connoisseur.”

      “I limit myself to two notes—I like it or I don’t. I like this one.”

      Steele saw the book in the plastic bag on the counter. “Homework?”

      “Set down the wine and I’ll show you. I promised to keep this spotless. This is as old as Mercy Summerfield. Phillis, the cook, kept a sort of diary and sketch pad.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “I’m going to find out, but first…” Joy carefully slid the book out of the plastic bag. Just as carefully, she opened the cover and turned page after page, until she reached the drawing of Little Wolf and Mercy.

      “Dang! I’m going to get soft and weepy and unmacho here. Now that’s two people in love. And someone poisoned her to keep them apart?”

      “Or to preserve the family’s honor—and all that rot—and I do mean rotten to the core.” Joy closed the book, put it back in the plastic bag, and sealed it shut. Joy picked up the platter, and Steele opened the French doors leading out to the covered patio with a slate floor.

      Steele dashed back to grab both glasses of wine and followed Joy outside.

      Joy had set down the platter down on the gray wicker and glass table and dashed back to close the French doors.

      Steele settled into a gray wicker love seat with black cushions that faced a stone hearth and set down the glasses.

      A ceiling fan in the patio cover sat still. The dipping sun was enough to bring comfort. The sun seemed to flare as it sank, fighting to stay alive and not give over to the night. It sprayed the hills and alit the golden grasses in a last hurrah.

      “How’s my buddy?” asked Steele, taking a sip of his wine as Joy settled into the crook of his arm.

      “We can watch a movie later, and, if you’d like, your buddy Monty can crawl all over those beautiful muscles of yours. She’s the only other woman I will allow to do that.”  Joy referred to her five-foot-long, twenty-one-year-old ball python with thick coils of scaly mahogany-brown skin with light brown splotches rimmed in cream.

      “This might sound crazy, but how about we read that diary? I know you want to, and I’m curious too. And Monty would love a bedtime story.”

      “She’s nocturnal. It’s our bedtime story.” Joy munched on a snap pea.

      “Even better.” Steele reached for a cucumber slice.”

      As the sun sank, Joy and Steele nibbled on sweet fruits and crunchy vegetables and brainstormed how to pinpoint who’d poisoned Mercy. But the conversations continued in circles: Mercy’s father’s disappointment, her mother’s Irish Catholic values, her brother James Jr.’s betrayal, Phillis’s loyalty to the family—father’s tyranny, mother’s jealousy, James Jr.’s duty to family; Phillis’s pride. They never came any closer.

      After a simple dinner of poached salmon, brown rice, and asparagus, Joy slipped into her bedroom, an out-of-Africa landscape of blood-red walls, a white ceiling, cane furniture, and framed black-and-white prints of predators and prey.

      She changed into her silk robe and walked over to a custom-built black reptile cabinet, half a dozen feet tall. The cabinet contained terraced rock walls, logs and branches, green leafy plants, and a shallow pool. It ran the length of the wall and butted up to the French doors to the patio. Joy could just step inside. She found Monty on a low branch. She moved at a slow pace.

      Joy brought Monty out to the living room.

      Steele peeled off his shirt, having adapted to the comfort of Monty’s rectilinear movement against his flesh. Joy set Monty around his neck. Monty flicked her tongue to gather scents and information. Steele rubbed his finger over her triangular head. The black stripe that ran from cheek to nose and her upturned mouth almost made it seem like she smiled back at him.

      Joy grabbed the diary, nestled into the crook of Steele’s arm, and opened the cover. A feeling shot through her. It prickled her skin. In essence, the book had a century-old mouth, and Joy opened the cover to let it speak.

      Joy skimmed the pages, giving Steele a summary at times and reading it word for word at others. “Phillis started this in January. She talks about the lovely Christmas that just passed, and how the last cookie and the last of the molasses taffy has finally disappeared. But there’s still a brand new tin of Whitman’s chocolate in the pantry, which is Master James Jr.’s and Mercy’s favorite treat.”

      Joy turned the page. “It’s calving season, and Little Wolf and some of his tribe have come to help out. Phillis says the Summerfields routinely hire the Indians of Wine Valley to help with sheep-shearing, calving, and later, crop harvesting. Mercy’s brother, James Jr., is particularly fond of Little Wolf, which Phillis surmises is because they’re close in age. Like brothers. They work side by side. James Jr. gives orders to Little Wolf, and Little Wolf gives them to his people. Phillis says Little Wolf recently invited James Jr. to a tribal ceremony.”

      Joy flipped from page to page, stopping to show Steele Phillis’s occasional drawings of Mercy or James or Little Wolf. “Phillis talks about how Mercy helps her in the kitchen sometimes. Hiram works in the cookhouse, making meals for farmhands and vaqueros.” She flipped more pages. “Here we go. It’s March. I think she was crying. Her hand is shaking and there’s a tear splotch.”

      “I see it,” said Steele.

      “March 1888 Sat. 3. Lord almighty! No more peace in this house! God save us! James Jr. says Mercy is in love with Little Wolf and planning to run off with him. Mr. James, he struck Mercy down to the floor. Hit her so hard, James Jr. turned his back. Mrs. Clara run to her. Mercy say she is with child. The menfolk dragged that girl upstairs and locked her in her room. They sent Hiram and me home. God help us all!”

      Monty slid down Steele’s chest and inched toward Joy.

      Joy sat up and crossed her legs, and Monty crawled down Steele’s chest and toward her lap to coil beneath her black silk robe. “Okay, Monty is squared away. Back to the book.”

      As Joy read on, she paused a time or two where she had trouble making out a word either due to penmanship or misspellings. “They keep Mercy locked in her room. Phillis carried up breakfast, lunch, and supper. James Jr. feels so guilty, he took the can of Whitman’s chocolate out of the pantry, and he makes Mercy a cup each night and sits with her. Friday 23. Miss Mercy is sick. Phillis writes that she sometimes seemed confused and tired. Vomiting and stomach pains. Phillis writes, ‘I made her fresh soup. Mrs. Clara cleaned her up and made her tea. I made compresses and put them against her forehead and cheeks.’”

      Joy flipped another page. “She’s getting worse. James Jr. sits with her most nights after he’s done with the day’s chores to offer her companionship, but Mr. James won’t so much as look upon his own daughter. Although he gave Phillis a bag of penny candy to take up to her. The doctor came by. He left laudanum for her discomfort.” Joy huffed, “Laudanum was about ten percent opium, often mixed with alcohol. It was prescribed for pain or diarrhea.”

      “At least it would have eased her pain. She didn’t have time to become addicted.”

      “The pain of being poisoned!” Joy paused. “I doubt we’ll ever know who slipped her the arsenic. It’s tasteless and colorless.”

      “And they all had access to her food.”

      Joy flipped another page. “She’s worse yet. Dizzy. Dark urine. James Jr. still sits with her. Phillis too. They encourage her to eat.” Joy paused so Steele could see the drawing of James beside Mercy. A teacup was on a saucer on a table beside her bed. “He looks like Jaxon.”

      Joy read more. “Saturday. May 5. Mercy is dying. Mr. James sent for Father Miguel. The moment the padre stepped into Mercy’s room, James Jr. broke into sobs the likes of which Phillis had never seen. The padre sent James Jr, out, saying no one was to come in. She writes, ‘Father Miguel waited for me to leave, but I refused. I told him I’d held her the day she was born. I’ll hold her the day she passes.’ The padre nodded. We helped Mercy sit up. Before he started his rites, to my surprise, he opened the window. Land sakes if Little Wolf didn’t slip in. Father Miguel looked at me. So did Little Wolf. I nodded for him to stay. I clutched my silver cross hanging over my breaking heart. Little Wolf sat beside Mercy and slipped his arms around her shoulders, until she rested against his chest. Mercy seemed to know he was there. The girl had no strength. But she reached out until her fingers felt the skin of his chest before her hand fell. Little Wolf took her hand in his. She gasped, like she wanted to talk. Little Wolf set his lips on cheek. When he raised his head, Miss Mercy let out her last breath.”

      “That’s the picture Phillis drew. Their last moment together. That stinks!”

      “Right? James Jr. could have let them run away.” Joy turned back to the book. “Phillis says they heard footsteps on the floorboards. The padre and Phillis had to tear Little Wolf away from her. Little Wolf didn’t care if he died with her. But they got sense into him, and Little Wolf slipped out the window. Father Miguel closed the window just as Mercy’s father rushed into the room and knelt beside her bed. He held her hand and cried. Phillis said it was the first time he’d come to visit Mercy since they’d put her in her room.”

      “How long did it take to kill her?”

      “The death entry is Saturday, May fifth, so three months. No one ever writes about her losing the baby. A high dose could cause a miscarriage, but with a steady low dose, not necessarily.”

      Joy flipped a few more pages. “Oh, Phillis writes about the funeral. Mrs. Clara demanded that a marble crypt be built for Mercy in the brand new cemetery.”

      “That sounds like guilt, like she wished she’d have let her daughter go. Or she poisoned her.”

      “Or for status. It makes the family look like they loved their only daughter so much, they spared no expense for her funeral.”

      “Good point.”

      “Phillis writes that friends came from all around. Mercy’s school friends. Everyone sobbed and wept. Phillis says James Jr. cried, but her parents didn’t. Oh my, Phillis says, and I quote, ‘Father Miguel kept a hard face when he gazed upon the mighty Summerfield family that day.’ She says that Little Wolf sat upon his horse on a hill, where he could see the Summerfields, and the Summerfields could see him. She says Mercy was the first laid to rest in the cemetery. After the funeral, Phillis writes that she and Hiram left the Summerfields. Oh, Max should know this. They went to work for Don Juan’s family.”

      “Don Juan?”

      “Juan de Flores, the rancher who built Max’s hacienda.” Joy closed the book. “That is so not a bedtime story!”

      “We can put the kid in her room, and I’ll tell you a bedtime story.”

      Joy turned her head and chest. She swept her hands over Steele’s long brown hair, which hung down much like Little Wolf’s, and she let her hands drop to his strong shoulders. “I’d like that.” He leaned in until her lips touched Steele’s.

      They kissed as if they both realized how precious life and love could be and how easily it could be lost.

      Joy lifted Monty from her lap and carried her to the enclosure, and Steele opened the enclosure’s door. As Joy set Monty back in her home, Steele wasted no time stripping down.

      By the time Joy closed and latched the door, Steele disrobed, pulled back the black bedspread, and hopped between the sheets.

      Joy took her time. She untied the belt of her robe and let it slide to the floor. She pulled her tank top over her head and slipped out of her underwear. She crawled into bed, anxious to feel Steele’s skin next to hers. “At least Mercy and Little Wolf knew love. Real love. It sounds like her father married for money.”

      “But they should have known a lifetime of love.” Steele swept his arms under Joy and pulled her atop his chest.

      Joy locked her fingers in his, pinning his hands beside his head. Joy whispered, “I don’t want to lose you.”

      Steele whispered, “If you think about it, we are already growing old together. Moment by moment. Let’s just keep going.”

      “Sealed with a kiss.” Joy reached over and set her lips against Steele’s.

      His hands broke free. They caressed her soft black hair, her back, and his fingertips traced each notch of her spine. She sat up, straddling him. He sat up too. He scooted back against the headboard.

      They kissed. They entwined.

      Joy’s black-brown eyes dove into his hazel ones. They made love, intensely watching each other’s face:  each drop of an eyelid, parting of the lips, frown of desire.

      They didn’t want to close their eyes and miss a sigh or a twitch of pleasure or the caress of each heavy breath against their cheek or neck.

      They shared every gasp of need and groan of pleasure.

      They observed each subtle dilation or constriction of pupils, each ripple of muscle.

      Each shudder and quake that ran between them felt like foreshocks of an earthquake yet to come. Their bodies pressed together like tectonic plates. Tension built up.

      They awaited the smallest tremor that would release them. But tension grew. Their need grew.

      Until the final shudder came and with it vast movement.

      The plates slid against one another and locked them in a new position. Propelled them forward.

      They refused to let go. Instead, their arms wrapped around the other in a possessive squeeze.

      As their breathing slowed, they locked eyes once more, smiled, kissed, and let out a sigh. Steele nuzzled Joy’s cheek. She nuzzled his.

      When they slid apart and under the covers, Joy nestled her head against Steele’s chest, and Steele draped his arm over her, as Little Wolf and Mercy had done.

      As Joy closed her eyes, she realized that although some scoundrel had killed Mercy Summerfield, that devil never killed the love she and Little Wolf had for each other and for their child.

      Mercy had fought and died for her right to love the man who had captured her heart.
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      Thursday morning, Max and Joy met at the station.

      Joy made a quick copy and stuffed it into a manila folder.

      After a cup of coffee, they stepped out of the station and into the sunny day with an azure sky.

      They walked down Civic Center Drive, turned right, and after a couple of blocks, crossed the street to Belle’s. They climbed the two steps up the wraparound porch and entered the restaurant, filled with people savoring their breakfast, clinking cutlery, and laughing.

      “Find a booth. I’ll get her,” said Max.

      Max stepped around the counter, said hello to the waitresses he knew, and peered into the kitchen.

      Belle stood on a step stool hovering over a vat of barbecue sauce. She stirred it with a paddle. Another cook rubbed Belle’s secret spice blend on baby back ribs, preparing them for the smoker out back. Two more cooks worked at lighting speed at the stove: scrambling eggs, making breakfast burritos, and flipping flapjacks. The smell of sizzling sausages—handmade with Belle’s own recipe—invaded Max’s nostrils, as did the scents of crisp bacon. His stomach groaned, begging for attention.

      Max eyed the raw ribs, but his brain tasted the fall-off-the-bone sweet goodness they would become. He had to focus. “Belle! Got a minute?”

      Belle’s face said it all. Her eyes didn’t blink. She let go of the paddle, stepped down from the step stool, and walked his way. Belle peered into Max’s face to read the news before he opened his mouth, but her brows pinched in consternation, unable to read a thing.

      For the first time ever, Max saw vulnerability in Belle’s eyes. He avoided that look by turning his back on her and leading her to the restaurant.

      Max slid into the red vinyl seat next to Joy, and Belle sat across from them.

      Even though she seemed to know the answer, she asked, “Murder or mayhem?” But, this time, her tone was clearly personal.

      Max blurted, “Murder.” He quickly added the good news. “Your DNA and the baby’s are a match. You’re related.” Max had never seen anything take the wind out of Belle, but she hung her head down, either in sadness or prayer. He couldn’t tell.

      At last she lifted her head and spoke. “I’ve tried not to think about it, but it’s all I think about. I had to stop taking orders. I screwed up so many.”

      “Uh, we know,” said Max.

      Joy added, “We’re still getting details, Belle, but we do know a few things.”

      “Joy, bad news or good, I ain’t gettin’ any younger, so spit it out,” demanded Belle, her voice a whip.

      “Mercy was poisoned.” Joy kept her eyes locked on Belle’s. “The lab is still conducting tests to see how much and for how long.”

      “They can tell that?” asked Belle.

      Joy explained, “With arsenic, yes. The lab will segment Mercy’s hair, in centimeters most likely, and test each section. It’s not perfect. If she had exposure externally too, like her dress or the flowers, it can make a difference, but Angelo is doing all he can to determine Mercy’s exposure. Her nails can help identify her exposure periods too.”

      Belle’s face fell. “Two kids in love. In 1888, they didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Maybe they would have,” said Max. “If they’d have made it to Mexico. Mercy loved her brother. She couldn’t leave without saying goodbye, and he told his father, who stopped her.”

      “Mercy’s father locked her in her room,” added Joy. “She became ill—someone poisoned her, we think, for about three months.”

      Belle exhaled deeply. “I’m grateful to know the truth. I can deal with the rest. I’ll start planning a funeral—my way, with my people. Let me know when Mercy’s going back to her crypt.”

      Max reassured her, “We will.”

      Joy opened the manila envelope. “We found a living relative of Phillis Washington. Phillis was quite the artist. She sat with Mercy the night she died. A local priest, Father Miguel, arrived to give Mercy last rites. He opened the window, and Little Wolf slipped into the room. Little Wolf sat beside Mercy until she died in his arms. Phillis drew them.”

      Joy slid the photocopy out of the envelope and handed it to Belle.

      Belle held the picture of the couple in an embrace. Mercy’s head rested against Little Wolf’s shoulder. He held her hand. They both had their eyes closed. Belle cleared her throat, loudly and forcefully. “Can I keep this?”

      Max and Joy nodded.

      Belle set down the picture. She reached over and put one hand on Max’s and one hand on Joy’s. “Thank you,” said Belle. “For not sugar-coating it.”

      Max sighed. “There’s never a way to sugar-coat murder, Belle.”
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      Joy knocked on Otis’s front door. Max stood behind her.

      The door swung open. Otis seemed genuinely happy to see them. “Come on in. I just made a new batch of tea.”

      “We’ll take it,” said Joy without waiting for Max’s consent.

      As they settled into seats at the kitchen table. Otis put a glass under the dispenser. As ice clinked into the glass, he grinned. “Now that’s service. We got it pretty easy nowadays. Machines to wash our dishes and our clothes. I saw a show the other night about toilet seats that raise up and down on their own.”

      “No fancy toilet seat for me,” said Max. “Call me old-fashioned.”

      Otis grabbed the pitcher in the fridge, filled the glasses with tea, and set them down on the table. He lowered himself into a chair with a grunt. He lifted his glass. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” said Max and Joy, each swigging their tea.

      Joy set the plastic bag with the diary on the kitchen table. “I filled Max in and showed him the pictures.”

      “Quite the love-hate story,” said Otis. “Time passes. I fix Old Man Summerfield’s shoes like anybody else’s, but every time I see his face, I imagine his heartless ancestor.”

      Max chimed in, “Can’t hold the sins of the father against him.”

      “I know,” said Otis. “Like I said, I treat him the same as everybody else.”

      Joy wrapped her hands around the glass. “We know Mercy was poisoned, but everyone gave Mercy food: Phillis brought her meals, Mercy’s father gave her a bag of candy, her brother brought her Whitman’s instant chocolate, and her mother made her tea and who knows what else. We have no way to know who poisoned her.”

      “Sorry, Otis,” said Max.

      “Wait right here a moment. I gotta check on something.” Otis got up from his chair.

      Max and Joy could hear him rummage through the shelves full of his tools and supplies. They clanked and clacked, metal against metal or metal against wood.

      The front door opened and closed with a thud. By the time Max and Joy had nearly finished their tea, Otis returned with a wooden crate.

      Max and Joy rose to their feet and moved their glasses of tea, setting them on the counter. Max grabbed Otis’s tea so he could set the wooden crate on the kitchen table.

      “My family came from a long line of packrats. Something you said tickled my memory, but my memory ain’t what it used to be, so might be a wild goose chase. This was Hiram’s. Went through it a long time ago. Always meant to sell off what I could, but antiques don’t sell for much from that time. So it just sat in the garage.”

      Otis reached into the crate. He pulled out old tongs. A pair of spurs. Shearing scissors. A pewter coffee pot, wrapped in linen. A cast-iron frying pan. A wood-handled chisel. A metal file. A plane. A mallet.

      One object remained, wrapped in printed paper. Otis reached for it, but Max stopped him. “Don’t touch it. What is it?”

      Otis said, “It’s the Whitman’s tin. The story goes that Phillis found it in the trash the morning after Mercy passed. She took it out. Most people used old tins to keep nails or other bits in, but Phillis kept it to remind her of Mercy.”

      “I’ll get an evidence bag and gloves.” Max rushed out the door.

      Joy’s voice dropped. “It’s been through a lot of hands, Otis.”

      “I know. Everybody kept tins like this, biscuit tins, cookie tins, and we re-used them to hold nails or screws, like those you see on my shelves. In my day, you didn’t have to teach people to recycle. If we saw a purpose for something, we kept it. Hell, even when we didn’t see a use for it, we kept it. But none of my relatives could bring themselves to use Mercy’s tin. I almost did one time. I thought about it. ‘Why not?’ I said to myself. Make it useful again. But I couldn’t ever bring myself to do it.”

      “It’s a longshot. But if anyone can extract information from it, it’s Angelo, the best medical examiner in the county. We’ll run it over to him now.”
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      After lunch at the Crisp and Crunch, Max drove back to the station. The moment he pulled into the civic center parking structure his phone rang. “Hi, Angelo.”

      “Can you and Joy swing by here?”

      “I’m swinging as we speak. See you in a bit.” Max swung the car around and exited the structure. “Angelo wants to see us.”

      A half hour later, Max pulled into the forensic facility. He and Joy could not get inside the building fast enough. They shot through the doors, down the corridor to the autopsy suite, and approached Angelo, who walked them over to the toxicology lab.

      Bright lights shone down on three free-standing counters that ran the length of the room. Machines and computers filled every space of the grey countertops, set atop white supply cabinets.

      Angelo approached a woman in a white lab coat. She wore protective eyewear and a hair cover. She sat before a computer.

      “Rose,” said Angelo. “This is Detective Max King and Dr. Joy Burton.”

      Rose swiveled in her seat. “Pleased to meet you. This is an unusual case.” Rose, mid fifties, had a thick Spanish accent and deep brown eyes.

      “That it is,” said Max.

      Angelo explained, “With all of the pressure to release Mercy Summerfield, we moved her to the front of the line.”

      Rose beamed. “The can tested positive for arsenic. It was wrapped in pages from The Overland Monthly, April 1888.”

      “The timing is right. Mercy died in May,” said Joy.

      Max added, “Otis told the truth. He hadn’t opened the tin.”

      Rose continued, “Mercy’s hair and nails coincide with the levels of poison in the chocolate tin, estimating the amount needed to make a cup of chocolate. Mercy ingested the arsenic over a the course of three months. Sometimes more, sometimes less.”

      Joy pondered, “There may have been days where James Jr. didn’t make her chocolate. Or maybe he felt guilty and stopped.”

      “Eventually, however,” said Angelo, “this caused renal failure or liver failure, or both.”

      Max said, “The diary coincides with a three month time frame of when she became sick to when she died.”

      Joy grew tense. Her brows knit in worry. “We know her brother brought her the chocolate at night, but that’s not enough to point a definitive finger. James III could argue someone else made the chocolate. He tried to accuse Phillis before.”

      Max had an idea. “Why don’t we suggest to James III that we know for a fact who did it. He either knows more than he’s letting on or he doesn’t. Jaxon wants answers. He assumes his father has them. But he may not.”
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      Max parked in front of the Summerfield estate. He and Joy strolled through the massive adobe archway and across the terra cotta courtyard inlaid with colorful Mexican tiles, a fountain, and a fire pit. They approached oversized wooden doors, set in a smaller adobe archway. Max rang the doorbell, and a chime like that of a bell tower rang out.

      Joy had a manila envelope in hand.

      A maid, clad in white, opened the door. “Please.” She led Max and Joy to the living room, where James Summerfield III faced the picture windows. When he turned, they could see he had a drink in hand. “Can I get you a scotch? Or something else?”

      “No thanks.” Max settled on the sofa, sitting forward on the edge of his seat. Joy did the same, both anxious for the interview.

      James III slowly walked over and sat facing them.

      Joy set the envelope on the slab table. “We have a diary written by Phillis Washington. She drew lovely pictures of Mercy and Little Wolf and others. Would you like to see them? I made copies.”

      James III sipped his drink. “The past is the past. Let it die.”

      Joy pushed, “Even if it’s a picture of your relative—of James Jr.”

      At the sound of the name, James III polished off his drink. He rose to his feet and strolled away from them.

      Joy cocked her head and shot Max a quizzical look of incredulity.

      Max returned the glare. James III needed to suppress something, but the liquor should work in their favor instead.

      James III stood by the bar and poured himself another drink. “James Jr. is long dead. I know, because my father took me to see him when he was on his deathbed, and he left me alone with him while he spoke to the doctors.”

      Max kept his voice low but stern. “Mercy Summerfield’s love for Little Wolf is no longer shameful. It never was.”

      “I know that!” James III returned to the sofa, but he stood behind it, using it like a last barrier of defense.

      Joy pressed him. “The diary describes Mercy’s symptoms. They are acute arsenic poisoning. Headaches, confusion, diarrhea, stomach pain, black urine, fati—”

      “Enough!” shouted James III.

      Max drove another point home. “Otis Washington, a living relative of Hiram and Phillis Washington, kept the tin can of Whitman’s Instantaneous Chocolate. James Jr. made Mercy a drink most nights. According to Phillis, he carried it up to her, and he sat with her, watching her drink it. Phillis even drew a picture of Mercy and James Jr. together with the cup and saucer on Mercy’s bedside table. The can tested positive for arsenic.”

      Joy carried on from there. “James Jr. poisoned his sister.”

      James III winced. He gulped from his glass and clamped his jaw shut.

      Joy kept up the attack. “Segmental analysis showed it lasted for about three months.”

      Max added, “She suffered every day for—”

      “Stop!” shouted James III, putting up a hand to make his point more forceful.

      Max didn’t stop. He raised his voice. “Mr. Summerfield! You said so yourself, James Jr. can’t be punished. But Mercy deserves for the truth to come out.”

      James III’s voice lost all strength. “Who will it help?”

      Max stood up. “Belle Aguilar, Otis Washington, and Jaxon Summerfield. The living need to know their history—the good and the bad of it. The truth of it.”

      James III rubbed a hand over his head as if to calm the storm brewing within him. He stepped over to the sofa and fell into it like a man who could no longer carry a burdensome weight.

      Joy cocked her head. She slowly rose to her feet beside Max. “You knew! He told you—on his deathbed—didn’t he? When your father stepped out and left you alone with him. He confessed.”

      Max gave Joy a quizzical look. He couldn’t tell if she simply goaded, suspected, or bluffed. Her face showed clarity and conviction. On the other hand, James III’s face had a look of defeat.

      James III’s eyes dropped to the glass in his hand. He tossed back the remaining liquid and set the glass down. “The parting gift from my dying great-grandfather to me, a ten-year-old-boy. He never meant to kill Mercy. He thought the arsenic would cause her to lose the baby.”

      Max and Joy sat back down. Neither said a word.

      Max blinked. “That’s not really any better, is it? He conspired to kill Mercy’s child?”

      “No, it isn’t,” said James III. “He didn’t think it through. He didn’t hate Mercy. He hated Little Wolf, a man he viewed as his brother. He felt betrayed. That’s why he stopped them. He couldn’t let Little Wolf take away his honor, his family name, but mostly, he said he could not part with his beautiful sister.”

      Joy sighed. “Kill the baby and James Jr.’s life would return to normal. Or so he thought.”

      James III nodded.

      “Thank you, for the truth.” Max added, “The M.E. will release Mercy for internment. You’ll get a call soon.”

      James III met their gaze. “You have to understand. I thought it was my job to protect the Summerfield name and reputation. That’s how I felt when James Jr. put that yoke around my neck. It took me a long time to realize that what he really wanted was absolution. He told me to ease his own conscience. He couldn’t tell anyone else. He probably thought I’d forget or misunderstand. All he did was pass his guilt to me! Years went by. I thought the secret would die with me. The harm was already done.”

      “Not for some,” said Joy. “Like Belle and Otis and Jaxon, who were left wondering.”

      “And Mercy’s spirit,” said Max. “She lay in her crypt with no one to acknowledge her dead child or the love she had for Little Wolf.”

      The liquor had worked. It began to loosen James III’s lips, and he uttered his own confession. “I’m just sorry it took me so long. I’ve carried the burden for a lifetime. Like most locals, I grew up eating at Belle’s. Every time I saw her or anyone with Native American features, every time I went to the casino, I thought of Little Wolf and Mercy. I didn’t know Belle was related to the baby, or I’d probably have spoken up sooner.”

      Joy used a soothing tone. “And now, the healing can begin. You did the right thing.”

      James III bobbed his head. “Thank you.”

      Max asked, “Did James Jr. ever say what happened to Little Wolf?”

      James III locked eyes on them and didn’t blink. “I asked him that. I wasn’t afraid of him, even though he told me he’d killed his sister. A ten-year-old boy is curious, and the very name Little Wolf stirred my imagination. ‘What happened to Little Wolf?’ I asked. He said he heard rumors of an Indian vaquero in Mexico who spoke to the lobos, the wolves.”
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      Max and Joy had no sooner sat down at their desks than Steele approached them. “Valerie Valdez wants to see you. She says she has a clue.”

      “Thank you, Officer Steele,” said Joy, keeping her tone professional.

      Steele picked up on it and teased her back. “You’re welcome, Dr. Burton.”

      Max shook his head. “You’re not fooling anyone.”

      Joy smirked. “We know.”

      Valerie had been booked and arraigned. Given the severity of the charges—two murders—and the fact she had openly admitted to coming to Wine Valley to kill Jared Masterson, and given that she had attempted to flee with Gunner’s blood on her clothes and in her car, the judge remanded her for trial.

      Valerie waited for her day in court at the coed detention center in Riverside. With morning traffic, it took Max and Joy nearly an hour to get there.

      Max pushed through the glass doors of the main entrance, appreciating the chilled air that instantly cooled his face. “Let’s hope she’s got a solid lead for us.”

      “Her life might depend on it,” said Joy. “That’s motivation.”

      After they checked in, an officer led them through the surprisingly calm and friendly blue corridors, through communal spaces with fixed-in-place long tables and fixed-in-place seats, and upstairs to a wing of doors that opened to individual cells.

      The guard stopped in front of a cell and opened the door. The cell was bland: cream-colored walls, a cement floor, a stainless steel toilet and sink, and a thin, narrow mattress.

      Valerie lay on the bed, reading a book, and wearing an orange top and loose pants.

      “Valerie,” said Max. “You have a clue?”

      Valerie jumped up from her bed.

      “I thought so,” said Valerie, “but now I’m doubting myself.”

      Joy assured her, “Sometimes the smallest clue makes the biggest difference.”

      “She’s right,” said Max. “It can break a case.”

      Valerie wrung her hands together. “I told you that Gunner had a bad trip. Anyway, I remembered something else.” She paced. “It’s all I do in here. Think. Think. Think. Or read. I used to regret having so little reading time. Now I regret not walking in the park enough or star-gazing.”

      Joy asked, “What did you remember?”

      “I can’t pinpoint why I think this is important, you know. Scenes just keep replaying in my head, especially the Ayahuasca ceremony. Gregor and I sat with Gunner. It was awful. It was like he relived the moment his buddy blew up. Later, as he came down, he grew calm. He opened his eyes and turned his head. He looked at Jared. He reached for him and whispered, ‘I love you.’ Jared turned his head and his lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said. It looked like ‘I love you’ back.’ Gregor laughed. He said it was normal for people in a group to bond and express their love. In fact, Gunner grinned and said to Gregor, ‘I love you too,’ and he said it to me. I didn’t think anything of it. But what if Jared and Gunner both committed suicide?”

      “That’s interesting,” said Joy. “They had both suffered a lot from what we’ve learned. But I don’t know how that helps you. What matters is what we can prove.”

      Max added, “Gunner was drugged up with Ayahuasca. They both were.” Max turned to Joy, “Like I loved my pizza the night I ate pot-cookies.” He turned back to Valerie. “And the circle seems like a place where people openly express themselves—to say the least.”

      Valerie’s eyes panned back and forth between Max and Joy. “I told you I was second-guessing. You know, the other thing I can’t get out of my head. Ruby’s trance. She wailed about babies who had never taken a breath.”

      Joy stepped closer. “Ruby probably knew about your sister’s death and her pregnancy. Little did she know there was another dead baby in that cemetery, Mercy Summerfield’s.”

      “And maybe others,” said Max. “Come on. It’s a pretty good bet that when standing in a graveyard, especially one from the 1880s, you can call out several groups of dead people and be right. Babies would be in that group. The mortality rate for children was higher than now.”

      “Someone doesn’t have a mystical bone in his body.” Joy laughed. “But I think my partner makes a good point. There’s usually a reasonable explanation.”

      “Nope, no mystical, magical bones,” said Max. “Just normal bones. And these bones like cold, hard facts.”

      Joy offered a keep-your-chin-up final comment. “Your suicide pact is plausible. We can run it by the M.E.”

      Valerie exhaled a long breath. “I’m sorry if I wasted your time. I’ve got a lot of it on my hands these days.”

      “We said to call if you thought of anything. We meant it,” said Max.

      Joy added, “Hang in there. We’re doing our best to find answers.”
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        * * *

      

      Max drove out of the parking lot and headed to the freeway entrance that would take them south. “Let’s play out the suicide idea.”

      “It’s worth examining. Jared suffered extreme remorse for Haley’s suicide. She not only killed herself, she killed their unborn child.”

      Max added, “A son, according to the autopsy report. Man, that’s rotten. I know it felt like her world had fallen apart, but she set it up so Jared pulled the trigger.”

      “Gunner saw his best friend Brandon explode before his eyes. And he survived—survivor’s guilt maybe.”

      “We also know that Jared sat with Gunner during his first Ayahuasca experience. They bonded over it. They became tight friends.”

      “Gregor helped Gunner get off of oxy, but the fact that Gunner wandered the streets after seeing Jared dead makes him seem pretty messed up still. Maybe they were both supposed to commit suicide, and Gunner chickened out—until later.”

      Max argued, “I disagree. Gunner faced battle. He engaged in combat. If anyone was weak, it was Jared, Haley’s handsome assistant. According to Val, when she confronted Jared, he pleaded for her to kill him. Maybe that was Jared’s plan all along, to talk Gunner into killing him, because he couldn’t do it himself. Maybe Gunner killed Jared and then killed himself.”

      “Or Jared did commit suicide—with Gunner’s encouragement. One shove of the blade into his heart, and his pain ended. Jared was upset after Val’s attempt to kill him, which was the morning before he died. Maybe that tipped him over the edge.”

      “What if Jared and Gunner planned the final Ayahuasca ceremony as a cleansing ritual? That explains their mutual expression of love. It was a goodbye ceremony.”

      Joy added, “Val’s pointing a gun at Jared and dredging up her sister’s suicide all over again could have been the catalyst he needed. Gunner asked Jared to come over that morning. Jared could have taken pills from Gunner’s medicine cabinet. Dual suicides make sense.”

      “Angelo said a person usually cuts downward, but we’re talking about a military-trained combat soldier. If Gunner cut someone else’s neck, he’d probably do it with force and pull upward, not downward like a civilian.”

      Joy thought about it. “The only discrepancy is the knife wound. And it’s explainable.”

      Max glanced at the hills. They stood sure and grand, unlike their case. “The problem is, if that’s how this happened, how do we prove it?”

      “Sadly, Angelo didn’t find any prints on the pill containers except for Gunner’s.”

      “Even if we had found other prints, Chief Goldsby and the D.A. are not going to let Valerie go on a ‘what if.’”

      “You’re right, Max. Valerie pointed a gun at Jared. She placed her hands on Gunner’s bloody throat. Every shred of evidence points to her. What’s our next step?”

      “Sleep on it. First thing in the morning, let’s examine every suspect, every lab report, every connection. It’s there. We’re just not seeing it.”

      Joy’s voice had an edge of doubt. “If we can’t, Valerie will spend her life in jail for two murders she didn’t commit. The irony is that she hated Jared. She wanted him dead. But if she didn’t kill him or Gunner, she’ll sit behind bars for at least one crime she plotted but never committed.”

      “That takes the cake on being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
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      As Max and Joy sipped coffee, they reviewed the case with a critical eye—was Jared’s death murder, suicide, or an accident? Was Gunner’s death murder or suicide?

      Max swiveled back and forth in his chair. It served as a metronome ticking from one thought to the next. “Let’s start with Valerie, since she’s in jail. She came here for the express purpose of killing Jared—for revenge. And she fled the scene of Gunner’s murder covered in his blood.”

      “But I believe her. Either Gunner killed himself or Valerie narrowly escaped running into Gunner’s murderer. Val knocked on the door, giving that person full warning. All the killer had to do was stand against the wall next to the door, unlock the knob, wait for Val to open it, and stay hidden behind the door until it was safe to duck out.”

      Max swiveled left as he shot out another idea. “Gregor called the police, but Crystal liked Jared and Gunner. She stalked two boys in Ojai and L.A., and she put binding spells on both men. She had a motive to kill Jared for jilting her, even if she says he did it nicely. Gunner also rebuffed her. She’s got no alibi for the time of Gunner’s murder. She was running errands. And, frankly, from a man’s perspective, she scares the crap out of me.” Max swiveled right and sipped his coffee.

      Joy laughed. “I can’t argue with you, Max. She’s got anger issues, mother issues, and abandonment issues. Those don’t devolve and disappear so easily. She could have killed Jared in the circle, and later slipped out of Gunner’s apartment after having killed him. We know she escalated. What about Gregor? He wanted to be high priest. He had a history with Alizon. He loved her so much, he followed her to California, and he stayed in her circle to be close to her. He’s obsessed.”

      “And he was jilted again for high priest, because Ruby met Jared, and as her consort, Jared took that role instead.”

      Joy sipped her coffee. “He might have been pushed past his limit. Take Jared out, and he becomes high priest. But what’s his beef with Gunner? Did Gunner see something—did he confront Gregor about having seen him or Crystal kill Jared?”

      Max sipped, swiveled, and contemplated. “If Gregor killed Gunner, then he called the police as a ruse, to make it appear like someone else had done it. If he stood behind Gunner and cut his throat, he could have stayed clean. But Crystal said they’d thought about forming a new circle. It sounds like Gregor was finally ready to cut ties with Alizon. Plus, he’s waited forever already. Why kill Jared now? What was the catalyst?  Or Gunner?”

      “Maybe it was already too late to change course. Or it was spontaneous. Or Crystal did it as some kind of misplaced loyalty, and Gregor’s helping her cover it up?”

      Max swiveled back and forth, deep in thought. “Drew, Alizon, and Ruby are family. The only reason one of them would kill Jared would be betrayal. But what kind of betrayal would lead one of them to kill Jared? And Ruby was in a trance at the time—not that she couldn’t have killed him. And why kill Gunner?”

      “Everyone closed their eyes at Ruby’s command, though,” reminded Joy. “Pretty convenient. What if Jared left the circle? Would Ruby feel as jilted as Haley? Would she see Jared as shallow, superficial, and a user? Would she kill him?”

      “Priest and priestess, a perfect couple,” said Max. “Not exactly a happy family.”

      “The god and goddess,” added Joy. “Balance and harmony. Not so much in this case.”

      Max shot forward in his seat. “The perfect couple. What if they aren’t the perfect couple? Think about it, Joy. Gunner’s apartment. It’s not about what we found. It’s about what we didn’t find.”

      Joy stopped to ponder. “I think I see where you’re headed. But a reason for murder?”

      Max stopped swiveling. “If it is, there are only two possibilities, but I know where I’d put my money.”

      Joy huffed. “How do we prove it?”

      “We have one shot. We can put pressure on them,” said Max. “Get them all in one room like the blue diamond case. Get the murderer to crack.”

      Joy rose to her feet. “It’s time to gather the circle.”

      Max stood on his feet too. “And call down the killer.”
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        * * *

      

      Max called Captain Knight.

      “Detective King. How can I help you? I couldn’t locate any of Gunner’s friends.”

      “I understand, captain. We have a lead on the case. We’re pretty sure that we know why Gunner was killed.”

      Captain Knight paused.

      “I just have one more question for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Max called Ruby Moon. He asked if he and Dr. Burton could come by to see her, Drew, and Alizon. He called Gregor and asked that he and Crystal meet them at Ruby’s house. They set the time at ten o’clock, because Gregor preferred to wait until he’d closed the store at nine.

      When Max and Joy pulled up and got out of the car, the moon shone full and bright. Night critters cricked and warbled. The creek behind the house eddied and rippled. A gentle breeze blew the leaves

      Max knocked on the door. .

      Alizon swung the door open. “Everyone is here, as requested.”

      “Thank you.” Max followed Steele and Joy into the green and white living room.

      Alizon, Ruby, and Drew sat on the sofa. Gregor and Crystal occupied arm chairs.

      Max, Joy, and Steele stayed on their feet. Max began, “Thank you for all being here. Jared’s death was not an accident. It was murder. So was Gunner’s.”

      “Murder.” The word escaped from mouth after mouth.

      Drew protested, “You arrested Valerie. Did she kill Jared too?”

      Joy’s eyes shot him an emphatic assurance. “No. Valerie is innocent. She didn’t commit either murder.”

      Max added, “We know who killed them, and the murderer is here among us.”

      Muffled complaints, reservations, and objections rose up and soon after died down. Each of the guests peered at the others.

      Max paced the floor. “Let’s start with you, Gregor. Ruby began producing her own tonics and ointments, cutting into your store profits. All was well when she just made them for her patients, but Jared helped her create Over the Moon and her internet sales took off.”

      Joy continued, “You’re in a town where there’s only one circle—Ruby Moon’s. And while customers might drift into your shop out of curiosity, any competition cuts into your sales.”

      Gregor challenged them both. “I admit, at first, my sales dropped. But it prodded me to reinvent my marketing. Like Ruby, I advertise holistic, natural remedies—not just products for members of the circle. So many people are sick today. And the pharmaceutical companies—well, their drugs are truly toxic poisons. While it cures one ailment, it gives you suicidal thoughts or destroys a vital organ. A side effect might be death. And even if what you said was true, isn’t that a motive for me to kill Ruby, not Jared?”

      “But you wanted to be high priest,” said Joy.

      Gregor gasped. “Not enough to kill for it! I can be a high priest anytime I want.”

      Max turned to Crystal. “Crystal. You have a history of stalking and committing property damage. You used binding spells on Jared and Gunner and you cast black magic.”

      “Not anymore!” Crystal’s eyes dropped and she began to pick her cuticles. “I don’t hate myself anymore. Most days.”

      Joy stood before her. “You liked Jared, but he rebuffed you. You liked Gunner, but he, too, rebuffed you.”

      Crystal pouted, “Jared was married. And Gunner was a mess. I have to love myself first. I know that now.”

      Gregor reached over and took Crystal’s hand to stop her from picking. “Leave her alone. She didn’t kill anyone.”

      Max drove his point home. “Crystal, they rebuffed you for an even better reason. Gunner was a mess because he watched his best friend blown to bits in Afghanistan. And we all know how close Jared and Gunner had become.” Max paced in front of the group. “But there’s more to the story. Dr. Burton and I searched Gunner’s apartment. He had pictures in his nightstand. Army buddies. He and Brandon, arms locked in a macho pose for the camera.”

      Joy continued, “Even a picture of you, Ruby—of Jared and Gunner and you—and in that order. With Gunner in the middle.”

      Ruby fidgeted. “Gunner had become both our friends. I miss him too.”

      Max piped in, “Sometimes what you don’t find is more telling than what you do find. Know what we didn’t find, Ruby?”

      Ruby’s eye shot to Max’s. “What?” The word squeaked out.

      “I think you know what.” Max shot an index finger into the air. “Not one picture of a girl. Not one!”

      Alizon protested, “He was in the military—I know there are women there now—but how many in combat?”

      Ruby’s shoulders sagged and she cut off eye contact.

      Joy raised her voice a notch. “You missed the point, Alizon. But Ruby didn’t. Gunner is gay! Brandon and Captain Knight were his lovers.”

      Drew’s face turned pale. “That’s impossible! Why didn’t he tell me?”

      Alizon protested, “No one cares about that anymore!”

      “Actually,” said Max, “some do care. Captain Knight was a fling, but when Gunner met Brandon, they fell in love. They were to finish one last mission before returning home. They planned to get married and settle down.”

      “I don’t understand.” Drew asked, “What does that have to do with Jared’s death? Did Gunner kill Jared? Why?”

      Joy explained, “We had considered that two souls like Gunner and Jared, struggling with pain and loss, would, in fact, make a suicide pact.”

      Max added, “Gunner moved here, as Crystal noted—a mess. He had PTSD, chronic back pain, and was hooked on Oxycontin and anti-depressants. He fought back though: he tried therapy, medications, acupuncture, counseling. And then he found Gregor’s shop, wandered in, and found alternative healing. Gregor introduced Gunner to the circle.”

      Gregor acknowledged the compliment. “I had no idea he was gay. I don’t know why he never told me.”

      Joy said, “Gunner had learned to keep silent about it in the military. He began to heal. He began to deal with Brandon’s death.”

      Max added, “Not just heal. Gunner fell in love again. With Jared, who is also gay. Isn’t that right, Ruby?”

      All eyes fell on Ruby, who kept her eyes on her lap.

      “You see,” Max continued, “Valerie had a sister—Haley Valdez—known by her magician’s name Haley the Hypnotic.”

      Joy interjected, “She fell in love with handsome and kind Jared. They married, and they set out on tour. They performed the dangerous ‘bullet catch’ trick. Jared had told Haley from the start that he didn’t want children, and Haley agreed, but five years later, when Jared was twenty-nine and Haley twenty-seven, she announced her pregnancy.”

      Max jumped in. “Jared broke it off with her—not out of spite nor because he didn’t want a child—but because he’d finally figured out that he was gay. He confessed to Haley.”

      Joy continued, “Haley had lost her father. And now, the father of her child, and Jared the Judge—the hunky male in her show—and her husband. Jared did love Haley all he could. But to Haley, she’d lost everything.”

      Max paced as he filled in the details. “For the first part of the trick, Jared fired a round into a target, and an audience member performed an inspection and assured the crowd that the rifle had discharged a real bullet. The chosen member of the audience then marked a new bullet, which Haley never touched. Jared dropped the round into the rifle’s chamber, but he would actually exchange it, palm the marked bullet and hand it to Haley, who would keep it in her mouth and make it look like she’d caught it when Jared the Judge fired the weapon a second time.”

      “With the flip of a switch, the trigger mechanism would not fire that round,” said Joy. “Instead, it would fire a blank from an add-on, a second chamber, just below the barrel. With a pop and a poof of smoke, Haley would throw her head back like she’d caught the bullet between her teeth. As a secondary precaution, a specially marked hollow round with no gunpowder was placed in the chamber. Only Haley had switched this out for a real round, markings and all. When Jared pulled the trigger, the blank round failed to fire, and a real bullet shot out of the rifle and killed Haley. Jared killed his wife and child. According to the report, a stagehand witnessed Haley messing with the rifle before the show. She told him she was ‘fixing it.’ Since she had last touched it, no charges were filed against Jared. Haley had knowingly used a malfunctioning weapon, and Jared knew nothing of it. It was deemed an accident.”

      Max added, “Valerie’s mother also told her it was an accident, but Haley’s mother died recently, and Valerie found a letter from Haley explaining she took her own life because Jared was leaving her and their baby. Valerie came here for the sole purpose of killing Jared.”

      Drew and Alizon, Crystal and Gregor mumbled. Ruby said nothing.

      Crystal shouted, “That was the fight I overheard between Val and Jared. Right?”

      “Yes,” said Joy. “Val decided to confront Jared. She found Jared alone. She’d brought a gun with her.”

      Max added, “But Jared could never forgive himself. He begged Valerie to shoot him. He thought about Haley and his baby every day.”

      Ruby piped up, “I knew about Haley. Jared saw Haley’s face every day. That’s why he took sleep remedies and anti-anxiety remedies and Ayahuasca. He struggled to live with her death. And the death of his son.”

      Drew said, “All the more reason to presume Valerie killed him or he killed himself, rather than thinking one of us killed him.”

      Joy shook her head. “Valerie did not kill Jared. She saw that he had suffered too. She forgave him for Haley’s death.”

      “Drew,” said Max. “You prepared a concoction before the ceremony, mugwort tea and absinthe. Only someone slipped Jared Xanax and Oxycontin—two medications in Gunner’s medicine cabinet.”

      Ruby’s brows knit in confusion. “Dad handed us cups. He filled them. No one else touched them.”

      Drew’s jaw hung open in horror. “I didn’t drug my son-in-law! If I’d put something in the tea, we’d all have taken it. I didn’t know Jared was gay, but that’s not a reason to kill someone.”

      Max wagged a finger. “But—Alizon knew.” Max stood before Alizon. “You filled in for Crystal the night of the Ayahuasca ceremony. You overheard Gunner and Jared joking outside about Gunner having found love again. Val chickened out and stayed sober. She and you assisted Gregor with Jared and Gunner. Gunner had a particularly bad trip, so Gregor and Val focused on him. You cared for Jared, Alizon.”

      Joy added, “Valerie said that Gunner professed his love for Jared. He reached out for him. Jared whispered something they could not hear. Valerie thought he said ‘I love you’ back. Under the influence, Jared divulged his love for Gunner. Under the influence of Ayahuasca, he told you, didn’t he?”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Alizon affirmed.

      Max added, “Gunner told us he’d fallen in love again. He was leaving the circle, and I suspect the love he spoke of was for Jared. The night of the Ayahuasca ceremony, you removed some pills from Gunner’s medicine cabinet, Alizon. Then and there, you plotted Jared’s murder.”

      Alizon protested, “Everyone here has been to Gunner’s apartment. Val was there that night too! And she’s been arrested. You must have had good evidence against her.”

      Ruby raised her head. Her forehead furrowed with a memory. “More honey next time. That’s what Jared said to Dad when he drank the tea. Mom said her tea was bitter too, but mine tasted fine.”

      “And mine,” said Drew.

      Alizon lashed out at her consort. “Drew made the tea! Drew passed out the cups! Drew poured the tea into the cups. I didn’t touch them!”

      Drew froze. “Alizon! What are you saying?”

      Alizon calmed down. “I’m saying that I didn’t touch the tea! That’s all.”

      Max pressed her. “The drugs in Jared’s system would have taken effect by the time you all stood before the obelisk. As you stood in the circle, everyone placed their hands on Jared or Ruby. You all closed your eyes. No one noticed that one of you had picked up the knife. No one would have noticed the dagger slipped under Jared’s cloak and shoved into his heart. Jared was too dazed to stop the attack, and he had his eyes closed too. And in the cover of night and black cloaks, Alizon slipped away, dashed the few feet to obelisk, gave it a push, and screamed to warn Ruby and the others.”

      Joy added, “But Jared stumbled to his death before the granite even touched his back.”

      “Thank goodness I opened my eyes. I saved everyone! Jared is my son-in-law.” argued Alizon. “I loved him.”

      Drew defended her. “You can’t seriously think Alizon killed Jared?”

      Alizon huffed, “Maybe you think Ruby killed Jared to protect her circle. It’s just as absurd.”

      Ruby agreed. “Mother wouldn’t kill Jared. Why would she? It makes no sense.”

      Max boasted, “Dr. Burton and I did a little research.”

      Joy drove the point home. “While there are new emerging pagan groups that are more open, many are not open to non-heterosexuals. Kind of odd when you think about it—that even pagan groups sexually discriminate.”

      Alizon’s face twisted with rage. “That’s true! God and goddess—male and female. That’s the true path. The historical edicts bear that out. Male and female—blade and chalice. If Jared was gay, he had no place in the circle—but that doesn’t mean I killed him.”

      “Mother?” asked Ruby.

      Alizon exploded, “Jared lied to you, Ruby. He lied to all of us!” Alizon peered around the room to gain sympathy, but she met stony glares.

      Ruby countered, “Jared never lied to me, Mother. We lied to you. Jared was my best friend. I knew he was gay.” Ruby paused. “So am I.”

      “What? No, that’s impossible.” Alizon’s brows furrowed.

      “I was leaving the circle when I met Jared,” said Ruby. “But he made it worthwhile to stay. He’d been crushed by Haley’s death. I helped him heal, and he helped me heal. Why do you think we hid it from you? You raised me in the circle. Calling the goddess into me always seemed natural—she’s a woman. Together, Jared and I built a trusting circle, a healing place. He told me about Gunner. The day of the Mabon ceremony, he saw Gunner. They both decided to leave. Start over. I was happy for them. I gave Jared my blessing to go in peace.” Ruby’s face twisted in confusion. “What did you do?”

      “Me? You’ve lost your way, Ruby!” shouted Alizon.

      Drew exploded, “You’re the one who’s lost her way, Alizon! Ruby is still Ruby, our daughter. In a circle or out. Gay or straight.”

      Max intervened, “Alizon, you killed two people to protect your own honor and reputation?”

      Ruby rose to her feet. “It’s the twenty-first century, Mother. There’s the Dianic tradition for all women and others.”

      “Feminist corruptors!” Alizon waved her arms around. “Valerie has been arrested. She threatened to kill Jared—even held a gun to him. She did this—not me!”

      Joy caught Alizon’s wrist as it flew by. “Steele, hold her wrist. Don’t let her move.”

      “Let go of me!” shouted Alizon.

      Steele gripped her wrist. “Lady, if you don’t stay still, I’ll throw on the handcuffs.”

      Joy dove into her pocket for a pair of gloves. She slipped them on. She gripped the sides of a large silver ring and slid it off of the middle finger of Alizon’s right hand. It had rune-like markings in a circle around a black center stone with a scorpion carving. Joy eyed the ring carefully. She grabbed the top and popped it open. “A poison ring. This is how you slipped the oxy and Xanax into Jared’s tea. You crushed them up. With one simple distraction, all you had to do was flip your hand upside down over Jared’s cup. The lab will test this for oxy and Xanax and match the combination to the levels in Jared’s system.”

      “Then we’ll tear this place apart. And your car,” said Max. “You could not have left Gunner’s without trace evidence. We’ll find it.”

      “Mother,” shouted Ruby. “You killed Jared and Gunner? Because they loved each other?”

      Max explained, “We suspect Gunner began to remember. Maybe he saw you, Alizon, with the blade? Or Jared had told Gunner that he’d confessed his love for him to Alizon? Either way, you had to kill them both. Didn’t you?”

      Alizon struggled as Steele pulled her to her feet, pulled her arms back, and cuffed her. “It would ruin us all. I’m queen. If word got out, I’d be a laughing stock. You had one more circle to form, Ruby, and then you’d be queen too.”

      Ruby spat at her mother, “I never cared about being queen! I care about healing.”

      “You’re mad!” said Gregor. “Maybe that’s historical too. Your father told me they named you after Alizon Device—remember her—one of the Pendle witches hanged in 1612. If memory serves, she trigged the event. Half a dozen were hanged.”

      Ruby added, “And you’ll follow in her footsteps, Mother.”

      Drew put an arm around his daughter. “I’m sorry you felt that you needed to lie to me. I’m so sorry.”

      Crystal said to Ruby, “Ruby—I’m nothing like my mother. And you are nothing like yours. Let her go in peace.”

      Gregor squeezed Crystal’s hand.

      Joy could not resist sharing a final thought. “Alizon, remember our discussion about light and dark at war within us? For all of your open-minded upbringing, your free-wheeling spirit, your unrestrained lifestyle—you prevented two men from living their lives their way. Rather than allow it, you took their lives.”

      Steele gripped Alizon by the arm and whisked her out of the room. Max and Joy followed them outside into the cool, black night.

      “We all have demons,” said Max.

      Joy stopped and faced him. “And as Gregor rightly told me, we figure out a way to live with some. And we banish others. You know, Max. For a split second, I’d considered trying the Ayahuasca to help me banish my demons. Gregor made it sound like it had helped Gunner.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “You stepped back into the room with Crystal, and I realized right there, you are my spirit vine, the rope to my soul.”

      Max stammered. “Uh, okay. Not sure I get that deep-thought. But if it means I’m your drug of choice, I got your back.”

      “That’s what it means, bro.”

      “You said it to Gunner—how it’s friends who pull us through. Friends,” Max paused, “and family. You’re my drug of choice too.”
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      Max, in a black shirt and suit, black boots, and his father’s silver bolo tie, strolled through the break in the hedge of the Tranquil Heart at the center of Wine Valley Cemetery. He headed toward Mercy’s crypt. Joy walked beside him in a sleeveless black dress that hugged her figure, flat black shoes, and a broad-brimmed black hat with a white rose. She held hands with Steele, who wore a black suit, a white shirt with a preacher’s collar, and black shoes. Steele wore his long hair pulled back.

      The sun would soon set. The trees cast long shadows.

      The black granite obelisk, repaired and reset, once again rose at the southern end of The Tranquil Heart—James III did not have the audacity to replace the final stone selected by his ancestor. To Max, it represented James Summerfield’s hard-heart and unbendable will. He hadn’t fed Mercy the arsenic, but he poisoned her by locking her away and ignoring her love for Little Wolf and the child they’d conceived.

      Max realized one could not judge people from another time and place so easily, as they’d shared values that contradicted modern times—but he could condemn James Jr., a brother who had killed his sister and her child.

      Murder crossed all time barriers—it could not be justified.

      The triangular white marble pediment of Mercy’s crypt rose above ground at the northern end of The Tranquil Heart. Two columns flanked the staircase leading down to her final resting place. That’s where the crowd gathered.

      James Summerfield III, his wife Lydia, and Jaxon stood beside the left column. Otis stood beside them.

      Belle, Paul Lopez—President of the Golden Earth Casino run by Belle’s tribe—and, it seemed, a horde of twenty or so tribal members, including Bear, the groundskeeper, assembled on the right.

      A few Native Americans had dressed in dark suits, like Paul Lopez, but most dressed in traditional regalia—but updated with an explosion of bright colors, fringe, feathers, and metal rods that created a jingling sound as they moved.

      Belle wore a fringed dress with a heavily beaded bodice and metal cones. A beaded headband held two Eagle feathers that dangled beside her determined face.

      Max, Joy, and Steele stood beside the Franciscan priest, who wore the same brown robe, tied with a white rope at his waist, as the priest who had counseled Mercy and Little Wolf and slipped Little Wolf into Mercy’s bedroom.

      Sophia and Elwin Hansen approached and stood beside Otis. They waved at Max, and Max waved back.

      Captain Jayda Banks and her tall and stout Marine husband, the latter wearing dress blues, each held hands with their four-year-old as they stepped forward and stopped beside Max.

      “Hi, Captain Banks.” Max reached out to shake hands with her and then the captain’s husband. “Marcus, good to see you.”

      “You too, Max,” said Marcus.

      Max knelt down to the pretty girl with twirls of hair that fell from a center part to her shoulders. Imani had her parents’ strong, handsome features but more playful eyes. She wore a black lacy dress with a satin bow.

      “Hi, Imani. How’s my girl?” asked Max.

      Imani giggled and swiveled her hips to and fro. “Goooood.”

      While Max spoke to Imani, Joy and Steele chatted with Captain Banks and Marcus.

      Captain Banks nudged Imani. “Ask Max how he is, Imani.”

      “How are you, Max?” Imani kept up the hip swivel.

      “I’m happy to see you. That’s a pretty dress.” Max rose to his feet. He turned to the captain. “Thanks for coming.”

      Jayda’s cheeks tensed. It was all she could do to keep her composure. She stood more rigid than her husband. Max realized how much change Jayda had seen too. A little over a month ago, she’d stood in the new cemetery saying goodbye to David King—her mentor. “Your father was a friend of the tribe, Max. Solving Mercy’s case would mean a lot to him.”

      Max faced forward. “That it would, Captain Banks.” A gust of wind made Max believe David King was nearby.

      The padre had bronze skin and calm, brown eyes, like two pebbles in a gentle stream, secure in their place despite the water trying to push them aside. As the padre spoke, he enacted the funerary rites, bestowing solemn words and gesticulations.

      The Summerfields and Otis, Belle and her people cast glances at one another. James III let out a yelp of sorrow. He tried and failed to conceal it. Lydia held tightly to one arm and Jaxon to the other in a show of familial support.

      Father Santiago raised his voice to recite the prayer of St. Francis:

      

      
        
        Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace;

        Where there is hatred, let me sow love;

        Where there is injury, pardon;

        Where there is doubt, faith;

        Where there is despair, hope;

        Where there is darkness, light;

        And where there is sadness, joy.

        O Divine Master,

        Grant that I may not so much seek

        To be consoled as to console;

        The be understood, as to understand;

        To be loved, as to love;

        For it is in giving that we receive,

        It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

        And it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.

      

      

      

      Everyone followed with “Amen.”

      Father Santiago drew to a conclusion and instructed the crowd, “Please, those who wish to pay respects to Mercy may step down into her crypt individually or in a small group. Please wait for others to emerge before you enter, to give the families and loved ones ample time.”

      James III, Lydia, and Jaxon stepped down first.

      Joy noted, “It looks like they’ve resolved their differences.”

      “Honesty will do that,” said Steele.

      Max and Joy sent each other a cautious but biting glance. Their half-sibling secret still remained good and buried, the DNA report that proved it, burned to ashes.

      Max walked over to say hello to Paul Lopez. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Lopez.”

      “Call me Paul, Max. You too. We owe you a debt of gratitude for solving this case. I can’t even imagine how Little Wolf made it through the rest of his life. At first, I didn’t understand why he left the tribe, but I get it. He could not stay near the Summerfields. He set out on a journey of peace.”

      “I like to believe he found it. Joy and I wanted the truth as much as you did.”

      “I’ve spoken to the chief. The next time the elders convene, he will propose that we honor you and your partner with the same ceremony we performed for your father. It would take place at our Pow Wow next summer. Times have changed—nowadays, it’s more of a food fest with dancing and singing, but it’s our way to initiate and welcome you.”

      “I’d be honored, Paul. Tell me when and where, and we’ll be there.”

      “In the old days, we’d have you drink a beverage made from jimson-weed, a poisonous plant from the nightshade family, and keep you up all night long singing and dancing. I don’t know how they did it.”

      “Kinda smart, though—to sing and dance at nighttime when it’s cooler. It’s the sun that wears you out.”

      “True. Lights changed the world.”

      The sound of a flute shot into the twilight, like a melancholy bird. Someone added a brisk rattle. And another struck a drum.

      Belle and the people of her tribe began to dance, twirl, and chant in a ritual of their own. Belle mostly stayed in one place, where the others moved around her. Belle tapped her toe to the grass and hopped, hopped and tapped, moving forward or taking an occasional step back. Her long gray braid whipped to and fro.

      It struck Max that Belle, too, had her family around her.

      “Excuse me, Max,” Paul walked over to Belle. He danced beside her until the song came to an end. When the next song began, Belle stood still, and Paul stood behind her. One of the chanters handed Paul a pair of scissors. Paul chanted some words in his native language. Belle chanted them too.

      Joy and Steele joined Max.

      As the Summerfields exited the crypt, Jayda, Marcus, and Imani descended the stairs.

      “I’m overwhelmed and overjoyed,” said Joy. “Such a lively way to send a spirit off.”

      Steele put an arm around her shoulders. “Life is precious.”

      Bear, the cemetery groundskeeper, dressed in ceremonial garb with feathers that fanned out from each shoulder, stepped over to them. “They chant the death-songs. There are many. Paul calls to the sky three times, ‘spirit, spirit, spirit.’ In the old days, songs would be chanted all night long and into the morning, the deceased’s house was burned, and the clothes and other belongings burned too. Also, an image of the deceased, a doll, was burned and buried.”

      “What are the scissors for?” asked Max.

      “It was customary for the mother or grandmother of the deceased to cut off her hair.”

      Max’s eyes flew wide. Joy’s jaw dropped. Steele sighed.

      Bear continued, “She would use this the next day in the image ceremony I mentioned. The hair was placed on the clay or wooden figure that represented the deceased. Belle insisted she cut off her hair for Little Wolf to give him a proper send off to the spirit world.”

      Max’s heart leaped in his chest as Paul opened the sheers and scooped Belle’s long gray braid between the blades.

      Belle continued to chant. She raised her arms to the sky. Together, she and Paul blew three times, and Paul closed the sheers and severed Belle’s braid at the nape of her neck.

      Bear said, “They blow to aid the spirit’s departure, to send the spirit off.”

      Paul handed Belle the braid.

      As much as she struggled to hold back tears, a defiant drop cascaded down the soft wrinkles of Belle’s cheek. She quickly wiped it away and continued to chant and sing.

      The sun sank ever lower, casting longer shadows that warned the dancers that light would soon be swallowed by darkness.

      Jayda, Marcus, and Imani approached Max, Joy, and Steele. Sophia and Elwin descended the stairs to the crypt.

      Jayda said, “We’ve got to go. I’m glad we came. You should know that James Summerfield III personally contacted the mayor this afternoon. He’s funding a renovation project for Wine Valley Cemetery. New irrigation, lights, granite benches, walkways, flowers and shrubs, even a covered patio for memorial services. He’s also installing security cameras. And the groundskeeper talked him into sectioning off an unused portion of the grounds just for pets. Bear, James III, and his attorney are even submitting legislation to allow pets to be buried with their owners.”

      Joy said, “That’s great news.”

      Max added, “You know, I admire James III. He could have kept his mouth shut. Let the secret die with him. Maintain his family’s spotless reputation. But he did the right thing by all, even if it smudged the Summerfield name.”

      “That he did,” said Jayda. She and her family turned to leave.

      Sophia and Elwin stepped up. Sophia’s brown hair feathered in sweeps around her face. She had doe-brown eyes, a delicate nose, and a genuine smile. Elwin was handsome, but for his nose that veered right due to the beating from bullies he’d taken in high school, and an unsettling, overly-wide smile.

      Max, Joy, and Steele shook their hands.

      Max said, “We did it! We bloodhounds. Thanks for your help, Sophia.”

      Sophia smiled. “Anytime you need some digging, you know where to find me.” She and Elwin departed.

      Belle and Otis approached.

      Belle said, “We’d be honored if you would all go with us to see Mercy.”

      Max held out his arm, and Belle scooped hers through it so that she had Otis on one side and Max on the other.

      “I’m honored, Belle,” said Joy. She and Steele fell in behind them.

      The five descended the white staircase. Their shoes and boots tapped on the marble. They strolled through the open gate, which had been cleaned up, repaired, and painted so that it looked new.

      A new, gleaming white sarcophagus encased Mercy. It sat on a new raised pedestal. Max, Belle, and Otis climbed the single step and stared down upon Mercy. Steele and Joy climbed the other side and likewise gazed down.

      Max ran his hand over the engraving on the lid—a relief of Mercy and Little Wolf the moment she died, a relief of the image drawn by Phillis Washington. Below that, it read, “Here lies Mercy Summerfield. 1871-1888. Love conquers all.”

      “And heals all.” Steele wrapped his arm around Joy’s waist and squeezed it.

      Joy met Steele’s gaze. She then traded a nod and a smile with Max.

      Belle said a few words in her native tongue, then added, “Now they can rest.”

      Otis wiped his teary eyes on his coat sleeve. “In the end, Mr. Summerfield did right by these kids.”

      Max sighed. “So did all of you. Without you, the truth would have stayed buried. Jaxon knew it too. He sensed that his father knew something, and that if he didn’t get the truth out before he died, it would die with him.”

      Belle ran her hand over the relief. “Their spirits are together. I feel it.” She turned.

      Max hopped down to give Belle a hand, which she took.

      Max led the way out.

      As everyone walked toward the break in the hedge that led to the parking lot, Max lagged behind. When he reached the break, he turned. What looked like a wolf more than a coyote trotted through the hedge behind the tomb. It trotted to the stairs, stopped, and turned. It stared at Max and Max stared back.

      The twilight illuminated the creature. It had a gray-white head, a solid-white face and chest. Its eyes lit up in the darkness.

      The animal turned and trotted down the stairs.

      Max turned and walked away.

      A howl pierced the night.
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      Max and Joy strolled across cement path of the Tranquil Acres Cemetery.

      They left the path and ambled between flat grave markers, plain ones, and artistic ones in all colors of granite: pink, brown, beige, gray and black. The shapes of the headstones varied as much as the colors, a final attempt to capture the essence of the man or woman buried in that space.

      Max and Joy strode past engraved hearts, winged angels, headstones with urns, others with pillars. They walked past crosses, bench-like headstones, free-formed rough-hewn rock, and even a headstone with a granite cat perched atop it. Etched faces of the deceased or scenes from their lives adorned some. Glimmering gold adorned others.

      Max soon spotted the old oak tree on the hill where he had first seen Joy. “Our meeting tree.”

      Joy smiled. “It is our tree. Our first roots.”

      Atop a grassy hill, Max came to a sudden stop.

      Joy’s voice rang out with shock. “How did we not know this? Did you know?”

      “Hell, no! Oops. Probably should not say that word here—but what the heck is going on?”

      Max and Joy glared at two headstones, side-by-side. Both in shiny black granite etched in gray. David King’s to the left, a rectangle beside which sat bronze cowboy boots—not his handmade Tony Lamas, which he’d passed down to Max. And Sam Burton’s headstone to the right, a rectangle atop of which sat a granite ship.

      Joy pointed to David King’s stone. “When Sam was buried, your father was still alive, and that gravestone wasn’t there. I had no way to know they’d be laid side-by-side.”

      Max added, “And when I was here for my dad’s funeral, I didn’t know anything about Sam Burton. Or you.”

      “And I only showed up here to find you. I didn’t pay any attention to the location. I never got close enough. I stayed over there by the tree.” Joy read Sam Burton’s headstone. “Sam Burton, father and mother. The ship is ready. Anchors up! Soar o’er swells to secret shores and open doors to the three. Undivided, with Joy and Trinity.” She let out a sigh. “Sam—I mean, Dad—I’m not afraid to call him that anymore.”

      Max read David’s headstone. “David King, Father. Fair thee well! The breeze is steady, strike the spurs, West to ride to seek the cabin, seek the key. Stand with Pride and Majesty.” Max paused. “Dad had that picked out before he…I mean I had nothing to—”

      “Max?” Joy tilted her head.

      “What?”

      “Oh, never mind. My eight-cylinder brain is working overtime.”

      “It usually does, but tell me anyway.”

      “Read together, they say: Father. Father and mother. Fair thee well! The ship is ready. The breeze is steady. Anchors up! Strike the spurs. Soar o’er swells, West to ride to secret shores to seek the cabin and open doors. Seek the key to the three. Stand, undivided. With Pride, with Joy. And majesty and trinity.”

      
        
        David King

        1953-2018

        Father

        Fair thee well!

        The breeze is steady.

        Strike the spurs.

        West to ride

        To see the cabin

        Seek the key

        Stand

        With Pride

        And Magesty

      

      

      
        
        Sam Burton

        1955-2018

        Father and Mother

        The ship is ready.

        Anchors up!

        Soar o’er swells

        To secret shores

        And open doors

        To the three

        Undivided

        With Joy

        And Trinity

      

      

      Joy said, “Father, father, mother. Seek the key to the three. Stand undivided. Trinity. Can this be a clue to our real parents? We’re twins with the same mother but two fathers.”

      Max hesitated to answer. He ran his hands over his head. “Um, I hate to state the obvious, but trinity also has a religious connotation.”

      “But Sam claimed to be Buddhist, a little bit. So why would he say ‘trinity’? Unless he means father, father, mother.”

      “Sam was a father and mother to you. More mother than David King, if you look at your house compared to mine—one of them could decorate—Sam—and one could not—David.”

      Joy acquiesced. “I know. You’re right.”

      “Besides, David King’s report of the night he and Sam raided the house, found us tiny tykes, and hauled our tiny butts to safety before the house exploded also reported that three transients died in the fire caused by the gas leak: two men and a woman.”

      “You’re right, Max. Whoever our parents were, they’re dead.”

      “And if you don’t go all eight-cylinder on me, my father’s epithet is about riding a horse, heading West—into the sunset—to seek the cabin in the sky and ultimate majesty. I admit, the wording is not like David King—I’d expect something more like ‘Gosh dern, I’m with the worms,’ but the funeral director probably helped both of our fathers put these together, which is why they sound similar—except one’s about the west and one’s about the sea.”

      “Right, it’s not like either of them knew they were going to die this year.”

      “Wait! I got it! Do you know what my four-cylinder brain just figured out—they did this so we’d find each other. If we both came to their graves, we would meet. It was their assurance we would meet, one day, and they also ensured it would be after they both had died.”

      Joy let out a huge sigh of relief. She laid down a bunch of daisies on each grave. “Mystery solved. You know, bro, we make one hell of a team.”

      “I figured that one out a while ago. Geez. Keep up, would you.”
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        * * *

      

      Clomp. Clomp. Clomp.

      Max, Joy, and Steele rode their horses into Summerfield Farm, a historic and cultural center. Max rode a brown and white pinto named Patch; Joy had picked out a sleek black horse named Pepper; and Steele asked for a gentle horse, as it was his first time riding. The cowboy hooked Steele up with a white horse named Marshmallow.

      Onlookers—locals and tourists—tipped their hats or waved; children pointed and giggled.

      Max wore western gear, jeans and a western shirt, and tipped his hat in response; Joy wore her stretch tactical pants with a black tank top, her black western boots, and a new black hat. Steele wore jeans and a T-shirt with his western boots.

      The trio passed by the refurbished water tower: a metal tub with a conical roof that sat on a platform atop wooden braces. “Summerfield Farm” was painted across its face in red and white.

      They clomped past the windmill, gently turning in the breeze.

      As Max shifted with the gait of the horse, he eyed the wooden buildings, mostly painted white except for a huge red barn at the end of the street. Max imagined Little Wolf riding alongside James Jr. or eating in the cook-house where the men were fed. As he passed by the main house, he imagined Little Wolf’s heart race as Mercy waved to him.

      Max passed by a sign that indicated various shops within the complex: Colton’s Leather Goods and Saddlery, Trail Grub Steakhouse restaurant, Ma and Pa’s Jam and Pie Shoppe, Duds and Dresses clothing store; Tip to Tail, a shop selling hats, boots, and belts; Prospector’s Place, a jewelry store; and—their destination—Sal’s Saloon Too, a second, much smaller bar and grill than the one in Grape Gulch.

      A couple and their little boy waved at Max, Joy, and Steele from a stagecoach rolling by in the other direction.

      Max waved back. “How’s Marshmallow, Steele?”

      “She’s still under my butt,” Steele replied.

      “Ready for a trot?” teased Joy.

      “I’ll trot with you—as soon as I’m on the ground,” said Steele. “I can’t believe you two talked me into this. Los Angeles did not require equestrian skills.”

      Max laughed. “The early ranchers used Native Americans to break their wild horses. They had the know-how. I’m just breaking you ‘mail-order cowboys’ in one day at a time.”

      Joy shot Max a perturbed glance. “Just because you can line-dance and you wear western clothes, it doesn’t make you a real cowboy, my friend.”

      Steele added, “At least I can make jerky.”

      “And I shot the deer he used to make the jerky,” said Joy. “And gutted it.”

      “Whoa!” Max relinquished as he pulled Patch to a stop in front of Sal’s, dismounted, and tied the reins to the hitching post. “You’re right. You don’t need to skin me alive.”

      With enthusiasm, Steele dismounted. He rubbed his butt. “When you said you’d buy me a beer, I didn’t know there was a horse attached to it.”

      “It means a lot that you’re riding along with me.” Max stepped on the boardwalk. “After Dad died, I thought I’d be riding through life all alone.”

      Joy had dismounted. She stroked Pepper’s forehead and glanced at Max and Steele. “I thought I’d be alone too.”

      “I thought I’d be dead,” said Steele. “Max, how long before my legs go straight again? I feel like a wishbone.”

      Max slapped him on the back. “One beer, and you’ll forget your legs.”

      “And my ass?” asked Steele.

      Max laughed. “Maybe a shot of tequila.”

      Steele balked, “No tequila. I need to ride Marshmallow home to the rental place, with me attached, preferably.”

      “After lunch, we’re buying you a hat,” said Max.

      Joy grinned. “Oh, hell yeah, we are.” She high-fived Max. “Maybe dark brown.”

      Max suggested, “Or gray.”

      Steele asked, “Do I get a say in this?”

      Joy spun and faced Steele. “Babe, you’d look so fine in a cowboy hat. So fine.”

      Steele lit up. “A hat it is!”

      Max shook his head. “Stop ruining my appetite.”

      Joy laughed, “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      Max pushed open the saloon doors. He grinned, “You’re right.”
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      The headlights of a steel livestock trailer pulled by a black semi cut through the inky night and illuminated the processing building of Wine Valley Meat Packers.

      Travis Montana, the driver, a clean-shaven surly man, turned the vehicle around upon seeing the cattle door slide open. Travis eased the back of the vehicle into the brightly lit doorway. He parked and cut the engine. He turned to the man in the passenger seat. “These boys better be ready to dance.”

      Brad Lambe, a veterinarian with dishwater-brown hair and black-rimmed glasses, snapped, “They’re ready to moonwalk with the amount of antibiotics and growth hormone you’re using. You didn’t need to bring me. I did all I could.”

      “We’ll soon find out.”

      Travis and Brad hopped down from the cab. Travis reached out to shake Sergio’s hand. “Hey, Serg.”

      Sergio Alvarez, a stocky man with tawny skin and dark hair with wisps of gray at the temples, reached out. “Let’s get this done, guys.”

      From behind a hedge at the corner of the building Yvette Holmes, an attractive black woman and animal rights activist, held night vision binoculars with photo and video capability. She snapped pictures of Travis, Brad, and Sergio.

      Travis opened the steel door on the back of the truck, which lined up with a ramp inside the processing plant.

      A black and white cow lumbered from the truck bed and stepped onto a ramp and into a chute. Red rails trapped the animal on either side, so that it could only move forward. It struggled to walk. Travis reached out with an electric cattle prod and touched it to the cow’s hind end. When the animal stopped or leaned against the railing, Travis shocked it to keep it moving forward, ever closer to the stun box.

      Another four cows followed the first into the chute, likewise stumbling. The cows trudged forward, heads drooping. The last cow stumbled a time or two, but Travis prodded it to keep moving.

      When the first cow arrived at the end of the chute, a worker in white clothes and a blue plastic apron, closed a gate and trapped it in the stun box. The animal had no room to turn around.

      Another worker pulled the cow’s head through the front grate and secured it, so the animal could not withdraw its head.

      In a precise move, the worker placed a pneumonic bolt stun gun against the animal’s forehead and pulled the trigger. The bolt snapped forward and rammed into the animal’s skull with sufficient force to render it unconscious without penetrating the bone. The animal fell to the floor.

      The worker at the animal’s head opened the gate and attached a chain to the cow’s rear leg. He flipped a switch, and the animal lifted into the air and along a track to where another worker deftly slit its throat and stuck its chest to bleed it out.

      Cows two through four met the same fate.

      The fifth cow refused to step inside the stun box. Travis slammed the prod stick against its hide time and time again to jolt the weaving animal into action.

      Instead, the animal’s front legs gave out. It crumpled to the floor.

      Two workers dragged the inert animal forward into the stun box. One worker placed the pneumatic bolt gun against the animal’s forehead and fired. The animal didn’t move. The worker secured the leg with a chain and flipped the switch to hoist the animal into the air and send it along for processing with the others.

      Sergio remarked, “Another ‘downer’ Travis?”

      Travis adjusted his black cowboy hat, turned to the side, and spit on the floor. “He made it to the gate, and you get paid.”

      Brad turned away. “I’m waiting in the truck.”

      The cows moved along the overhead track from the blood-letting station to the hide-stripping station, where workers peeled their skin like peeling fruit.

      Next, workers inserted hooks into both hind legs and severed their forelimbs and heads.

      Another man gutted them, removing their organs.

      And finally, a worker held aloft a carcass brisket saw. The blade shifted from a higher to lower-pitched whine when it landed between the hind legs and cut into the spine to sever the carcass in half.

      Once rendered into two pieces, the severed halves moved into the cool-storage room to age.

      Travis and Sergio exchanged final mumbled words, and Travis turned to leave.

      Javier Morales, the middle-aged meat inspector for the plant, hung in the shadows. He watched as the others cleaned up. When just about to turn and head home, he felt a metallic object against the back of his skull.

      With a pneumonic pop, he crumpled to the concrete floor and sank into dark, cold oblivion. Blood oozed from the hole in the back of his head.
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      Thank you for spending time with me in Wine Valley. While each novel can be read as a stand-alone murder mystery, Max and Joy’s personal quest to discover their bizarre past will unravel more with each book, so reading then in order is recommended.

      The suspects’ secret lives will continue to add  unexpected twists, romances will build, all amidst harrowing danger and emotional upheavals. What more could one ask for than bizarre tales of murder and heart-stopping suspense in a pristine setting with old friends and new ones.

      If you like the series, please leave a review and comment on Amazon. Word of mouth is incredibly powerful. A few words or a phrase or a sentence—it all helps. Thanks again!

      

      Note: I use professional editors, and I proofread several times, but if you spot an error or just wish to connect, please email me at sandra@sandrawoffington.com.
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      Honor among thieves means to kill anyone who threatens to expose you.

      This heart-stopping suspense begins at Wine Valley Meat Packers in the dead of night. A cattle rancher and the plant manager process a few cattle after hours. A killer lurks in the shadows.

      Det. Max King and Dr. Joy Burton arrive to find a corpse with a hole punched in his skull with a pneumatic bolt gun, like those used to stun cattle.

      In this bizarre case, Max and Joy follow a lead. One discovery of corruption leads to another and another in a chain of dishonesty that threatens the lives of people across the nation.

      Left unchecked, corruption grows into a cancer that devours the innocent.

      

      Step into the vineyards and revel in the wicked world of Wine Valley. Read Shiraz and Slaughter today.
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        In appreciation of each and every reader, I created a Facebook group called Woffington's Reading Warriors: Mystery, Murder, Magic & More specifically for readers to join together and share their interests, discuss books, and to communicate directly with me and fellow Reading Warriors!

      

        

      
        I post updates, previews, new releases, insider information, and awesome offers in this group.

      

      

      
        
        Visit my website at sandrawoffington.com.

      

        

      
        Follow me on Amazon, Facebook or Instagram.

      

        

      
        Come for the Mystery—Stay for the Magic!
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