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        We have never heard the devil’s side of the story,

      
        God wrote all the book.

        ANATOLE FRANCE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Ahna

          

        

      

    

    
      If I get pulled over by one more patrol car ‘just checking to make sure that little ol’ me is okay on these dark and scary backroads’, I’m going to tear this county a new one.

      My inhale is slow and forced to calm the disdain bubbling inside of me. When I release my frustrations for this godforsaken place, it comes out in a steady flow through pinched lips.

      The truth is: I need these backroads. I have to stay off the main streets and out of crowded areas. I’m sure my absence has been noticed by now, and I’d just end up getting into trouble.

      Leaning over to glance at the map on the passenger seat, I double check the pen markings I added to make sure my shortcut doesn’t end up getting me lost.

      It looks like there’s a main highway coming up in about ten miles. Outside of the gas station I filled up at thirty minutes ago, I haven’t passed a single building for miles.

      A solid thud against my grill sends chills through my body.

      A surprised squeal leaves my lips as I tighten my grip on the wheel and snap my attention to the darkened dirt road just in time to watch a deer launch up my hood into the windshield before launching over the roof.

      In a panic, I step my foot hard on the brake. Forgetting my foot is on the gas, I speed up and turn my wheel as hard as I can.

      Closing my eyes tight and bracing every muscle for impact, the poor animal yowls as it bounces up and over my roof, and rocks spray out as I veer off the road into the ditch.

      When the impact never comes, I open my eyes slowly to a cloud of dust all around the car and the sound of a country song cracking through the radio.

      There’s something to be said for open prairie farmlands, at least there’s no cliff to go hurtling off of.

      Throwing the car into reverse, I attempt to get out the way I got in, but the car only rocks weakly as the tires spin, catching on nothing. I must have wedged myself against something in the ditch.

      Where the hell are all of those small town sheriffs that were all up in my grill before?, I wonder to myself as I push open the door to my little sedan. I could really use the help now.

      Stepping out and crouching by the back tire of my car confirms my assumption. I managed to land right on top of the only large boulder in this ditch and I won’t be able to haul my car off.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m close enough that a little walk late at night on a deserted road might do me good.

      What’s the worst that could happen, in the middle of nowhere on Halloween night? The clouded breath that leaves with my thought sends a shiver down my spine, and I catch myself before I let fear replace my bravado.

      I’m better than this.

      Reaching into the back seat, I grab an old blanket left behind by the vehicle’s previous owner.

      With the radio now off, there’s no other sound around me which doesn’t bode well for the deer I hit.

      I walk back through the tall grass to check on the animal silently wishing it’s just stunned. My hopes are dashed when I find the poor creature thirty feet behind the car, dead.

      Even I can muster some empathy for this poor creature and I cover the carcass with the blanket.

      Scanning both directions the road goes in, I weigh my options. I know I should start walking, and there’s no point in heading back in the direction I came from. There’s nothing back there for me.

      My future lies on the road ahead. I feel it in my bones like an incessant whisper refusing to quiet.

      The cool night air steadies my nerves. I take one last look at the road I just traveled before turning to walk in the direction I was originally headed in with nothing but the silent stars above to guide my way.
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      Three miles into my trek with nothing but crickets and the occasional animal howl to keep me company, a little house in the middle of nowhere finally appears. It’s so displaced among the patches of forest and open farm land that I stop to stare at it for a few minutes longer, daring it to vanish before my eyes like a mirage.

      But it doesn’t.

      The porch light is on and smoke billows from the chimney stack.

      Someone is inside.

      The cold night air set in a while ago and I’ve been shivering uncontrollably for the last fifteen minutes.

      As I near the steps of the little house I’m oddly struck by the decorations that line the walkway to the front door. Carved pumpkins with candles light a little path as though the owner of this place expects trick-or-treaters all of the way out here.

      I stop at the edge of the yard to look at the lit path, then turn and take one last look at the landscape around me. Not one light dots the horizon.

      I’m still as far from civilization as I can get.

      The porch is lit with a lantern and an old wooden swing slowly creaks as it sways with a wind I don’t feel on my skin.

      With no doorbell to ring, I clench my cold fingers together and knock as loud as I can with the side of my fist hoping I’m not waking anyone up.

      A half minute passes and I’m almost ready to knock again when the floorboards on the other side of the thin door creak then thud with the distinct sound of footsteps.

      Then the front door opens and I take a half step back in the warm light.

      The make eye contact with the man who’s now looking at me with a half smile, my stomach does a little flip and my heart feels light. I’m not one to believe in love at first sight but this guy is making me rethink some things.

      Maybe it’s just horny at first sight. It has been awhile.

      The thought flies around my head and I momentarily forget why I’m standing on the porch of a house in the middle of nowhere on tonight of all nights with my hand raised into a fist as though I’m actually going to knock again.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be out here looking for candy?” His amused tone draws me in even more than the sight of his firm muscles peeking out from the sleeves of his tight fitted shirt.

      “I—um—ha!” I snort out a chuckle and recover with a deep breath, feeling suddenly light headed. I’ve never in my life been one to get tongue tied and I’m not going to start now. Quickly regaining my composure, I smile then point in the direction I came from. “No, I’m not here for candy. My car broke down a few miles down the road and⁠—”

      His eyes travel to my extended arm as it trembles and I realize the cold has taken over as he cuts me off.

      “You’re shivering, you must be freezing. Why don’t you have a warm jacket?” He looks around my person, then behind me. “You’re all the way out her and you have nothing with you?”

      “I didn’t expect to break down out here.” My voice sounds more meek than I intend as I shrug my shoulders, now realizing I probably should have kept the blanket for myself instead of leaving it with an animal that doesn’t need it.

      “You should know by now that life never happens as you expect it to. You should be better prepared.” His words wrap around me as his voice takes on a deeper, almost chastising tone.

      “You’re right. Lesson learned. Do you have a phone I could use? I lost battery in mine an hour ago.”

      “It wouldn’t matter anyway. There’s no cell out here. You broke down about as far away from anywhere as you could, Miss—?” His words linger mid-sentence.

      Then I realize he’s looking for a name before he lets me into his house.

      “Ahna. I’m Ahna.” I rock on my heels and hope I don’t look foolish.

      “Ana?” He repeats, incorrectly.

      “No, Ahna. Like ‘awww, isn’t she cute’.” I immediately shut my mouth hoping that last sentence didn’t really just come out of it.

      “Awww, isn’t—she—cute, Awwwna.” His words are low and slow—so seductively slow.

      The smile that crosses his lips is predatory. I sense he’s playing with me and I kind of like it. Even the shiver his tone sends through me is warming me right up.

      Wait. What?

      “Um, yeah. That’s it.” I meet his gaze for a fraction of a second then lose my courage when he licks his lip and lower my eyes, settling on his lips as he speaks.

      “That’s a beautiful name, Ahna. I’m Jake. So Ahna, with the broken down car and light summer jacket on such a cold night, what can I do for you?” A jolt of energy zaps through me as my brain starts to mentally list off all of the things he could do for me.

      Luckily my mouth has separated from my thoughts as I answer him. “I was hoping I could use your phone and maybe come in and warm up for a bit.”

      “You can come in and get warm, but you can’t use the phone. There’s no service out here by land or cell. It’s no use anyway. It’s a Saturday night and Halloween on top of that. Tow trucks and garages won’t be open until Monday mornin’.”

      Stepping back from the doorway to let me enter he raises his arm, pointing me into his home. I know I should be cautious, but my toes are becoming painfully cold. I step into his main room and am suddenly hit with a welcoming warmth.

      Small talk isn
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