
  
    [image: The Entangled Trilogy]
  


  
    
      The Entangled Trilogy

    

    
      
        Jill Sanders

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Grayton Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        The Awakening

      

      
        Summary

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        The Beckoning

      

      
        Summary

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        The Ascension

      

      
        Summary

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

    

    
      
        Also by Jill Sanders

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        by

        Jill Sanders

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      THE AWAKENING

      PRINT ISBN:

      DIGITAL ISBN: 978-1-942896-73-9

      Copyright © 2016 Jill Sanders

      Copyeditor: Erica Ellis – inkdeepediting.com

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Christina swore she’d never return to her hometown of Hidden Creek, Georgia again. Her upbringing there could only be described as torture at best. She never asked for the unusual abilities she possesses, but was quite certain they would torment her the rest of her life.  After spending years hiding and trying to escape the judgement and abuse of her family and the cruel people of Hidden Creek, she's finally come to terms with her gift. But with her parent’s sudden passing, it now falls on Christina to return and take care of everything. With her parents gone, she finally hopes to close this dark chapter of her life and leave Hidden Creek behind for good. That is, until she finds herself mysteriously drawn to the intoxicating gentleman next-door, who seems to share a strange and unusual bond with her.

      Michael has spent years in the military and on the police force in Atlanta. After almost losing his life in a brutal betrayal by his crooked partner, he's decided to leave the force and take up residence in sleepy, stress-free Hidden Creek, where he meets Christina, a mysterious, raven-haired beauty with uncanny abilities. He'd always thought of himself as a rational person. He didn’t buy into in crazy things like; ghosts, spirits, demons, or other paranormal witchcraft nonsense. But now he must be losing it, as a strange apparition begins appearing at the foot of his bed each night.
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      Xtina hated the short drive from the small town of Hidden Creek to the older home on the hill where she’d grown up. It was a drive she’d taken many times in her twenty-five years, but one that still haunted her. The roads were slick from the new rainfall and since it was outside of the town limits, there were no streetlights to guide the way.

      She passed by a dozen homes, all spaced out with multiple acres in between. Neighbors that weren’t really neighbors, just people whose land bordered each other’s. She’d known all too well that keeping people at bay had been a priority for her parents. Her heart sank at the thought of attending their funeral tomorrow afternoon, even as other darker thoughts about them crept into her mind.

      When she approached the sharp bend in the road where her father had apparently lost control of his truck a few days ago, she slowed. She saw the large gash in the trees and felt a shiver run up her spine. It was a normal reaction to seeing a place where people had died unexpectedly. It was something most people overlooked, but Xtina knew better.

      Punching the gas pedal, she continued on the road until she finally turned into the long dirt lane that led to the two-story historical mansion her family had called home since the bricks had been laid by slaves in the early 1800s. It was too dark to see the house from here, but she stopped at the entrance anyway. Even in the darkness, she could feel the eeriness of the place. Moss hung in long strings like spider webs from the thick branches of the tall oaks that lined the driveway. Memories flooded back in her mind and caused her to shiver once more.

      Her body ached in places where her father’s belt had connected or where her mother’s hand had slapped at her. Her heart hurt at the emotional scars they’d inflicted. All the names, all the horrible things they’d said about her, to her. Even as a child, she’d known what they were saying was wrong. She wasn’t a devil child.

      Shaking off the bad mood, she rolled her hybrid car slowly down the drive. When the house finally did come into view of her headlights, she braced for another onslaught of shivers, but this time, none came.

      “Interesting,” she murmured to herself as she continued all the way to the end of the bumpy lane and parked behind her mother’s old sedan. Turning off her car, she sat in the darkness and listened to the silence, letting her feelings wash over her.

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing. She didn’t feel… anything. None of the hurt or fear or anger she’d expected.

      It was probably due to her weariness from the day’s travel. It had been a long drive from the mountains of Colorado to the Southeast. She’d taken her time getting there. After all, what could she do that her grandmother hadn’t already taken care of?

      Sighing, she thought about her grandmother. The woman was approaching eighty. She was the only one in her family to ever show her kindness, though she had turned a deaf ear to her pleas to move in with her. Her grandmother had probably assumed that Christina was just a normal adolescent child who hated her parents. She wished her grandmother would have listened to her more closely.

      Getting out of the car, she opened the back door and pulled out one of her many bags. She’d learned to travel light a few years back, so she could fit everything she owned into four large bags and a small overnight bag.

      She only needed the one bag for the night so she left the other bags to bring inside in the daylight tomorrow. After all, it wasn’t as if she was going anywhere anytime soon.

      She held her breath as she took the first step onto the wide wood porch, waiting for the feelings and emotions to flood in. Once more, nothing happened. Taking another step, she reached the top stair and turned to look down towards the swing. She’d spent countless hours as a child hiding out on that very spot. Hoping, dreaming, talking to whoever would listen to her plight.

      Now, the old swing hung in the darkness of the porch, empty of everything she’d once held dear.

      Reaching into her pocket, she grabbed her keyring and flipped to the old house key she’d never had the heart to remove. The silver key slid into the lock like a hot knife in butter.

      When the door opened, a wave of scented air hit her, causing memories to surface, forcing her to take a step back and drop her bag at her feet. Here were the old feelings she’d been expecting. Holding her breath, she rushed into the room, keeping the front door open wide as she raced across the room to the large windows along the front. She opened every one, along with the back door. By the time she finally settled down, the house was as cold as it was outside.

      Finally, she felt like she could breathe freely. She picked up the bag she’d dropped outside and turned to head back inside, but she paused when she saw a light coming from the old McCullen place. No one had lived in the home next door since Christina was six. She remembered the night the last person had moved out of the small place like it was yesterday.

      Another shiver ran down her spine. This time she didn’t ignore it. Setting her bag inside the door, she tucked her keys deep in her pocket and started across the side yard. The place was smaller than her family’s place. Her family had owned one of the largest plantations south of Atlanta, so all of the neighboring homes paled next to theirs.

      The McCullen place was the nearest neighbor, a modest three-bedroom ranch home. Seeing a light come from the window was cause to investigate. The house had sat empty her entire childhood for a good reason.
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      It wasn’t a noise that woke Michael from his deep sleep. It was the lack of noises that had his eyes sliding open in the middle of the night. The same lack of noise that had woken him every single night for almost an entire year.

      When he’d first chosen to relocate to the small town of Hidden Creek, he’d thought he’d found his little slice of paradise. The town seemed to be just what he needed. Small, quaint, and—a big bonus—it had a low crime rate. The old ranch house he’d snatched up in an auction had been reasonably priced and, with a few repairs, exactly what he needed. Something to keep his mind off the dreadful night that had caused him so much pain, both physically and mentally.

      Instead, what he’d gained was a different kind of nightmare, one that he could find no explanation for.

      Since he was still seeing a shrink from his time on the Atlanta force, he’d opened up to the woman about what he was experiencing, only to be ridiculed and told he was having some sort of PTSD moment. After she’d written him a stack of new prescriptions and upped their visits to twice a week, he’d decided to start keeping things to himself.

      After a few months of hitting a brick wall, he stopped seeing the psychiatrist and started his own deeper research into his unique problem. He’d come up with nothing more than crackpots and hearsay accounts. Nothing solid.

      He’d spent years on the force as a detective, three as lead after their last head of the department retired. He knew how to dig deep to find answers, but when it came to ghost hunting, he was stumped.

      Switching on the light, he blinked a few times, letting his eyes adjust to the brightness. He knew what was going to happen next.

      Even though every window in his house was sealed tight when he’d gone to bed, a blast of cold air hit him full force, almost taking his breath away.

      There she stood, at the foot of his bed. Her long frail arms were stretched out towards him, as if asking him for help. The yellow gown was draped over her thin body, as if she’d hastily pulled it on. It flew around her as if floating in water, as did her hair. One side of the gown had fallen, exposing the creamy whiteness of her shoulder. The woman was young and beautiful, if you didn’t look into her eyes and see the complete look of horror on her face.

      He tried each night to notice more about her, but all he could see was the emptiness of those dark spots where her eyes should have been and the silent plea of her outstretched arms. He could never see far enough down to notice how long the gown was or if she was wearing shoes, but something inside him told him that she wasn’t.

      As the wind whirled around him, his eyes locked with hers. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, which always caused the air to almost freeze over his skin.

      He’d tried many times to snap a picture or a video of her, but each time, the electronics would freeze up or just stop working until after she was gone. He’d even spent a few hundred dollars on an old camera, one without microchips or batteries. Still, nothing had shown up. Only darkness.

      He watched in silent horror as she took a step closer to him, knowing she was moments away from dissipating. This time, he was shocked to see her head jerk to the left, towards the bedroom window.

      She’d never done that before. She took a step towards the window, and the darkness in her eyes retreated until only sadness remained. Her arms reached towards the window as the sheer curtains billowed softly. Michael’s eyes traveled to the spot where her eyes were locked, and his heart kicked when he noticed a pale face staring back in. A beautiful face. The woman’s green eyes weren’t on him, but zeroed in on the figure standing at the end of his bed.

      Instead of shock on the newcomer’s face, there was a slight smile on her lips, as if she was seeing an old friend. His first thought was that now there were two ghosts haunting him, one inside his house and the other outside.

      But then the woman’s green eyes moved towards his own and finally fear registered on her face. At the moment when their eyes connected, the ghostly figure disappeared from the foot of his bed and the wind instantly died down.

      Slowly, everything returned to normal. The sounds of the crickets, the soft breeze of the air, the smell of the night’s fresh rain. His eyes moved back to the window. The green-eyed woman was still standing outside, looking at him. When he moved to get up, she gasped and quickly turned around.

      He’d spent the last year in fear and ready for just about anything, so his mind snapped to attention and it took him no time to slip on a pair of pants and wiggle into some shoes. He was out his front door in less than a minute. He caught up with the woman before she got too far.

      Yanking on her shoulders, he pulled her to a stop at the edge of his property.

      “Who the hell are you?” he demanded as his fingers sank into flesh. She was real. Flesh and bone. He could smell her perfume mixed with the scent of wildflowers that he’d planted along the fence line.

      “I… I’m sorry. I didn’t know someone was living here.” She tried to take a step back, her hands coming up to circle his wrists. Her sexy lips went from a pout to a frown as her eyes locked on his hand touching her.

      “Who are you?” he asked again, this time a little more softly.

      “I’m… I’m Xtina…” She shook her head quickly, sending her dark hair flying as her eyes moved up his arm slowly. “Christina Warren. I live next door.” She jerked her head towards the house a few yards away.

      “Oh.” He dropped his arm when he remembered that the older couple who lived there had just died in a car accident a few days back. “I’m sorry about…”

      “My parents,” she said dryly, giving him the hint that she wasn’t all that moved by what had happened. It didn’t take years on the force to read that in her eyes.

      “Sorry about your parents. If you need anything...” He dropped off when he noticed that her eyes were glued on his house. She didn’t look like she was about to break down or start crying over her parents. They remained silent for a moment, then he jumped in. “You saw her.” It was more a statement than a question.

      Her green eyes moved up to his and he watched as they clouded over. “Who?”

      “The ghost.” He felt like an idiot the second those words left his lips. When he noticed that her green eyes softened, he held his breath. At least she hadn’t laughed at him. After a moment of silence, he finally said, “I saw you look directly at her.”

      He waited, then she released a soft breath and she nodded. “She’s not a ghost.” He almost laughed, but the determined look in her eyes stopped him. Her shoulders slumped. “I’ve seen her my entire life.”

      “Who is—?” he started to ask, but then paused. “Your entire life?” When she nodded, he swallowed. “Do you know who she is?”

      She shook her head slightly. “No, my parents never would tell me anything about who lived there before Mr. and Mrs. McCullen.”

      “What happened to the McCullens?” he asked, watching her eyes dart back to his home. A million more questions raged through his mind, but he doubted she’d give him the opportunity to ask them all as they stood in the dirt.

      “They retired to Mexico before I was born.” She glanced back over at him and even in the darkness, he could tell she wasn’t telling him something.

      “What...?” He started to take a step towards her, but her shoulders stiffened and her gaze darted towards her home.

      “I didn’t get your name.” Her entire body stiffened.

      “Oh, right, sorry. I’m Michael Kincaid. Mike,” he corrected as he reached out his hand for hers. When she just frowned down at his hand, he shoved it into his jean pocket. “I bought the place from the bank about a year ago.”

      She dipped her head in acknowledgement. “Welcome to the neighborhood.” When she took a step back, he felt a shiver up his spine. Almost like his ghost was watching them from the window of his room. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw only darkness in his window. “Maybe…” He turned back to her. “Okay, this might sound weird, and you have every right to say no.” He held his breath until she finally jumped in.

      “Go ahead.” She kept her eyes on his.

      “Well, it’s just that now that I’m up, I mean, every time she wakes me, I can’t get back to sleep.”

      She slowly crossed her arms over her chest and her green eyes darkened.

      “Maybe you’d like to come over for a cup of tea?” he blurted out.

      She didn’t laugh at him, and he added it to the list of things he immediately liked about her. She did, however, bite her bottom lip. His eyes were glued to the motion and an instant flash of desire spiked, something he hadn’t felt in a very long time. She was very beautiful. Her rich dark hair fell long down her back; she wore short spiky bangs that accented her green eyes. It was a little too dark to see if she wore makeup, but something told him that she didn’t wear as much as his last girlfriend had.

      She was tall, almost as tall as he was and her legs looked damn sexy in the tight black leggings she was wearing. The short boots added height to her and made those long legs look even more appealing.

      “How about you help me bring in all my stuff and I see what my folks left in their cupboards instead?”

      “Really?” He couldn’t hide the relief from his voice, causing her to chuckle softly.

      “Really. This way, if you get out of hand, I can use my great-grandfather’s shotgun on you.” She winked and turned back towards her car.

      “Thanks.” He fell into step with her, not wanting to turn back towards his house.

      “Why don’t you sell the place?” she asked when she opened the trunk of her car.

      “I just bought it,” he retorted. “Besides, I’m not done fixing it up yet. There’s still a lot that needs to be done.” He reached in and took out two bags and hoisted them over his shoulders. “To the place. I mean, I have no carpet, I need to lay the flooring…”

      “Okay, I get it.” She picked up the last small bag. “So you plan on selling it once you’re done?” she asked as they made their way up the stairs towards the front door. He noticed that all the windows to the house were wide open, including the front door.

      “Haven’t figured that out yet. Airing the place out?” He frowned at the chill in the air when he stepped in.

      “You could say that.” She dumped her bag just inside the door next to another one, then walked over and cranked up the thermostat.

      He felt a shiver up his spine and wished he’d thought to grab a jacket. It wasn’t quite warm enough anymore to go running around in the middle of the night without one. Soon the days and nights would be cool enough that he’d never leave the house without one.

      “We can start a fire. The old stove usually heats up the house quickly.” She nodded towards the cast iron that sat in the corner of the room. He set her bags down next to the other two and walked over to build a fire as she went around shutting the windows.

      “I’ll go see what’s in the kitchen. I’m sure there’s still enough food in there to feed an army.” He watched her disappear into the back hallway. As he finished building the fire, he heard her banging pots and pans in the next room and decided to take a look around the big room.

      He’d admired the huge place for over a year. Her parents had been private people, too private to ever invite him inside. The large winding staircase was something to look at. He imagined it had been a bitch to build. He looked around and guessed that must have been in the early 1800s. He didn’t know the history of the place, but after living in the small town for about a year, he knew that it had always belonged to the Warren family.

      He guessed that this place was way older than his house, and in a million times better shape. Here, the furniture was dated, but still had years of life left. He frowned when he realized that the large room didn’t have a television in it. He’d never seen a home without at least a forty-inch flat screen before.

      His eye caught on a wall next to the stairs filled with family photos. He walked over and glanced quickly at them, then noticed that the majority were in black and white and had been taken before the turn of the century.

      There was only one photo of Christina and he guessed she’d been around five years old. Her long hair was a stark blonde and was pulled back tight in long braids. Her green eyes looked lost and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. He supposed it was a school photo, but he couldn’t be sure.

      He heard her curse just as a crash sounded from the kitchen. When he walked in, she was on the floor picking up the shattered pieces of a mug.

      “I always hated this stupid…” She broke off as her voice hitched.

      He felt like running back to his house, but something held him there. It was the lost look in her eyes that dug deep into his heart. Instead of leaving, he walked over and gathered her into his arms and held her as she cried.
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      Stupid. She was being stupid. She’d thought that she’d cried all her tears years ago, but seeing her mother’s favorite mug had caused her hands to shake. Then she’d dropped the damn thing and the only feeling that flooded her was relief that it was gone. That they were gone.

      So, she’d cried for her freedom and for her lost childhood. When she finally came back to her senses, she realized just how wonderful it felt to be held. Then she froze in place as her breath hitched. She waited, ready to jerk away at any moment, but nothing happened. Nothing.

      She didn’t get the expected zing up her back, or the fire shooting through her veins. Testing herself, she reached out and touched his bare arm and held her breath. When all she felt was his warm skin under her palm, she leaned back.

      “I’m sorry.” She looked into his brown eyes, expecting… something. But, once more, nothing happened except his lips curving upward in a slight smile.

      “I’d say you were due a good cry. After losing your folks.” He dropped his arms and stood up, then held out his hand for hers. She’d avoided shaking his hand the first time, but she was curious and took it this time.

      Once more, all she felt was the warmth of his palm, the scratch of his calloused hand against her softer, smaller one.

      “Is something wrong?” He glanced down at their joined hands, breaking her from her spell.

      “No.” She quickly pulled herself up with his help. “I guess the long drive is finally getting to me.”

      He nodded, then glanced over when her mother’s old-fashioned kettle started whistling.

      “Wow, I haven’t seen one of those since…” He chuckled. “Ever, actually. At least not in person.”

      She walked over and removed it from the flame. “My folks were a little… old school.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I hope you’re okay with oolong.”

      “I might be if I knew what it was,” he joked.

      She smiled. “It’s a kind of calming tea. My mother swore by it. I prefer green tea myself, but since she never would…” She dropped off when she realized he probably didn’t want to hear her life story. “Anyway, it’s okay with a couple scoops of honey or sugar.”

      He nodded, then walked over and leaned against the counter.

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” he asked.

      “No, I’m an only child.” She felt another wave cross over her core and turned to the task of preparing the tea.

      “I have a brother,” he said, glancing around.

      “It must have been nice growing up,” she said, dumping some honey into her cup, then she walked over to the large walk-in pantry and pulled out a box of crackers.

      “It had its perks. Our folks could never really tell who had caused most of the trouble.” He chuckled. “So, naturally we either got out of punishment, or we both got punished, depending on the extent of the damage.”

      She smiled and leaned into the fridge to pull out some of the smoked cheese her father always loved.

      “Can I help?” His voice came from right behind her, causing her to jump slightly.

      “No,” she said, straightening up. “I’ve got this. If you want, you can carry the tea in while I put this on a platter.”

      “Sure.” He took the two mugs and walked into the living room. She could already feel the warmth from the fire radiating into the house.

      Setting the plate of cheese and crackers on the coffee table, she took her mug from his hands and sat down in her mother’s leather recliner. “Please.” She motioned for him to sit next to her in her father’s matching chair.

      “You’re right, it warmed up quickly in here. Looks like I’ll need to make plans to install one of these.” He motioned towards the iron stove.

      “You only need a fire once in a while around here, but when you do, it’s nice to have one. How long have you been seeing her?” she asked after taking a sip of her tea. Even with a large dollop of honey and two teaspoons of sugar, she still cringed at the memories the tea brought up.

      “I moved in about a year ago, so…” He tilted his head and thought about it. “Since that first night.” He shivered, a standard sign of the first fleeting hints of the supernatural.

      “What has she said or done?”

      “Said?” he asked and his face lost all of its color. Reaching over, she touched his hand.

      “It’s okay, I doubt she can actually talk.” She held in a chuckle and watched his color return.

      “Um, all she does is stand there, with her arms out towards me. Freaking me out every night.”

      “What do you feel when she’s around?” She popped a cracker with cheese into her mouth. She hadn’t stopped for dinner, since she’d wanted to be home before sun-up. Now, her stomach was rewarding her with large growls and pains.

      “Loneliness,” he answered, taking another sip of his tea.

      “Yes.” She sighed and ate another cracker.

      “Why are you so sure she’s not a ghost?” He leaned closer as he put his elbows on his knees, his brown eyes getting more intense.

      She wasn’t sure how to explain the differences. Instead, she chose to ask him more questions.

      “Why are you so sure she is one?”

      He chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “Now you’re sounding like my shrink. Always turning my questions around and asking me other ones.”

      Her eyebrows drew up. “You’re seeing a psychiatrist?”

      He smiled. “A grown man tells you he’s seeing what he believes is a ghost for the last year… so, yeah, I’m seeing a psychiatrist.”

      She sighed and rested back.

      “I’m not crazy,” he broke in. “At least…”

      She opened her eyes and could see the worry cross his eyes. Eyes that somehow looked familiar. Then it dawned on her. She’d seen the same look everyday of her life staring back at her in the mirror.

      “No, you’re not crazy.” She wanted to reach across and touch his hand but held back.

      “Has anyone else lived in the place since the McCullens?” he asked after a moment of silence, steering them off the dark path their conversation had turned down.

      She took her time answering, then slowly nodded. “Yes, just one other person.”

      “Did he or she ever see the woman?” He leaned forward again, and she could tell he was trying to solve the same puzzle she’d tried to solve once before.

      “No.” Xtina felt the shiver run down her spine. This one had nothing to do with the supernatural. “He only lived there for a summer.” She picked up her mug and finished the tea in one swallow, trying to clear the sour thoughts from her mind.

      “Well, then.” Mike leaned back in the chair and rested his head back. “I guess the question is, why us?”

      She looked at him, her eyebrows going up. He leaned forward and set his almost-empty mug down next to the plate of crackers. “I know for a fact that others can’t see her.”

      “Oh?” She set her mug down and picked up another cracker, nibbling on it slowly so he couldn’t see her fingers shake.

      “Yes, my brother, Ethan, spent the night once. When I woke him, he laughed at me. She was standing there just like tonight, only…”

      “He couldn’t see her,” she supplied.

      “Yeah, why do you suppose that is? That he couldn’t see her?”

      “Maybe she didn’t want him to see her.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” His voice sounded tired. “Why me? Why you?” He ran his hands through his hair, ruffling it and making it stick up. Somehow, it only caused him to look even sexier than before.

      She shrugged. “Does she scare you?”

      “Doesn’t she scare you?” he almost chocked out.

      “No.” She shook her head lightly. “Never.”

      He was silent for a moment. “You sit over there, telling me that seeing a ghost…” When he noticed her eyebrows shoot up, he cleared his throat. “Or whatever she is, that it doesn’t scare you. You’re the kind of person who invites a stranger into your house at…”—he glanced down at his watch and whistled— “three in the morning. I could be a psycho, a murderer or a…” He shook off that thought then turned to her. “What exactly does scare you?”

      She looked at him for a moment, then decided to tell him the truth.

      “My parents,” she said under her breath as she felt a zip down her entire body.
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      Mike couldn’t help being shocked. He knew she was seeing it in his eyes and on his face, so he leaned down and took up his mug again and drank the rest of the honeyed liquid.

      “They must have done something right.”

      “Not really.” Then she laughed. “Actually, they died. I guess you can say that was something in my favor.”

      He glanced towards the door, wondering if he should be the one worrying about his own well-being.

      Then she laughed. “Now you’re thinking I’m the crazy one.” When he just continued to look at her, she finished. “I’m sorry, I guess you’d have to know how I was raised to understand.” She leaned back and rested her head back, much like he’d just done. “Don’t worry, I’m not a murderer or a…” She smiled over at him. “I’m just a bitter daughter who was stripped of her childhood because my parents thought I was evil for seeing things, for feeling things, for… being different.”

      He frowned and leaned towards her. “But, she’s real.” It was more a question than a statement.

      “Yes,” she agreed, “she’s real. So are other things.”

      “Okay, now you’re officially freaking me out.” He stood up and walked over to the fire, hoping that the sudden chill he’d gotten was from his nerves instead of… He quickly glanced around the room.

      “No, the place is clean. I’ve only seen her near your house. As for the rest…” He watched as a shiver racked her body. “It has always come and gone without notice.”

      “Some childhood.”

      “Yes.” Her voice was low and he could tell she had grown tired.

      “Okay, you and I have to finish this some other time.” He walked over and set his mug down next to hers. “I can tell you need rest and I have a few hours before I have to get to work.”

      “Work?” She stood up and followed him towards the door.

      “Well, my work.” He chuckled at the private joke. “If you can call it that. I spend half my days working on the house and the other on the computer.”

      “You work from home?”

      He nodded and smiled. “Another time then? Maybe you can come over tomorrow for dinner.”

      “Can’t.” He watched sadness creep into her green eyes. “The funeral is tomorrow followed by a dinner here.” She looked up at him. “If you feel like it, you’re welcome to stop by. There will be plenty of food.”

      “Of course. I didn’t really know your parents all that much, but your father was nice to me when I saw him. What time and can I bring anything?”

      She smiled. “It starts at six and you could bring a bottle of wine, since I know there isn’t any here and none of my parents’ friends would dare partake. Nor would they condone the drink in my parents’ home.”

      He smiled. “Then I’ll bring a couple bottles and we can have some drinks after everyone leaves.”

      “I think we’re going to get along just great,” she said, leaning on the open door. “Good night, Michael.”

      “Good night, Xtina,” he said, making sure to use the name he guessed made her more comfortable. Then he reached out, not sure why he did, and ran a finger down the side of her cheek. When he headed back across the yard towards his place, he felt her watch him as he crossed the yard. Warmth spread through him knowing she was so focused on him. He couldn’t explain the instant draw he’d had towards her, other than the fact that she was another human being that had witnessed something that no one else could.

      When he stepped into his house, the air seemed warmer, friendlier somehow.

      Walking back to his room, he paused just outside the door and peeked in. The room was empty. Letting out the breath he’d been holding, he decided to start work early and headed into his office. He had a few clients whose files he needed to update after working on them this last week. He loved his new job, something he hadn’t been able to say for a long time.

      Since the accident over a year ago, he’d been debating what to do. He’d received a nice settlement check for his pain and trouble. Big enough to put a chunk down on the house and start the remodeling process. The monthly settlement checks helped keep him eating until he’d started Kincaid Investigations.

      He had quickly gained clients through word of mouth from some of his buddies still on the force. Over the first several months, the number of clients had grown and he was slowly becoming so busy, he was actually thinking of hiring some help, someone who could handle the mundane office chores he so detested. He hoped he’d get big enough to add another investigator in a year or so.

      Digging into people’s backgrounds for a living had turned him cautious. He supposed that’s why he’d been so abrasive with Christina at first. Trust was something he was working on, but after what he’d been through, who could blame him?

      He knew it was bad, but his fingers itched to type her name into the computer and find out more about the sexy, dark-haired beauty next door. Instead, he opened up the local paper and reread about her parents’ accident.

      Over an hour later, he flipped his computer off and frowned as he made his way into the bedroom to pull on his jogging clothes. Something unsettling was running over and over in his mind, and the only way he knew to clear it was to sweat it out on a long run.

      He was usually right about these kind of things. It was one of the main reasons he’d chosen the career path he had. He’d always had a knack for… just knowing. Especially when things were off or hidden. He’d always known when someone was lying to him or when someone was hiding something. Like Xtina had earlier.

      But something deep inside him told him she was just hurt and confused.

      As he set off on his daily run, he wondered why the local police had quickly closed the case and marked it an accident. The more he ran, the more certain he was that Christina’s parents had been murdered. And that the local police were covering it up. So many questions ran through his mind. Did she know? Was she involved? He played over their conversation several times in his mind. She hadn’t even hidden the fact that she was relieved that they were gone.

      She’d never hinted at why, or what they had done to her to make her feel so bitter. As he rounded the corner, he stopped and took a deep breath. He hadn’t meant to run to the bend in the road where her parents had skidded off into a large oak. But standing there with the sun just rising, he started questioning his skills.

      The spot looked like a place that it would be easy for a car with bald tires to slide off the slick asphalt. But something still nagged at his gut. Why?

      He walked over and touched the large tree with the gash in it. Instantly, his vision grayed and his knees went weak.

      Behind his eyes, he witnessed a scene right out of a horror story.

      A young couple stood over a large metal tub filled with steamy water. The couple’s hands were clasped tight together, holding one another back. There, in the deep water, lay a very young girl with long flowing blonde hair. Her green eyes stared up at them in horror until finally, they closed in death.

      He woke from the dream state when his knees hit the trunk of the tree. His fingers dug into the dirt as he threw up, emptying the tea and coffee he’d drunk that morning.

      What the hell had that been? He took a moment to steady himself before he stood up again, making sure not to touch the tree or its large roots.

      Taking a few steps back, he glared at the thing. If her parents had died there, did that mean they were still around?

      He did a quick 180, his eyes moving over every tree branch, every bush, in fear. There was no way he was sticking around if more ghosts would be haunting his nights or days.

      Then he remembered Xtina’s words. “She’s not a ghost.”

      If the lady in his bedroom wasn’t a ghost, what exactly was she?

      He turned around and started back towards the house at a slow pace, his mind racing over the scene that had just played in his head.

      Was that Christina? Had her parents drowned her? He focused his mind on all the details he could remember, from what her parents had been wearing to what other objects were in the small room. He made mental notes of everything and was determined to jot them down when he returned back home.

      He could probably chalk up the entire episode to lack of sleep. He only averaged five hours a night due to his… guest making an appearance each morning. That, or the fact that work had been stressful. Maybe it was because it had been a few months since he’d been out on a date.

      His mind sharpened when he thought of Jessica Sorenson, the pretty brunette who worked in the local coffee shop.

      He’d run into her the first week after he’d moved to Hidden Creek. He’d made it a weekly habit to stop by the Coffee Corner for coffee and muffins, and he’d asked her out less than a month later.

      They had hit it off, something that had shocked them both. He’d had several relationships in the past, but nothing that felt as right as this one had. Jess had even commented on how crazy things had felt between them.

      Then, two months later, it all fell apart. He wasn’t quite sure what had happened between them, but the night he’d made plans to finally sleep with her, something changed.

      Of course, they hadn’t felt the change until after he’d unbuttoned her blouse and had a handful of those soft breasts of hers.

      She had stiffened first, her eyes going wide, then he’d felt it. Her gray eyes had dimmed as she looked up at him. In his mind, they had morphed into something darker, something… greener. Her sandy colored hair had darkened to an almost jet black.

      Jess had gasped, shaking them both out of the trance. Ever since that night, he’d avoided going into the Coffee Corner when he knew she was working.

      His mind snapped to the fact that Xtina fit the description of his vision almost perfectly. Feeling a shiver up his spine, he quickened his pace, trying to shake the thought from his mind.

      By the time he made it to the driveway, there was a sheen of sweat trickling down his back. The cold would be coming in the next month or so. The heat was actually something he loved about the south. Most people complained about the mugginess, but he actually lived for it. He loved the hot summer nights, the sultry mornings, and the cool evenings when the wind kicked up. He enjoyed the cooler winters too, just not as much.

      When his little house came into sight, he smiled. The place was coming along. He still had the outside to paint, along with a long list of things to finish on the inside, but it looked a million times better than it had when he’d moved in. The yard was clear of debris, and the grass was starting to fill in where it had been bald. He’d spent a hefty chuck to lay down seed and fertilizer after clearing a lot of brush. By next spring, he had no doubt that his yard would look as nice as the big house next door.

      Turning his eyes towards the giant home, he frowned. He’d never really given the massive house a second thought. The older couple had pretty much stuck to themselves. He’d never heard them screaming at one another, like his neighbors had in Atlanta.

      They had a service that took care of the yardwork and maintenance around the massive yard so he never really saw Christina’s father outside much.

      In fact, the only time he’d actually talked to Christiana’s parents was the day he’d moved in. He’d walked over and knocked on their door to collect a package of his that had been delivered to them by accident.

      He’d briefly spoken to her father and had returned home less than ten minutes later. Their conversation had been short and friendly enough.

      As he walked up the long driveway towards his place, he wondered how long Christina planned on staying. Or if she was thinking of moving into the house permanently.

      He’d stopped himself before from looking into her background, but now that something nagged at him about her parents’ deaths, and more important, the vision he’d seen, he had no qualms about punching her name into his system. He wanted to spend several hours learning all about Christina Warren or Xtina, as she liked to be called.
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      After one of the worse night’s sleep in years, Xtina decided to break her no caffeine rule and run into town for a strong cup of joe at the Coffee Corner. She needed the extra kick if she was going to make it through the day.

      The small town of Hidden Creek hadn’t changed that much except several new chain stores and restaurants had moved in. Coffee Corner was the only private business that still thrived, since it was easily the most popular. She second-guessed her decision when she saw the line of people waiting for their morning shot of caffeine. But her body and mind screamed for the liquid as soon as she smelled the sweet aroma in the air.

      “Christina?” someone said from behind her and she cringed. She hadn’t thought about the fact that people actually knew her here.

      For the past few years, she’d really enjoyed being Xtina. She’d moved all over the States, enjoying her anonymity everywhere she went.

      Pasting a smile on her face, she turned around and greeted Laura, one of her old friends from school. Over the next few minutes, she listened to the woman brag about her life; she had a wonderful husband, two darling children, and a big house on the outskirts of town. The part of her that was Xtina shivered, but Christina felt a slight longing and decided to ignore the jerk reaction to marry the next single man that walked through the doorway.

      It was nice, however, to not have Laura jump all over her and try to hug her. She was thankful that most people in town remembered from her days in school not to touch her. Everyone except Mike, her mind broke in.

      Why she’d thought about him now, at this time, was an enigma. As Laura continued to chat about her perfect life, the line slowly moved forward and Christina kept playing over the fact that her sexy neighbor with the hidden brown eyes was the only other person she’d ever met who could see the same things she could. She wondered if he felt what she felt too? Maybe that was why she hadn’t been jolted with visions when he’d touched her. Maybe they had somehow crossed each other’s powers out.

      “Christina?” An excited voice came from behind her.

      Xtina turned towards the counter to see Jess, her best friend from high school, standing behind the counter in a dark brown apron.

      “Is that really you?” Her friend smiled and reached over across the counter towards her.

      Xtina took a step back, knocking into Laura’s chest.

      As soon as she made physical contact with Laura, the vision came.

      Laura was flat on her back, her long legs hoisted up around the shoulders of a blond man, who was easily five years younger than her. Her husband, a thick balding man, stood naked next to the bed, a video camera in his hands as he smiled down at his wife and the other man.

      Xtina jerked forward, breaking the connection and desperately wishing for a shower as her stomach lurched angrily.

      “Sorry,” Jess said, rushing around the counter. “I’d forgotten,” she whispered close to her, so no one else could hear. “Are you okay?”

      Xtina nodded her head slightly. “I…” She thought about rushing towards the bathroom to be sick, but then cringed at the thought of standing in the long line again.

      “Go, I think I can guess what you want. I’ll have it waiting for you,” Jess said, nodding towards the lady’s room.

      Xtina did rush this time, barely making it into the empty stall before losing what little she had in her stomach.

      She was just washing up in the large stall, which housed its very own sink and mirror, when she heard two ladies come into the bathroom. She felt the shiver rush through her. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the edge of the sink.

      “Can you believe she’s back? I mean, we all knew she’d come home for the funeral, but…”

      “I know, and the scene she made.” They both giggled. “No wonder she left in a hurry. I mean, making a fool of yourself in school is one thing, but as an adult.” They both giggled. “You would have thought that she would have outgrown being a freak by now.”

      Everything after that was just a high-pitched sound in her head. Xtina waited until they were done washing up before she started breathing again. Then she waited another few minutes to make sure they had cleared out of the shop before exiting the stall.

      She’d grown up listening to that kind of talk. Actually, she was used to much worse. She didn’t hide because she was embarrassed. Not anymore. She hid because she wanted to avoid conflict.

      Invariably someone would stand up to her. Someone would want to say their piece. After all, they were deep in the heart of the Bible Belt, and there were over three thousand bible-loving citizens currently living in Hidden Creek.

      “Are you okay?” Jess asked after waving her over to a private booth near the wall of windows.

      “Yeah.” She glanced around. “Shouldn’t you be behind the counter?”

      “No, I’m on my break.” Her friend’s smile grew. “When did you get back?” Her smile dimmed. “I’m sorry about…”

      She let the words hang, then when she felt she could, she nodded. “Last night.”

      “Are you staying?” Jess’s gray eyes begged.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” She reached over and took a sip of her coffee. It was exactly what she’d wanted. Her friend had always had a knack for knowing what people wanted. There was a large slice of coffee cake sitting next to her mug, so she pinched off a piece and stuck it in her mouth. The spicy bread hit her stomach and caused all of the fluttering to cease. “Thanks.” She nodded towards the food.

      “Anytime.” Her friend leaned in. “What did you see?” Jess’ eyes moved over to where Laura sat chatting away with another woman near the front door.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to know.” She shivered at the memory.

      Jess’ eyes moved back to hers. Her friend was the only person she had ever confided in. Well, the only one she still trusted.

      She’d never felt threatened or judged by the sandy-haired beauty that sat across from her. Nor had she ever felt the need to jerk away like she had moments ago. But, after five years away, she supposed it had become habit.

      “I’m sorry… about earlier.” Xtina’s eyes focused on her hands wrapped around the coffee mug.

      “Don’t be. I should have remembered. Besides, it’s been years since we’ve seen each other. I’m sure there’s lots of new stuff up here…”—her friend tapped her skull and smiled— “that you don’t want to know about.”

      Xtina met her friend’s eyes. “You’re wrong. I want to know all about you. Catch up. But I’d like to do it the normal way.” She smiled. “I should have called.”

      Jess smiled and nodded. “Yes, you should have.”

      And just like that, they were back to the way they had been five years ago. No secrets, nothing to hide from one another.

      Reaching out, she took her friend’s hand and braced for the onslaught, pushing everything aside and focusing on only her friend’s gray eyes. “I won’t make that mistake again.”
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      Mike walked into the Coffee Corner and stopped dead in his tracks. There, across the room, was Xtina with her hand laying lightly on Jess’s hand. They were looking into each other’s eyes like long lost… lovers?

      He almost burst out laughing then and there. Maybe the attraction he’d thought had been coming off Xtina last night had been all in his head. Or, maybe… he took a step closer and watched as Xtina dropped Jess’s hand and Jess smiled. Maybe he was a dork and hornier than he thought. He chuckled when it became obvious that the ladies were nothing more than best friends.

      Taking a very long deep breath, he headed over to the counter to order his coffee and a large cinnamon roll.

      With his to-go cup in hand and the box holding his daily dose of sugar, he walked over to say hi. He wouldn’t have normally done that, except the ladies made a point to wave him over.

      “Hey,” he said, standing at the edge of the table.

      “Sit,” Jess said, scooting over.

      “I…” He looked between Xtina and Jess, about to make an excuse as to why he needed to run off, but in truth, he didn’t have anywhere particular to be just yet.

      “Go ahead, I’m sure she feels just as awkward as you do.” Xtina nodded towards the empty spot.

      His eyes narrowed as he looked at Jessica.

      “Don’t look at me.” She giggled. “She walked in less than fifteen minutes ago and I’ve only gotten to say a few words to her so far.”

      He slowly sat next to Jess as he frowned. “I…”

      “Easy.” Xtina smiled. “It’s a small town. People love to gossip about other people’s relationships, especially failed relationships.” Her eyes moved over to a rather pretty blonde sitting near the front door. He’d never met the woman, but noticed that she was watching him. She blushed and turned away when she noticed everyone at the table was looking at her.

      “Oh.” He set his coffee down.

      “So, have you two officially met?” Jess asked, leaning forward until her thigh rubbed against his, sending a zing up his skin.

      He scooted closer to the edge of the small booth and nodded. “Well, I guess you can call a cup of tea at three in the morning that.”

      “Oh?” Jess smiled and leaned on her elbows on the table. “Do tell.”

      Xtina sighed and took another bite of her muffin. He watched her lips as she nibbled the bread and felt his own stomach rumble. Opening the box, he took out his fork and shoveled a spoonful of sugar into his mouth.

      “Wow, that looks amazing,” Xtina said, breaking the silence. “When did you start selling those here?”

      Jess giggled. “I started making them last year. I thought they would be too sugary for your taste.” She took his fork from his fingers, broke off another piece, and handed it to Xtina. “Here, I’m sure Mike won’t mind.”

      He didn’t, but watching Xtina’s lips close around his fork caused another kind of hunger to roll throughout his system.

      “Amazing. You’re a woman of many talents.” Xtina gave a full, unhindered smile to her friend, and her green eyes changed to an almost emerald hue. It was quite possibly the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      By the time Jess scooted out of the booth when her break was over, he’d finished off his roll and coffee.

      “I hope you got a few hours of sleep in,” he said, following Xtina out the front door.

      “Enough.” She stopped just outside and zipped her jacket as her eyes scanned Main Street. “How about you? Did you get a few more hours in after…” She let her words drop.

      “No, I never really do.” He nodded towards the liquor store a few doors down. “Want to walk with me and help me pick out our poison for later?”

      She smiled and fell into step next to him. “It’s funny. I’ve been gone for almost five years and nothing really has changed. I mean, there are a few places that have a fresh coat of paint, some new signs, but underneath it all, it’s just…” He held open the glass door for her. She was about to step in when she stiffened.

      His eyes followed hers and landed on a man around his age behind the counter. The man’s arms were easily double the size of his own and were fully covered in tattoos. His blond hair was spiked up, almost military style. Mike had talked to the guy a few times since living in Hidden Creek. He thought that the guy’s name was Joe, but knew little more about him.

      One thing was sure—nothing could drag Xtina into the store with that man in it. She took a step backwards and glanced around, no doubt looking for an excuse to leave him to his task.

      “You okay?” he asked, reaching out and cupping her elbow. The slight touch seemed to jolt her out of the fear that had taken over her since he’d opened the door.

      “Yes, I—”

      “Listen,” he interrupted, “I think I get it.” He let the door shut and took a few steps towards the curb with her.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “There’s a reason I didn’t want to come back to Hidden Creek.” He waited until he felt her get herself back under control. “I’m not particularly excited to see everyone in town.” Her eyes moved back towards the glass doors.

      His hand brushed up her elbow until he was holding her shoulders. Her eyes moved slowly up his hand until her eyes met his. “What do you want?”

      She turned her body towards him, but she wouldn’t look at him.

      “I want…” The question loomed between them. “I want to be treated like I’m not crazy. I want to never see things, hear things, experience things that aren’t normal. I want to leave this town behind without feeling the pull to return.” Her eyes moved around the street once more. “To never run into people…” She turned her head back towards the building. “From my past.” She trailed off and turned back towards him.

      “I meant, what kind of wine?” His fingers had dug slightly into her shoulders but relaxed when she smiled and her eyes softened.

      “Surprise me.” Her eyes once more moved to his fingers still sitting lightly on her shoulder. “Something tells me you’re good at surprises.” She took a step back, breaking their contact, then turned and walked away.

      He watched her disappear around the corner, then turned towards the shop, deciding it was high time he started asking Joe some questions.

      Almost an hour later, he walked out of the liquor store feeling a little queasy himself. Something hadn’t sat right with him when he’d approached the man about different kinds of wines lady friends would like. Joe seemed to know a lot. A lot more than your average meathead should.

      The man asked all sorts of questions about what kind of lady friend he was buying for. If it was a date or a casual get-together. Somehow, Mike left the store feeling more like he’d been interviewed than the other way around. He had to admit, Joe was a smooth talker. It was a good thing that Mike wasn’t the kind of person to answer questions. At least when he didn’t want to.

      Even though he braced himself, he knew the memory would flash up in his mind on the drive home. After all, how could you avoid seeing your best friend, who’d gone through hell with you, laying in a back alley, bleeding out, with your own service weapon still smoking?

      He knew the shiver was coming and gripped the wheel harder when it racked his body. He felt sweat bead on his brow, trickle down his back. He didn’t doubt that he’d lost most of his coloring too. His psychiatrist had said these were the classic signs of remorse and guilt, and to be expected when you’ve realized that the man you thought you knew wasn’t who he’d been pretending to be.

      Maybe that’s why he no longer trusted anyone. He shook his head quickly. No, that wasn’t right. There were still a few people he trusted. His parents, his brother… A pair of silver gray eyes and emerald green one’s popped into his head. Shaking it again, he wondered why two ladies he hardly knew had been added to that very short list.

      He pulled into his driveway. There was plenty of time before he would head over to Xtina’s for dinner after her parents’ funeral.

      His mind rushed over how she’d looked that day. Her long hair had been pulled away from her face. She’d worn a dark skirt with a cream-colored blouse, which had only made her skin look creamier. He’d instantly wanted to test it to see if it tasted as good as it looked, which had been very awkward since he’d been sitting inches away from Jessie.

      He knew Xtina had a full day ahead of her. He’d read in the local paper that her parents’ funeral was being held at their church with the dinner afterwards at the house. But the paper didn’t really say anything more.

      His mind still raced over the possibility that her parents’ accident wasn’t… well, just that. His gut told him there was something more behind it, and after what happened to him last year, he’d learned how important it was to listen to his gut.
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      There was nothing Xtina hated more than sitting in a church full of people. Except sitting in this church, full of these people. She knew almost everyone crowded in the small hundred-year-old white building. The church was one of the oldest in Hidden Creek and its congregation all believed it was the oldest because it was the most righteous. The building may have stood for a very long time, but its congregation and the people who ran it had all come and gone several times in just her lifetime.

      The current pastor, a man in his mid-thirties, was new to her. She listened to him talk about her parents and preach his side-sermon and could see why the building was packed. He was a very good speaker. He kept the crowd entertained and added some emotion into what he said about her parents, and before she knew it, it was her turn to climb the stairs and stand in front of the microphone.

      She’d toiled over her speech since being asked to speak a few days ago. What should she say? That she was grateful she’d escaped her parents’ clutches years ago? That she believed her mother and father had been some of the worst parents known to man? Should she talk about the hours she’d hidden from them in fear? Or all the things she had to keep from them because of the punishment they would inflict or the methods they used in the name of God to cleanse her from the evil that had gripped her?

      Taking a deep breath, she focused on the back of the room and started her planned speech about how they had impacted the lives of the people in town. How they had both been raised in Hidden Creek, met in grade school, fallen in love in middle school, gone on to marry shortly after high school, and settled down into their lives until the night they were tragically ripped from this earth.

      When she sat back down, she noticed that a few more eyes in the audience were wet and realized that she’d done her duty as a daughter. She felt a jolt travel up her back and turned slightly as the pastor was finishing up his speech. When she noticed Jessie step in the back door, still in her uniform from the Coffee Corner, she felt a wave of relief flood over her. One person she could trust was now in her corner.

      Jessie made her way towards Xtina after everyone stood up and started talking quietly.

      “You okay, hun?” Jess started to touch her arm, but then held back.

      “Yes, much better now that it’s over.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t make it to hear you talk.”

      Xtina almost laughed, but then glanced around the room and the somber people surrounding them. “I took it almost word for word from my mother’s journal I found last night.”

      “Oh?” Jess sidestepped to allow an older couple to walk by.

      “Later.” Xtina tucked her arms into her jacket and hugged it tight. She hated this part. The part where she was supposed to stand by the door and shake hands with everyone while they sniffled and told her how great her parents were. “Stay with me?” Her eyes must have looked panicked because Jessie reached over and touched her arm.

      “Sure.” She dropped her arm quickly enough that Xtina felt nothing but love from her friend.

      A little over an hour later, Xtina’s head felt like it was going to explode. Her body needed a recharge and her mind needed a break. But there was a string of cars following her down the bumpy lane to her home and she knew no such break would happen for a few more hours.

      The fact that Jessie’s little blue car was right behind hers did cheer her up some. Then, when she pulled into the driveway, she noticed Mike standing on the front porch with a large brown paper bag in his hands. She couldn’t stop the smile or the feeling that with him and Jess by her side, the next few hours would fly by.

      “Hey,” he said as she climbed the stairs towards him.

      “Hi.” She stopped right in front of him. He looked even better than last night and this morning at the coffee shop. He’d changed into dark slacks and a dark blue button-up shirt and had a black tie on
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