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Every story begins with a choice. Some choices shape who we are, some define who we become, and others reveal the true depth of the bonds we hold with others.

If He Stayed With Me is a tale of courage, love, and reflection—a journey through emotions, challenges, and the paths we take when faced with uncertainty. It is a story not only about the characters who inhabit its pages but also about the choices we all face in our lives.

Cassian M. Daniels has crafted a world that is vivid, heartfelt, and unforgettable. Within these pages, you will find laughter, sorrow, tension, and joy, all intertwined in a narrative that reminds us that the connections we forge and the truths we embrace define the legacy we leave behind.

May you walk alongside Julian, Tessa, Rowan, and the others with an open heart, ready to confront your own reflections and revelations. This is a story meant to linger, inspire, and remind us of the power of love, courage, and choice.

—Foreword by Cassian M. Daniels
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The town of Willow Creek, Oregon, had the kind of evenings that made you forget the rest of the world existed. A cluster of pine-covered hills wrapped around the valley, the creek ran silver under the moon, and the lights from Main Street blinked like fireflies caught in glass. For a place most outsiders dismissed as a “dot on the map,” Willow Creek thrived on its own rhythm—quiet, steady, but never quite boring.

Ardyn Veymar leaned against the hood of his truck in the gravel parking lot behind Mariner’s Diner, nursing a paper cup of coffee that had gone cold an hour ago. He was twenty-two, with shoulders broad enough to look like he belonged in any fight, but eyes that carried something restless, like they were always searching for the next turn in the road. Everyone in Willow Creek knew his name—he had grown up here, left for a while, and then drifted back.

People whispered about why he returned, though no one asked him straight. In Willow Creek, gossip traveled faster than the creek itself, but questions died on people’s tongues.

Inside the diner, laughter spilled out every time someone pushed open the door. Ardyn tilted his head toward the sound, almost smiling.

Azira Callen was inside.

She always was on Friday nights. She worked at the bookstore during the week, but evenings found her in Mariner’s with her friends, tucked into the red vinyl booth by the jukebox. She had a way of turning ordinary moments into something cinematic. Maybe it was her smile, maybe it was her timing with a joke—but Ardyn found himself watching her more often than he liked to admit.

Tonight, her laugh broke through the night air when the door swung open again.

Ardyn straightened, tossing the coffee aside just as Draven Mirel came out. Draven’s grin stretched wide, his leather jacket hanging half open. “Still brooding out here, Veymar? You’d think you were allergic to people.”

“Just allergic to you,” Ardyn shot back, his tone dry but not unkind.

Draven barked a laugh, clapping him on the shoulder. “Fair enough. But come inside, man. Calira’s about to start roasting Orven for losing another pool game, and it’s poetry. You can’t miss it.”

Ardyn hesitated. He had perfected the art of hesitating. Then he let out a breath and followed.

Inside, the diner buzzed with its usual Friday-night chaos. High schoolers crowded the counter, the jukebox cycled through classic rock, and the waitresses moved with well-practiced speed. The booth by the jukebox was already overflowing with familiar faces.

Calira Esten, sharp-eyed and sharp-tongued, leaned forward with her drink, gesturing dramatically at Orven Caelix, who looked both guilty and amused.

“You don’t accidentally scratch the cue ball three times in one game,” Calira declared. “That’s not bad luck, Orven, that’s sabotage against yourself.”

Orven raised his hands in mock surrender, his grin easy. “What can I say? I like to keep the game interesting. Besides, I was distracted.” His gaze flicked briefly toward Azira.

Ardyn caught it and felt something twist in his chest, though he kept his face impassive.

Azira Callen herself only rolled her eyes, nudging Orven’s arm. “Don’t drag me into your excuses. You lost fair and square. Now pay up before Calira demands blood.”

From across the booth, Noven Larke laughed so hard his straw slipped out of his soda. Noven had that effect—his energy bounced off walls, reckless and contagious. “I say we make him sing karaoke on Main Street tomorrow night. That’s a fair penalty.”

The group erupted in overlapping suggestions, some wild, some ridiculous. Ardyn slid quietly into the edge of the booth, letting their noise wash over him.

For a moment, he let himself just sit there. He wasn’t used to the comfort of belonging—not since he’d come back to Willow Creek—but here, with these people, he almost felt it again.

The bell over the door jingled again, and the mood shifted.

Thalric Dorne entered. He didn’t have to say a word; his presence alone carried weight. Broader than Ardyn, with a jaw that looked carved from stone, Thalric was the kind of man who drew stares whether you wanted him to or not. He nodded once at the group before heading to the counter, sliding into a stool with his usual quiet authority.

Calira muttered under her breath, “Great, the sheriff’s shadow himself.”

Ardyn’s gaze followed. Thalric wasn’t sheriff—that was Bastiel Crowne—but everyone knew Thalric wanted to be. He carried himself like a man already sworn in.

“Relax,” Azira said softly, almost too softly. But Ardyn caught it. She had a way of diffusing tension without anyone realizing.

The night rolled on with stories, teasing, and too much soda. Eventually, Ardyn excused himself, stepping outside again for air. The quiet of Willow Creek wrapped around him like a different world—stars sharp above, the creek murmuring in the distance.

That’s when he noticed someone across the street, leaning against the shadow of the hardware store. A figure, still and watchful.

Ardyn narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t see the face, just the shape of a man standing too still to be casual.

Then the figure moved—slipping into the alley without a word.

“Everything alright?” a voice called behind him.

Ardyn turned to see Mireya Lorne, one hand on her purse strap, brows knit.

“Thought I saw someone,” Ardyn said.

Mireya glanced toward the alley, lips pressing together. “Willow Creek has a way of watching back, doesn’t it?”

He didn’t answer. He just kept staring at the alley, the unease creeping back into his veins.

By the time he returned inside, the group was already talking about tomorrow night’s bonfire by the creek. Noven was hyping it like it was the event of the century.

Azira caught Ardyn’s eye as he sat down, tilting her head slightly. “You okay?”

He forced a small smile. “Yeah. Just needed air.”

But even as he said it, his mind was on that shadow in the alley. Willow Creek was supposed to be quiet. Safe. Predictable.

So why did it suddenly feel like something was stirring beneath its surface?

The bonfire was the kind of tradition Willow Creek lived for. Every September, when the nights cooled but the air still carried summer’s warmth, the town’s younger crowd gathered down by the sandbank. There was music, laughter, marshmallows, and sometimes, too much cheap beer smuggled from someone’s older cousin.

This year, Noven Larke was the unofficial ringleader, darting around the diner booth with exaggerated enthusiasm.

“Listen,” he announced, standing on the seat like a preacher in a cathedral. “Tomorrow night, we set the creek on fire—figuratively, not literally. Calm down, Mireya.”

Mireya Lorne rolled her eyes, adjusting her glasses. “Last year, you almost set my jacket on fire, Noven. I have reason to be concerned.”

“Details, details,” Noven said, dropping back into his seat with a grin. “This time, I’ll bring the music. Ardyn, you’re in charge of the wood. Orven, you’re on snacks. And Azira—” he paused, giving her a mock bow, “you’re in charge of keeping us from devolving into chaos.”

“Impossible job,” Azira Callen said, laughing. “But I’ll try.”

Ardyn managed a small smile. He liked this rhythm—their banter, their inside jokes. Yet the unease from outside hadn’t left him. He could still picture that figure slipping into the alley, silent as smoke.

Later that night, when the group spilled out of the diner onto Main Street, Ardyn hung back. The neon sign buzzed overhead, and the air smelled faintly of fries and rain-soaked asphalt. Azira lingered too, her bag slung over her shoulder.

“You really don’t like crowds, do you?” she asked, her voice softer than it had been inside.

Ardyn glanced at her, unsure if she was teasing or simply observing. “They’re... fine. Just not always my place.”

Azira tilted her head, studying him in that way she did—like she could see the pieces he tried to keep hidden. “Maybe you just haven’t found the right reason to stay in one.”

He almost asked her what she meant, but before he could, Bastiel Crowne, the town sheriff, strode across the street.

“Evening,” Bastiel said, tipping his hat lightly. He was tall, with a presence that demanded attention, though his smile softened it. “You kids heading home?”

“Planning tomorrow’s bonfire, Sheriff,” Noven piped up, throwing an arm around Bastiel’s shoulder like they were old friends. “You should come. Roast a marshmallow or two. Maybe even dance.”

Bastiel chuckled. “I think the department would appreciate me staying sober on duty, Larke. But you all stay out of trouble, you hear?” His eyes lingered a second too long on Ardyn, though, as if measuring him.

Ardyn met his gaze evenly, but something in the sheriff’s look reminded him of the figure in the alley. Watchful. Quietly questioning.

The next day, Willow Creek hummed with preparation. Students at the community college finished classes early, shops closed a little before sunset, and Main Street seemed to buzz with the secret knowledge that something was happening.

Down at the sandbank, the group was already gathering wood. Ardyn swung an axe into fallen branches, splitting them with practiced ease. He had grown up on chores like this, back before leaving town, before everything had gotten complicated.

Azira arrived carrying a basket, her hair pulled back, her smile bright despite the long day.

“You didn’t have to bring food,” Ardyn said, watching her set it down on the blanket.

“I wanted to,” she replied. “Besides, if we leave snacks to Orven, we’ll end up with nothing but stale chips.”

Right on cue, Orven Caelix appeared with two bags of exactly that. “Don’t knock it till you try it,” he said, tossing a bag at Noven, who caught it one-handed.

Draven Mirel leaned against a tree, cigarette dangling from his lips. “We’re missing music,” he said. “Bonfire’s not a bonfire without something loud enough to wake the coyotes.”

“Already handled,” Noven announced, pulling a speaker from his backpack like he’d just revealed treasure. “Preparedness, my friends.”

The sun dipped lower, casting orange over the water. Flames licked higher as the fire caught, shadows dancing along the bank. The night belonged to them—laughter echoing, songs spilling into the dark.

Ardyn almost let himself relax. Almost. But when he wandered toward the tree line for more wood, he saw movement again.

Not far—just beyond the bend of the creek. A figure, watching.

This time, Ardyn set the wood down slowly, narrowing his eyes. The firelight didn’t reach that far, but the silhouette was clear. Still. Silent. Same as last night.

“Ardyn?”

Azira’s voice broke through behind him. She carried two cups of cider, her brows lifting when she noticed his focus. “What is it?”

He blinked, and the figure was gone. Just like that.

“Nothing,” he said, though his tone betrayed him.

Azira stepped closer, offering him a cup. “You’re a terrible liar.”

He huffed a quiet laugh, taking the cider. “Maybe.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The fire crackled in the distance, the others laughed, but here, at the edge of the trees, it was just them.

“You ever feel like this town is holding its breath?” Ardyn asked suddenly, surprising even himself.

Azira looked at him, her expression softening. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just waiting for people like you to decide what comes next.”

Her words lingered. He didn’t answer, because for once, he wasn’t sure what answer he wanted.

Back at the fire, Calira Esten was already deep in a story about someone’s disastrous attempt at karaoke two summers ago. Orven tried to deny it was him, which only made everyone laugh harder.

Mireya shook her head, sipping cider. “If we survive tonight without Noven attempting to jump the creek again, it’ll be a miracle.”

“Hey,” Noven protested, “that was one time, and I almost made it.”

“You almost made it to the hospital,” Draven muttered.

The group erupted again, laughter carrying over the flames.

But as Ardyn sat down, cider warming his hands, his eyes flicked once more toward the shadows of the trees. He didn’t see anyone now—but the feeling stayed.

Someone had been there.

Someone who wasn’t laughing with them.
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The fire had burned down to glowing embers by the time the group scattered for the night. Marshmallow sticks lay discarded in the sand, and someone’s jacket was abandoned on a log. The laughter had quieted into tired chuckles, promises of seeing each other tomorrow, and the sound of cars starting up along the dirt road.

Ardyn lingered, stacking a few leftover branches onto the dying fire. He didn’t like leaving it untended, not with the pines so close. He was the type to finish what others left undone.

Azira stayed too, brushing sand from her jeans as she packed up the basket. “You don’t have to play cleanup crew every time,” she said lightly, though her tone carried warmth instead of judgment.

“Someone should,” Ardyn replied.

She watched him for a moment, the flickering glow reflecting in her eyes. “You always feel like you’re on the outside of things. Even when you’re standing right in the middle.”

Ardyn froze at the honesty of her words. He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he busied himself with nudging a log deeper into the embers.

Before either of them could speak again, the crunch of footsteps drew their attention. 

From the shadows of the path emerged Thalric Dorne, his broad frame silhouetted against the creek’s shimmer.

“Fire needs to be out completely,” Thalric said, his tone more order than suggestion.

Ardyn straightened, jaw tightening. “I know how to handle a fire.”

Thalric’s gaze flicked between him and Azira. He didn’t reply right away, but the silence carried an edge. Finally, he said, “Good. Then I won’t have to clean up after you.” With that, he turned and walked back toward the road where his truck waited, dust rising beneath his boots.

Azira exhaled, shaking her head. “He doesn’t talk much, but somehow every word feels like a warning.”

Ardyn said nothing. His eyes drifted toward the tree line again, searching for any sign of the figure he’d seen earlier. There was nothing now—just darkness and the echo of moving water.

The next morning, Willow Creek returned to its rhythm. Main Street opened with the smell of coffee and fresh bread from Lorne’s Bakery, run by Mireya’s aunt. The bell above the door jingled as Ardyn stepped inside, needing caffeine more than he needed company.

“Rough night?” Mireya asked from behind the counter, arching a brow.

“Didn’t sleep much,” Ardyn admitted.

She slid a mug across to him, steam curling into the air. “You’re not the only one. Sheriff Crowne was asking questions this morning—something about a stranger spotted near the bridge.”

Ardyn paused, fingers tightening on the mug. “What kind of stranger?”

Mireya shrugged. “Didn’t say. Just... someone who didn’t look like they belonged.”

The phrase hit him harder than he expected. Didn’t belong. It was the same weight he carried every time he stepped into town, the same whispers that followed him down Main Street. And yet—this wasn’t about him. Not this time.

“Thanks,” he said, sliding a few bills across the counter before leaving.

Outside, the morning air felt sharper. He found Azira waiting on the corner, her book bag slung over her shoulder.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said gently.

“Maybe I have,” Ardyn muttered.

By afternoon, the group gathered again—this time in the small park near Sycamore Square, where the fountain bubbled and children chased each other between benches. Calira Esten was sprawled on the grass with a notebook, scribbling observations with her usual sharp commentary.

“Small towns,” she said without looking up. “Nothing happens, until suddenly everything does.”

“Don’t start with your philosopher routine,” Draven Mirel teased, tossing a pebble into the fountain.

“I’m serious,” Calira said. She looked up, eyes glinting. “I heard Sheriff Crowne talking this morning. Someone new’s been hanging around the outskirts of town. Nobody knows who.”

“Willow Creek gets visitors,” Orven Caelix said easily, leaning against the fountain’s edge. “Not everyone’s a threat.”

“Yeah, but visitors usually don’t lurk in alleys or stare from the trees,” Ardyn said before he could stop himself.

The group quieted. Azira’s gaze snapped to him, searching his expression.

“You saw him,” she whispered. It wasn’t a question.

Ardyn hesitated, then nodded. “Two nights in a row. Last night, near the bonfire.”

Noven whistled low. “Creepy. 

Guess tomorrow’s headlines will read Mysterious Stranger Haunts Willow Creek. Calira, you’ll love it—your chance to write a bestseller.”

Calira smirked, though her pen kept moving.

Azira, however, didn’t look amused. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

“Because I wasn’t sure,” Ardyn admitted. “But Sheriff Crowne’s already asking questions, so it’s not just me.”

Thalric Dorne appeared then, as if summoned by the weight of the conversation. He stood at the park’s edge, arms crossed. “If any of you see something again, you report it. Directly to me or the sheriff.”

“Since when do you run the town?” Draven challenged, though his grin was lazy.

“Since people like him show up,” Thalric shot back, eyes cutting toward Ardyn.

Ardyn’s jaw clenched. He didn’t rise to the bait.

Instead, he felt Azira’s hand brush lightly against his arm—a fleeting touch, grounding him. He glanced at her, and she gave the smallest shake of her head, a silent plea not to take Thalric’s words personally.

But how could he not?

That night, the unease followed him home. His house sat near the edge of town, close enough to the hills to hear coyotes at night. The porch light buzzed overhead as he unlocked the door.

Inside, the quiet was heavy. Too heavy.

He set down his keys, reached for the light switch—

—and froze.

A folded paper lay on his kitchen table. He hadn’t left it there.

Ardyn’s pulse quickened
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