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  A SouthernBorn Series









  
  Chapter 1


Juniper slammed the door as she entered her Honda, the violent force of it rattled everything inside the cabin— including her two crying children strapped into the backseat. The divorce had left her holding the cards of both parents, a solitary guard for her children's hearts. She had tried to keep the dark edges of the reality hidden, but the raw gravity of their father's selfishness overpowered her maternal shield this time. 
“You always make it worse than it is, June!” Jackson yelled through the glass, his face twisted in annoyance as he stepped closer to the car. “I have a life outside of… all this.” He motioned casually toward the kids behind the window, dismissing them with a flick of his hand.
Juniper rolled down the window, the humid night air rushing into the cab as she snapped back. “Yes, Jackson, you have made it perfectly clear for the last three years! They are your kids, and you are only their father when it’s convenient for you.”
“Geez, June!” Jackson groaned, rolling his eyes. He leaned down, looking past her shoulder to lock eyes with the small, tear-streaked faces in the backseat. “I'll get them next weekend, alright? We'll go fishing down at Lemon Station. How’s that sound, guys?”
“Sounds like another lie,” Juniper muttered under her breath. She rolled the window back up, cutting off his reply, and threw the Honda into reverse. She backed down the driveway, her hands shaking on the wheel as she pivoted the car onto the main street. Shifting into drive, her eyes instinctively drifted up to the rearview mirror.
Harlan and Alice, her babies, looked at her for answers and security. Two pairs of wide, tear-drenched eyes stared back at her, and the crushing weight of knowing she couldn’t make this right for them pierced her soul. Her gaze shifted slightly, catching Jackson’s reflection in the glass. He stood at the edge of the driveway, already pulling out his phone, eagerly texting to make plans for his now-free weekend. He had pulled some selfish stunts since their divorce, but this time her breaking limit was reached. This time he had hurt the ones she loved most in this world and the sight of their hearts being broken was igniting her fierce maternal nature.
That was the exact moment her empathetic heart felt the primal, protective rage of a mother. Juniper gripped the steering wheel tightly, her knuckles turning white as her jaw clenched. A sudden, terrifying heat radiated up her neck and down her arms, an innate, electric burn buzzing just beneath her skin. She was spinning out of control. A slight ring deafened her senses, and she felt her defenses rising. The sensation, while familiar, felt more intense than before.
Then, through the static of her anger, she remembered Mema’s voice, soft, steady, and anchoring: Just breathe, Juni. Don’t hold onto it, just breathe and let it go. Juniper closed her eyes for a fraction of a second, easing her tight grip and stretching her fingers flat across the steering wheel. She drew in the heavy air, anchoring herself to her grandmother’s memory, and exhaled a long, cleansing breath between her quivering lips.
She felt the heat leaving her body. That resonating relief, pushed from her body, and her chaotic emotions lifted. 
As she felt the heat leaving, she saw Jackson fall to his knees in her mirror. He grabbed at his temples, his phone clattering onto the asphalt. Juniper slammed on the brakes, her tires screeching as she threw the car into reverse, backing furiously to the edge of the driveway.
“I can’t see! It hurts so bad!” Jackson shrieked. He rolled around on the hard ground now as if he were actively on fire, his fingers clawing at his scalp, grasping at his head as if his skull was forcefully cracking open from the inside out.
Juniper’s breath hitched, terror instantly replacing her rage.
"Jackson? What's wrong? What happened?" she urged as she flung her car door open.
"My head! I can't see, June!" Jackson wailed.
She frantically dialed 911 on her dashboard and ran out onto the pavement. She stood frozen in the headlights between his writhing form and her idling car, her heart rapidly hammered against her ribs as she waited for the sound of sirens to come around the corner.
As the distant, hollow sound of emergency vehicles came into earshot, Juniper felt a nagging question. Why do these things happen around her? Does she cause things to happen? So many memories started flooding her mind, from childhood and as a younger adult. That karmic resolution that always has seemed to land close to her. Was it just karma doing its job? Or does karma have a messenger? As the sirens drew closer, and the first flashing red and blue lights bounced off the houses surrounding them, Juniper stood alone in the dark, questioning every indelible event from her past.

      [image: ]After arriving at the hospital, the chaotic rush of the ambulance gave way to an agonizing, stagnant silence. Juniper waited alone in the sterile lobby, staring blankly at the beige walls while she waited for any news about Jackson. Terrifying medical terms like aneurysm and stroke flashed heavily through her mind, and she felt the icy anxiety of the event slowly spreading over her body, numbing her fingers. But as the minutes ticked by, the curiosity cast a shadow over her thoughts. What had happened in that driveway?
The familiar sensation of heat, her empathy overwhelming her. It was like times before, such coincidental karmic outcomes for those who threaten the ones she cares about. But this time was different, more violent. She had knots tugging at her throat, and her gut wrenched with nerves. 
Did I do this? She thought to herself, her breath stuttering. Was it me? A question she had asked herself many times in her past. This was not the first time this flash of cosmic coincidence had happened. While this particular moment had taken a dramatic turn, it was the familiar feeling of heat underneath her skin that caused her to question herself. That sensation had become a part of her over the years, and this time it felt more visceral.
Suddenly, her childhood memories seemed to flood in like a long-locked vault of statistical reasoning, forcing her to look at her past through a dangerous new lens. A nurse walked past her row of plastic chairs, pushing a metal roll cart. Against the hospital’s polished linoleum floor, the sharp, rhythmic squeak-squeak of rubber shoes echoed off the walls.
The sound triggered something deep in her subconscious.

The sterile smell of antiseptic vanished, and Juniper instantly remembered a crowded, roaring high school basketball game. She was fifteen years old again, her heart light and full of the innocent excitement of a Friday night out with her friends. She had her loose auburn curls pinned up in messy bun, mainly to show off her new feather earrings. The night buzzed with heavy, restless energy—the kind that belonged only to the young.
The memory was vivid. They were sitting near the top of the gym bleachers when a senior from the football team, a guy used to getting whatever he wanted, pushed his way into their row, aggressively trying to chat up her best friend, Sarah. Within seconds, the casual conversation turned predatory. Sarah was actively pushing his heavy hands away, her voice rising in a panicked pitch. “Stop! I’m not like that! Stop it now!”
Standing just inches away, fifteen-year-old Juniper felt the raw fear and desperation bleeding out of her friend’s voice. A protective instinct slammed into her chest. Juniper clenched her fists so tightly her nails bit into her palms, her body braced as if she were about to physically start pummeling the guy herself.
But then she caught her breath, sensing the heat rising. She thought of the quiet lessons of the farm, her Mema's voice, and forced her clenched fists to loosen. She lowered her shoulders, letting out a long, heavy exhale to clear the sudden heat out of her system. Let it go, Juni.
She let the cleansing breath out. The memory was so lucid, she felt the recognizable heat leaving her body.
Like a lightning strike, instant, right before her eyes, the senior’s nose suddenly burst into a terrible, turbulent stream of blood that gushed down his face and ruined his jersey.
The boy stumbled backward, shocked, instantly clutching his face. He took off sprinting down the bleachers toward the exit with his large entourage close in tow. 
Through the roar of the gym crowd, Juniper heard his friends teasing him as they ran. “What happened, man? She hit you? Did a girl just lay you out?” The entourage laughing as they all exited the gym.
Juniper's friend, Sarah, stood there, breathing heavily, straightening her wrinkled blouse from the struggle. She glared down the gym stairs, unaware of the invisible current that had just filled the air. “Serves him right! Pig!” she yelled towards their direction.
Back then, Juniper had shared the same thoughts. She had watched him bleed and thought, Yeah, that’s what happens. Just bad luck for jerks like him. Karma. 

      [image: ]But sitting now in the cold, white light of the emergency room lobby years later, the truth felt entirely different. Was it just a bizarre coincidence? A simple happening of chance at the exact right moment? Or had she been throwing punches since she was a teenager? What could it be?
Juniper shifted uncomfortably in her rigid plastic seat, careful not to shake her children curled up on the scratchy vinyl-upholstered sofa next to her. They had drifted off to sleep, their small breathing patterns finally syncing. It was now 9:30 PM, well past their usual bedtime, and the exhaustion of the night was taking its toll. Her mind was reeling with memories and questions. The ferocity she had felt in that driveway was so strong. As she looked at Harlan and Alice, such innocence in their existence, she knew her love for them was unwavering. It was her desperation to keep them safe that had her filled with so many questions.
Suddenly, the low, agonizing moans of an older man echoed from behind one of the closed, sterile curtains of the emergency room.
The sound hit her like a physical blow. Like a bullet train, the heavy frequency of that suffering threw her mind backward into another locked vault of her past. She remembered Misty.
This time she was eighteen, about to leave for college the following morning. She had sat out on the family’s porch as the sunlight faded over the ridges. The old blue Australian cattle dog rested its heavily graying muzzle right in her lap. Misty had terminal cancer, and the last couple of weeks had been a heartbreaking blur of the old dog lying around the porch, constantly whimpering in quiet agony. Juniper felt the pain radiating into her own body—she felt the dog’s bone-deep need for final rest. Misty had been her fierce protector, and she was once the hardest-working, herding dog the farm had ever seen. Now, she deserved so much better than to suffer in this agonizing, undignified way.
Juniper had cried, her tears dripping onto the dog’s silver-blue fur. She closed her eyes tightly, her throat tightened with a fierce frustration that she had to leave for school the next morning, knowing with certainty that she would be gone by the time Misty finally passed away. At that exact moment, a sharp, burning sensation of a desperate longing to help ignited in the pit of her stomach. She took a deep breath, anchoring her fingers in Misty’s fur, and exhaled steadily through her quivering lips, opening her eyes slowly.
Looking down, the breath left her body. Misty’s whimpering had silenced.
The old dog’s eyes were closed, her stiff posture relaxed, and her body was perfectly still. She looked exactly as if she had just fallen into a deep, peaceful sleep. A profound, overwhelming wave of relief fell over Juniper’s body. She knew the dog’s suffering was finally over, and she took comfort in knowing Misty hadn’t died alone on that porch. 

      [image: ]But now, in the clamorous emergency room corridor, listening to the groaning old man behind the curtain, a chilling realization gripped her. Had it just been a natural passing by chance? Or did she allow it to happen?
The sound of loafers clacking against the floor in her direction paused her curiosity. Juniper stood and walked towards an older man in a white coat. The attending physician in the ER was probably pushing sixty years old and looked to enjoy the snack cakes from the hospital’s vending machine a little too often. His eyes looked exhausted.
He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Honestly, Ms. Scott, it’s a bit of a medical mystery. All the scans came back clean. No bleeding, no clots, no aneurysms. Given his symptoms, we’re tossing it up to an acute stress reaction.”
Juniper nodded numbly, swallowing the bitter laugh rising in her throat. Stress. She knew exactly how this would play out. Jackson would weaponize this diagnosis for months, using his “serious medical episode” as a convenient excuse to skip out on his weekends and remain an absent father. 
The doctor closed his folder, “We’d like to keep him under observation for the night,” the doctor continued, offering a reassuring smile. “But you’re free to leave and get those kids home to bed.” 
Juniper nodded, “Thank you, Doctor.”
It was late by the time Juniper walked back into the waiting room. Her two children were curled up together on the lobby couch, sleeping soundly under the harsh fluorescent lights. She stared at their peaceful, breathing forms, an overwhelming wave of gratitude washing over her. They were safe and resting easily. But Juniper was agonizingly awake. Her nerves felt fried, her muscles were tight, and her heart still pounded a frantic rhythm inside her chest. She needed an escape, even if only for five minutes.
Leaving the kids under the watchful eye of the triage receptionist, Juniper stepped through the automatic double doors into the heavy night air. She half-hoped she might run into a smoker outside—someone who could feed her sudden craving for a cigarette, even though she hadn’t touched one in almost eight years.
The concrete apron was empty. Ahead of her, the hospital parking lot was a desolate sea of asphalt, illuminated by the pale-yellow glow of security lights. The rain was pushing in; the wind had picked up, carrying the sharp, heavy scent of grass and earth. She unclipped her hair, shook it out, and re-clipped a messy pile at the back of her head. Then took in a deep breath through her nose, capturing the comforting smells of the incoming rain, and continued across the parking lot. 
Giving up on the cigarette, she strolled toward her Honda to grab a pack of gum from the glove-box instead. She clicked her key fob, slid into the driver’s seat, and popped a piece of mint gum into her mouth. The mundane task felt grounding. But the moment she stepped back out and clicked the car door shut, the hairs on the back of her neck stood straight up.
A figure was standing across the parking lot, bathed in the sickly yellow glare of a lone streetlamp. Juniper froze, her hand still resting on the car’s door handle. She recognized him immediately.
Jeremiah Jennings.
The reclusive old man from the holler, the one the townspeople always warned their kids to stay away from. He stood entirely unmoving, his weathered face shadowed, his dark eyes locked dead onto hers. Through the rising evening breeze, a scent wafted across the asphalt, overriding the smell of the rain. It was the thick, stagnant, unmistakable odor of deep creek mud. It smelled like rot, like the bottom of a riverbed.
A crushing wave of déjà vu overwhelmed Juniper’s mind. A deeply rooted, suffocating anxiety flared to life in her gut. Jeremiah had always made her feel this way, ever since she was a little girl. Every time he crossed her path in town, he made her feel entirely transparent—as if she had done something terribly wrong, and he was just waiting for the right moment to collect the debt.
She eased her way back to the hospital entrance, keeping a watchful eye on the shadow under the lamppost. The safety of the interior lobby felt relieving as the doors automatically closed behind her. She peered back out the glass at Jeremiah.
He didn’t move. He didn’t wave. Staring into the darkness, the mud on his clothes bled into the humid Tennessee night.







  
  Chapter 2


The tires of the Honda crunched softly as Juniper pulled up the winding gravel drive of her family’s farmhouse. Her house. As the driveway curved gracefully around a vast field of tall, unkempt grass, she could see the solitary glow of the porch light cutting through the midnight gloom in the distance. The rest of the house looked dark, and the ancient trees surrounding the property moved against the sky like looming, living shadows. 
But it was home.
She came to a slow, crawling halt right in front of the weathered porch steps, shifted into park, and quietly looked back at her sleeping children in the backseat. They hadn’t stirred. That looks good to me, she thought. A heavy wave of bone-deep exhaustion immediately settled into her limbs the moment the idling engine smoothed out. The idea of moving the children now seemed too arduous.
The terrifying incident with Jackson, the sudden avalanche of long-buried childhood memories, and then… Jeremiah Jennings. Why on earth would that creepy old man from the holler have been standing in a hospital parking lot in the middle of the night, staring at her through the dark?
Juniper forced herself to push the terrifying thoughts to the side. She rolled into her seat, cracking a few of the car windows just an inch to let in the cool night air, before shutting the vehicle completely off.
She closed her eyes. Her body wanted rest, but her frantic mind was racing a mile a minute. She needed help to analyze all of this. Her deep-seated need to feel grounded while spiraling was paralyzing. She needed someone she could trust to help her peel back all the layers of what was real and what was just a daunting manifestation in her own mind.
Instantly, her eyes jolted wide open in the dark cab.
“Cassie!” she whispered aloud to the interior of the car.
Her younger stepsister would at least be a reliable sounding board for her without calling her crazy. Growing up under the same roof, they had shared everything—a bedroom, clothes, and their deepest secrets. Juniper eagerly grabbed her cell phone from the console, the screen lighting up her tired face.
1:00 AM.
“Ugh,” Juniper groaned quietly, letting her head fall back against the headrest. She couldn’t call her at this ungodly hour.
She turned the screen off and closed her eyes once again, promising she would make the call first thing in the morning. Although Cassie was living in Nashville now, picking a fast-paced, cutthroat life in the corporate media world, they possessed a bond that was entirely special. Unbreakable. No matter how many miles lay between the farmhouse and the city, Cassie was the one person she could truly lean on while navigating all these impossible questions.  She also knew Cassie would remember all the coincidences; they joked about it when they were growing up. They could piece this together and decide if the events were far too deliberate to be mere coincidences.
The rain pushed in, bringing with it a fresh scent of sage and grass. Holding onto that scent, Juniper finally relaxed her body, letting herself rest for a few brief moments before the morning sun could break completely over the ridges. It would be a long day running on just a few broken hours of sleep, but the sounds of the dawn and the smells of the farm lulled her back. 
Only a couple of hours later, her restful sleep was short-lived, broken by the harsh, amber glare of the mid-morning sun cutting through the windshield. Juniper rose with a stiff neck, a wrinkled shirt, and a heavy mind that hadn’t cleared since the night before.
Looking at her two children still asleep in the back, she quietly grabbed her phone, her thumb hovering over the screen. 9 AM. It was officially morning. She couldn’t hold the weight of yesterday alone for another second. A slight hesitation pulled at her, but she had been unraveling for the last several hours. Memories still fresh, questions looming, she needed a rational voice to set her erratic thoughts to rest. Taking a deep breath, she tapped the name in her pinned contacts and held the phone to her ear, listening to the tone ring across the state line.  

      [image: ]Saturday morning in downtown Nashville was still a workday when building client relationships at a fast-paced media firm.
The rhythmic, hissing steam of the espresso machine was the only thing keeping

      [image: ]
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