

    
        
          Sunshine

        

        
        
          T. M. Kuefler

        

        
          Published by T. M. Kuefler, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SUNSHINE

    

    
      First edition. June 6, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 T. M. Kuefler.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201771379

    

    
    
      Written by T. M. Kuefler.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by T. M. Kuefler

	    

      
	    
          
	      Antediluvian Extravaganza

          
        
          
	          Strength In Numbers

          
        
          
	          Magic In The Air

          
        
          
	          Can't Be Tamed

          
        
          
	          Stop Clowning Around

          
        
          
	          Smart As A Whip

          
        
          
	          Bend At The Knee

          
        
          
	          Fortunes Be Told

          
        
          
	          Master Of Ceremonies

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Extra Elements Series

          
        
          
	          Connections Bound

          
        
          
	          Detected Conversance

          
        
          
	          Triumvirate Protagonism

          
        
          
	          Ambrosia Realized

          
        
          
	          Fairy Girl

          
        
          
	          Unchained Backdraft

          
        
          
	          Buck Off!

          
        
          
	          Flight Plan

          
        
          
	          Rational Existence

          
        
          
	          Endangered Essence

          
        
          
	          Persuading Cynicism

          
        
          
	          Blind Luck

          
        
          
	          Astral Fusion

          
        
          
	          Stirring Pieces

          
        
          
	          Opaque Equilibrium

          
        
          
	          Red Skies

          
        
          
	          Impeded Ignition

          
        
          
	          Pilot's Wanted

          
        
          
	          Quiet Contemplation

          
        
          
	          Unyielding Ministrations

          
        
          
	          Proficient Ignorance

          
        
          
	          Lightning Rage

          
        
          
	          Imprinted Endearment

          
        
          
	          Rocky Start

          
        
          
	          Detached Certainty

          
        
          
	          Scheduling Conflict

          
        
          
	          Stolen Possessions

          
        
          
	          Hatred Overturned

          
        
          
	          Commander's Eyes

          
        
          
	          Acknowledging Hope (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Vertical Escalation (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gaia's Design

          
        
          
	          Grrrr!

          
        
          
	          Half Life

          
        
          
	          Pursuit

          
        
          
	          Runaway

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gods Of War

          
        
          
	          Unearthed (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Erupted (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Revealed (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Disclosed (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Knights Five

          
        
          
	          Cracked Tableau

          
        
          
	          Extracted Tableau

          
        
          
	          Disintegrating Tableau

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Mystical Hunt

          
        
          
	          Christos

          
        
          
	          Aikaterini

          
        
          
	          Lyra

          
        
          
	          Alexander

          
        
          
	          Phoenix

          
        
          
	          Chloe

          
        
          
	          Constantine

          
        
          
	          Prometheus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Sunshine

          
        
          
	          Father

          
        
          
	          The Winds Of Decarius (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my long suffering BFF. Thank you for all of the reminders and support that you have provided through all of this. Without your help I have no idea where I would be right now. 

      

    



	



	
SUNSHINE



	By: T. M. Kuefler



TABLE OF CONTENTS

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

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


SIX

I cursed to myself while my gloved hands reached up to attempt to catch the long, dark brown strands of hair that the wind kept whipping into my face. I should’ve tied my hair back before leaving my small rental house this morning, but I thought my soft grey knit toque would hold it at bay. 

I was wrong. 

My brown eyes were trained on the path in front of me, watching the colorful fall leaves swirl along in the wind. The half bare trees along the path announced that summer was definitely over. 

Winter was on its way. 

I sighed and kept walking, my low-heeled boots clinking with each step. It was already five and I needed to get my groceries and get back before dark set in. 

Two days ago, I had moved to the small village, Sparrow, which was situated in a small valley of the Rocky Mountains. I did this so that I could follow a lead on my biological brother.

See, I was a foster kid. 

I grew up in that very fractured system. It was all I knew, all I remembered. Throughout my time there, I had lived in a total of nine different homes. 

The first set of homes were the ones I spent the longest time with. Mind you, I was a small child at the time. In my childish innocence, I had erroneously assumed I was a real, loved part of those families. 

I quickly found out how mistaken I was. 

The last few homes were worse. 

There were the homes where I was used as forced labor and only given minute amounts of food. The punishments in these homes were extreme as well. What started out as a smack here and there tended to quickly develop into punches and kicks. 

Not that anyone really cared. It was only when I ended up in the hospital due to the abuses that I was finally moved. One time it was even due to a bad concussion from a foster parent slamming my head into the wall. 

Then came the homes where I was practically invisible to the parents. Unfortunately, the other children living with me in those homes were another story. Those kids took a keen delight in bullying me, calling me down, stealing my stuff, blaming me for things that I didn’t do, or pulling physical pranks on me and causing me to get hurt. 

A couple years ago when I found out that there was a chance that I had a biological older brother, I was elated and determined to find him. This was a chance at a real family. Maybe a family that actually loved me.

It was taking me a frustratingly long time to track him down. Luckily, I finally came across a viable lead, one that eventually led me to this place. 

The residents of the village smiled at me almost strangely when I passed them. An elderly gentleman even mumbled something under his breath that I didn’t catch while he politely held the door to the small grocery store open for me. 

Sparrow really was very small.  

The buildings lining the cracked sidewalks were old and weathered. Some of businesses were obviously newer, not new mind you, but newer looking compared to the older, western styled ones that they intermingled with. 

The people were friendly in a strangely watchful way. tipping their hats courteously while staring at me in intense study. I was sure they weren’t used to strangers.

Quickly moving along the dusty and stained shelving of the small store, I grabbed the things I needed. 

Even the cashier studied me carefully while ringing through my groceries, all the while smiling that strange smile that was common for the residents of the village. 

I packed my groceries into my canvas grocery bags before starting on my way back to the place I was staying. 

The sun was already edging along the horizon, giving the world a shimmering yellow glow. 

I was kicking myself for not leaving earlier. I really didn’t want to be wandering around in the dark in a new place, especially this time of year. 

Unfortunately, the only place I was able to find to rent was just outside of town. It was a small, rundown, one-bedroom house surrounded by woods. 

A well-trodden path through those woods was the quickest way to get into town. This I found out when I went to start my car this afternoon. The thing gave a long whirring groan as I tried my hardest to start the damned thing. Maddeningly, no matter what I did, the engine just refused to catch. 

I walked quickly through the village, watching as the sun began to sink below the horizon. I reached the path through the woods just in time for the shadows of the trees to deepen darkly. 

I studied those long ominous shadows, sighed, and stepped into the darkness. This was going to be fun. 

Hopefully I would be able to stay on the unfamiliar trail and not get lost in the woods.

I had been walking for maybe five minutes when I heard something. A sound on the wind. It was too far away for me to tell what it was, but it did have me pausing on the path to listen carefully. Something about it had goosebumps breaking out over my skin and my hair standing on end. 

When I didn’t hear it again, I forced myself to continue onwards. I had barely taken a couple of steps when I heard a disturbing rustle amongst the leaves on the path in front of me. Something was moving out there in the quickly darkening woods. 

Stopping to listen, my ears strained to hear around the fast pace of my abnormally loud breathing. 

The sound stopped as well. 

My heart stuttered for a concerning moment, before racing forward. Fear shivered through me, freezing my limbs. 

Great, now I was in a horror movie. I was now the stupid woman that gets it at the beginning of the movie all because she was enough of an idiot to be wandering around in the dark woods at night. 

Sucking in a deep, bracing, breath, I continued onwards while doing everything I could to shove my fear and imaginings away. 

Maybe it was just a skunk. Yeah, it was probably just a skunk. Ending up stinky, no matter how bad the stench was, was vastly preferable to being eaten alive by wolves or bears, both of which frequented the area.

The sun was now officially gone and the woods around me were completely dark. The menacing shadows of the tall trees and the small, rounded bushes reached across the path almost malevolently.

When I heard that hair-raising sound on the wind again, I decided to ignore it and concentrate on my forward momentum. The faster I reached the house, the better

Unfortunately, the rustling came again. This time it sounded like it was right behind me. My body froze in terror as my mind kicked into gear. 

Fight or flight? 

Flight it was. 

Skunk or otherwise, there was no way I was sticking around. I gripped my bags tighter as I felt my legs take over. My feet sprinted down the path as my mind screamed at me to go faster and my wildly racing heart pounded out its agreement. 

Don’t look, don’t look. 

I looked, a quick glance behind me. A pair of brightly glowing green eyes were staring through the darkness of the night, trained right on me. 

Nope, I am totally out. 

Swinging my gaze forward, relief coursed through me. I could see the twinkling of lights through the trees and thanked every God I knew that I had left the outside lights on. 

My boots thumped up the wooden steps and I leapt across the deck. My breath sawed in my throat while my frantic fingers fumbled with my keys before I finally found the right one, slamming the key into the slot and twisting. 

The door opened and I was through. Slamming the door shut behind me, I quickly locked it and turned off the outside lights before running to the window. 

Feeling as if I had run a thousand miles, body still shaking in fear, I desperately searched the darkness to see if anything moved. 

My eyes blurred with my extreme concentration. 

There, something moved. 

My eyes burning eyes tracked that movement. A cat, that’s right a damn cat, a huge cat, but a cat, nonetheless, wandered out of the shadowed woods into my yard. The giant cat sat its furry butt down on my front grass, flung a back leg up, and began to clean itself. 

My whole body immediately deflated, my terror gone in a wave of amused disbelief. My heart trembled with relief as I laughed almost hysterically at myself and my outrageous imagination. 

I turned on the TV for background noise, I didn’t like quiet, before I made my way to the small kitchen and put my groceries away. Warming up a can of soup for supper, I reviewed my plan for tomorrow. 

After extensive research, I had finally gotten the name of a teacher, Caroline Ambria, who had taught my brother. From what I was able to find out, my brother had been adopted and raised by a family here in the village. She might have information on my brother and was willing to talk to me. 

I set up a meeting with Caroline for tomorrow around lunch time. I hoped that she would be able to give me more information on my brother. 
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SIX

The next day I excitedly dressed in a long brown skirt with a soft beige long sleeved sweater. I braided my long hair down my back and slid on my knee-high brown boots. I buckled up my medium length red coat before heading out along the trail to town in order to meet Caroline. 

She said she would meet me at one of the only two restaurants in town. It was called The Black Bear. 

The trail was lit brightly, showing off the beauty of the fall trees in the full sunlight. The wind blew softly through the trees, and I found myself scoffing at my darkness induced fear the night before. 

Over the length of my twenty-one years on this earth I had been afraid of many things, mostly human oriented, but I had never feared trees before. 

I breathed deeply of the crisp air and marveled at the beauty of the forest around me.

It didn’t take me long to reach The Black Bear, a brown slat building with a long, slanted roof that extended over a porch that was held up with thick round logs. Entering the building, I paused for a moment, taking in the extremely dated yet warm décor. 

The walls were a stained and chipped beige, the carpet was a faded burgundy that was worn to a reddish brown in numerous areas. Ripped brown booths lined the walls with brown Formica topped tables. There were several other tables set up in the middle of the room surrounded by cracked brown metal chairs. Old dusty plastic plants hung in various places along the ceiling and there were various wilderness pictures hanging on the walls. 

I could hear country music playing softly in the background interrupted every so often by clanging from the kitchen. 

There were about eight people distributed throughout the dining room. 

A group of five older men having coffee, a couple having lunch, and a middle-aged waitress that was wearing a low-cut black shirt with a pair of blue jeans and a black apron tied around her waist. 

“Six?” A strong voice asked from behind me. 

I turned to see a tall, grey-haired woman standing behind me. She looked to be in her late fifties. 

“Yes, I am Six.” I gave the woman a confirming nod. 

Yeah, the hospital I was born in was inventive. The hospital staff named me for the day I was born because my mom literally walked out and left my brother and I there. This happened less than three hours after she’d had me. 

Needless to say, I had some abandonment issues.

“You must be Caroline. Thank you so much for meeting with me.” I smiled warmly, offering my hand in greeting. It was quickly grasped in a tight grip, Caroline shaking my hand before releasing me. 

“It’s not a problem, girl. Now let’s see about getting a table and some coffee.” She grunted and tilted her head towards a booth. 

I smiled at her abrupt, no-nonsense attitude and proceeded her to the booth. Once settled, the waitress made her way over to us. 

“Kathleen, get the girl and I some coffee.” Caroline demanded of the woman. 

“Sure thing, Caroline. Who’s your guest?” The woman asked bluntly as her curious brown eyes settled on me.

“This here is Six. She’s renting the cabin just out of the village for a bit, trying to find her long-lost brother.” Caroline introduced. 

Kathleen nodded slowly before abruptly turning for the coffee pot and mugs. She adeptly poured two cups and returned quicker than quick. 

Setting the coffee down in front of us, she gestured to the side of the table. “Fixings are there. So, brother, huh? Wonder if I know him?” She questioned inquisitively. 

“From what I know, before he was adopted his name was Jasper Baker.” I explained, adding cream and sugar to my coffee.

“Hmmm.” Kathleen hummed, a frown lining her forehead, her unforced eyes watching me fix my coffee. Then she seemed to give herself a shake and she smiled at us. “Can I get you all anything else?” She asked congenially.

“Not right now, Kathleen. I’ll let you know when we are ready.” Caroline shook her head.

Kathleen nodded and moved back to her counter. 

“So, girl, what do you want to know?” Caroline turned to me. 

“Well. Everything. I know he was adopted, but not by who. Did he have a good family? A good life growing up? What happened to him? Where did he go? Where is he now?” I questioned, taking a sip of my hot coffee. 

“Jesus, girl, you don’t ask for much, do you?” Caroline laughed, leaning back in her seat. “Now let me see. The boy was adopted by the Padden family. Nice, church going, quiet, Dad was the Pastor at the local church. There’s not much really to say about them, they kept to themselves. They had another boy and girl, biological children. Jasper was trouble, especially as he got older. Such a violent, sullen boy, always getting into fights and such. Eventually, he made friends with the Masters’ boys, and he seemed to settle. They were inseparable throughout their teenage years. Then something happened, the Padden girl was murdered, and they looked at your brother for it. They couldn’t prove he did it, but the townspeople still seem to believe he did it. He up and left about five years ago or so. Never heard hide nor hair of him since.” 

“Oh my God, how tragic. She was murdered?” I felt my eyes go wide in horror.

“Yeah, she was found up the mountain some, strangled and violently beaten. She was seventeen and, if I remember correctly, she was dating one of those Masters’ boys, the youngest I think.” Caroline described.

“Masters’ boys?” I questioned curiously.

“Yeah, a rich family that lived up the mountain. Big house, lots of property, four boys, the family runs some sort of business that specialized in building log cabins. Big money in that, I guess. Those boys are...different. Your brother seemed to gravitate to them. The night it happened, there was a party at the Masters’ place, a whole bunch of kids. By the next morning, the girl was found dead.” 

“Are they still up there?” For some reason, these boys made me very curious. 

Maybe they could give me a lead on my brother.

“They come and go. We occasionally see one of them, but not as often as we used to before your brother left. The oldest of those boys would be in his thirties by now.” Caroline studied me carefully before leaning forward. “Now girl, you listen carefully. Don’t you go up there. Those boys, there’s just something not right about them. The fact is that if it wasn’t your brother that done the Padden girl, then sure shit it was one of them.” 

“Thank you for worrying Caroline. I don’t even have a vehicle to get up there right now anyways, so it’s a moot point.” I gave her a wincing shrug.

“What do you mean you don’t have a vehicle? How’d you get to town? There aren’t any busses that come through here.” The anger in Caroline’s voice seemed to boom through the restaurant.

“I walked from the house into town, as for how I originally got here, I drove. Unfortunately, my car wouldn’t start for me yesterday, so I am guessing I will have to get it towed into town and looked at.” I smiled at her.

It was sweet that she worried about me. I never had anyone worry for me before.

“I’ll talk to Grant for you, see if he will come out and take a look at it. He’s my boy and a damn good mechanic too. Him and his woman just gave me my first grandbaby, oh, about two years ago. Cutest little girl around, they named her Ariel.” Caroline determined with a grin. 

“That would be awesome, Caroline. Thank you.” I emoted gratefully. 

“Now girl, is there anything else you are wanting to know?” She asked.

“Well, there is one more thing I am betting you can show me.” I gave her a sly look.

“Yeah, and what’s that?” Her eyebrows raised in question.

“Your grandbaby. I am betting a proud grandma like you has tons of pictures of that cuteness.” I grinned excitedly.

“Hell to the yes, girl!” Caroline exclaimed excitedly, whipping out her cell phone and its massive picture album.

*********************************************
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I WAS WALKING BACK to my house after my meeting with Caroline and I found my eyes wandering up the mountain as my mind reviewed everything she had shared. 

I thought about trying to reach out to the Padden’s but didn’t think they would talk to me even if they were around. It sounded like the whole town had a hate on for my ‘maybe’ murderer of a brother, so I was guessing I wouldn’t get too much out of anyone else either. Except maybe Grant, he was closer in age to my brother, and Caroline’s son. And since she was willing to talk to me, maybe he would be too. 

Despite Caroline’s warning, I was seriously thinking of heading up that mountain once my car was fixed. It might be the only other place I could get answers. 

If not, I had one more lead.

With my mind wandering while I walked up the path, I didn’t notice that I was being followed until I reached my front door. 

“Meow.”

Surprised, I turned to look down at a humongous grey cat seated on the porch floor behind me. Green eyes were trained up at me, a fluffy tail slowly swishing back and forth. 

It was the cat from last night.

“Well, hello. Are you lost?” I crooned softly.

“Meow.” 

Bending down, I let the cat sniff my fingers for a moment before running my hand through her soft fur. 

“Well, it looks like you have a collar. Shall we see who you belong to?” I asked, turning the collar so that I could read the tag.

“Well, Trojan, it looks like you belong to Rector Masters. You are a long way from home, big girl, and I have no way to get you home just yet. So, maybe you should come in with me and see what we can scrounge up for dinner, huh?” I was understandably surprised at the name of the owner. 

Masters. 

Apparently, I would now be meeting at least one of them, if only to return his lost feline fur-baby.

The cat followed me into the small house and into the kitchen where I opened her a can of tuna. I sat on the floor, petting her as she hungrily devoured the tuna. After she was finished, she looked at me and licked her mouth, meowing with contentment. 

I laughed and moved to the couch, finding something brainless to watch on TV while the cat settled her bulk on my lap.

The funny thing was, the cat was actually fairly light, proving that she was mostly fur. 
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SIX

The next morning, I ran to the store to get some cat food and was somewhat shocked by the glares I got. Instead of the strange smiles, people seemed to actually go out of their way to avoid me, scowling in my direction. When I asked the cashier, a lady named Linda, about it, she sniffed and stated that I should just take myself right back to where I came from. 

I sighed, apparently the whole village now knew I was related to Jasper. A man they all thought was a murderer. 

I was now enemy number one. 

Returning to the house I was confused to see a tall redheaded man in a pair of blue coveralls standing on my porch. His head was bent to the ground, and he was talking to the cat who was currently twining herself around his ankles. 

“Can I help you?” I asked, approaching the man.

“No, but my mom said I could help you. I am Grant.” He held his hand out to me with a congenial smile.

“Grant. I am Six. It’s great to meet you. Your daughter is adorable by the way.” I smiled, shaking his hand.

“Yeah, light of my life, just like her momma.” He blushed. “So, mom said your car won’t start.”

“Yup, it’s just over here.” I directed him to the side of the house where my black Chevy Volt was sitting. “It didn’t want to start for me the day before yesterday and I am not so good with cars. Honestly, other than the battery being dead or having to change a tire, I am not sure what’s going on.”

“Why don’t you pop the hood for me, and I will take a look.” He gestured his chin to the front seat of the car.

I popped the hood for him and circled back to the front, watching as he bent over the engine and checked things over.

“So, Six? That’s unique, how’d you get stuck with a name like that?” He asked, jiggling on one of the lines.

“Well, apparently, when my mom had me, she told the nursing staff that she couldn’t think of name. This, of course, was right before she abandoned both me and my six-year-old brother. The nurses decided to name me Six for the day I was born. Then, they called social services to come get us.” I expertly explained. I was asked about my strange name quite a lot.

“I didn’t know Jasper had a blood sister. Did you get adopted too?” He asked, sliding his curious eyes up to me for a moment before looking back to the engine. 

“No. I, uh, ended up in the system, went from foster home to foster home.” I shared almost nervously. 

Even in this day and age, foster kids were still looked at as damaged and undesirable.  

Trojan wandered around the corner of the house and came over to jump up onto the front of the car beside Grant. She then slowly and subtly pushed her way in front of him, her chest rumbling as her body rubbed over him.

“Bet that was hard.” Grant straightened up and eyed the cat in frustration. “You definitely need a new battery, but it also looks like you need a new starter as well. We’ll need to get it towed into the shop. Fortunately, it shouldn’t take too long to get it fixed.” 

“That sounds great. How much do you think this is going to set me back?” I asked, moving forward to pick up Trojan. 

“About five hundred for parts and installation as well as the tow.” His eyed me skeptically. 

“Ok.” I nodded in agreement, running my hand along Trojan’s back while she dangled limply from my other arm.

“A young thing like you. Nice car, renting a small house, not working. I hope you don’t take offense, but I have to ask, what exactly do you do, Six?” Grant inquired, wiping his hands on a rag he pulled from his back pocket.

“Oh, one of my foster families taught me how to counterfeit money. It’s very lucrative.” I stated flatly, staring intently at Grant.

“Uhhh, um, I, uh...” His eyes widened in shock, and he stumbled for the right words.

“I am just screwing with you, Grant. I am a writer.” I burst out laughing.

“Uh, yeah, sure, what do you write?” Grant laughed nervously. 

I told him my pen name and the most recent book I had published from my popular teen series.

“Seriously!?! I have all your books. I am going to read them with Ariel when she gets older.” He exclaimed excitedly and reached out to shake my hand again. “You must’ve started writing young.” 

“I was fifteen when my first book came out.” I shrugged indifferently. “I went through a lot of bad in the system and I needed a way to remove myself from reality. So, I started writing. When I finally got my first book published, I emancipated myself from the system and went it alone.” 

“That bad, Huh? Well, good for you for getting yourself out.” He looked at me with a mixture of pity and pride. 

“Thanks, but do you mind if I ask you some questions before you take off?” I bit my bottom lip nervously. 

“Mom said you might have some. So, yeah. Although, I don’t know if I can help anymore then she did though.” He shrugged and leaned a hip against the car.

“Did you know Jasper?” I inquired.

“Yup, I was a year older than him in school, but I knew him. Always fighting, with teachers, other kids, even some adults. The kid was too smart for his own good. But he loved Amelia Padden like the sister she was, he wouldn’t have done anything to hurt her let alone kill her.” 

“Were you there that night?” I felt relief that not everyone in this village thought my brother was a murderer.

“Yeah, everyone was. It was a wild night. All I know of the situation was that Kale Masters broke up with Amelia and she disappeared. Everyone thought that she had gone home, until they found her body, that is.” He crossed his chest with his arms.

“Can you tell me anything about the Padden family?” I asked.

“Crispen Padden and his wife used to run the church here in town, she died a while back. He mostly stays out at his hunting cabin now. Their other boy, Carter, works at the library. He was a very quiet, sullen boy, around the same age as Jasper. Him and Jasper fought a lot, but then Jasper fought with the whole family other than Amelia.” Grant scratched his cheek.

“What about the Masters’ boys?” I felt my hand pause on Trojan’s fur, afraid yet morbidly curious to hear about the mysterious Masters' boys.

“Well, now, those boys. Let’s see. Kale was the youngest, then there was Broker, Rector, and Ambrose was the oldest. Jasper was aged between Broker and Rector. But he was good with all of those boys. Real close. Those boys were intense, dark. They didn’t go to school with us, but they hung around the village a lot as teenagers. Nobody messed with them because the boys had no problem messing back and usually it wasn’t good. Smart boys, I think that’s why Jasper hung with them.” He described.

“What happened to them? Your mom said they still come around every once and a while.”  I shifted the cat in my arms.

“All of them went into the forces after high school. Different sectors but they all did a stint in one of the branches before coming back and doing their thing. One of them, Ambrose, I think became a doctor, and Rector became a psychologist, Broker became an architect, and Kale does something with computers.” 

“Have you heard anything of what became of Jasper?” I asked my last question, almost holding my breath with hope. 

“Well, he followed the boys into the forces, but beyond that I am not sure. After he left town, nobody ever heard from him again.” Grant explained.

“Thanks, Grant. That helps a lot.” I smiled gratefully. 

“No problem, Six.” He smiled back while reaching up to close the hood of the car. “You can wander down to the shop with your payment anytime.” 

“I will be by this afternoon.” I nodded happily. 

Soon I would have a working car, and I also had a new lead.

*********************************************
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LATER THAT NIGHT, AFTER I had returned from paying Grant and he had my car towed to his garage, Trojan and I were watching the TV when I heard that sound again. 

At first, I thought it was nothing, but by the second time I was muting the TV and listening intently. 

It came again. 

It was just as eerie as it was the other night, only this time it was louder.

A scream of some sort, or maybe just the echo of one. 

It was still too quiet for me to make out what was making the sound. Either way, it sent shivers up my spine, and I found myself moving about the house, making sure all my doors and windows were locked before I parted the curtains and peeked out. 

The shine of the moon seemed almost dim in the grey darkness. The swaying shadows of the trees played tricks on my mind, making it seem like the house was surrounded by dark creatures of the night. Stepping away from the window after seeing nothing distinguishable, I decided that maybe it was time for bed.

It was late or maybe early when I hazily rolled over in my bed. A hollow thudding echoed softly in my ears, somewhat infiltrating my erratic, nightmarish dreams.
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SIX

The next afternoon, I walked into the village to pick up my newly fixed car. I had spent that morning following up on the lead Grant had given me the day before. 

After thinking things over, I decided that questioning the Masters’ brothers was not an option. Something about them had my hackles rising warily. 

Thus, I chose to make a phone call to my old placement officer instead. A good lady who happened to be married to an Admiral in the Navy. Luckily, he agreed to meet up with me. 

I was hopeful that he may be able to help me track my brother down, wherever Jasper was stationed, and maybe get a letter to him. The Admiral told me he wasn’t sure if he would be able to help but he would try if I brought him the information I had. I told him I would call as soon as I was in his area so we could meet up. 

With my new plans set, I now needed to pack up and get on the road.

But first I needed to do something with the cat. 

I was sure I wasn’t going to be returning to the village after I met with the Admiral. I wasn’t quite sure where I was going to end up as I had given up my apartment and sold most of my stuff in order to come here and find Jasper. But it most likely would not be in this strange village and its judgmental people. 

Luckily, everything I still owned could be packed into my car, which was going to happen as soon as I got it back. I planned to pack the car, grab the cat, and get on the road that night. After dropping the cat off to its owner first, of course. Something I hoped would be a quick and simple exchange.

Grant smiled at me in greeting. He had even brought his books into the garage for me to sign. I was happy to sign them, even scrawling a different message across the inside of each book. 

After thanking him for all his help, I was on my way back to the rental house. A quick stop to grab Trojan and throw my stuff in the trunk and we were driving up the mountain. 

I was able to get directions from Grant even though he gave me a worried look when I asked. That look changed to one of understanding once I explained about the cat. 

The sun was sliding towards the horizon when I slowly made my way up a graveled mountain road. My car was definitely not suited for the pothole filled road. 

Going as slow as I was, the drive seemed to take forever. On the plus side, it was a beautiful drive with the sun peek-a-booing through the golden leaves of the trees combined with the phenomenal views down the mountain. 

I sighed with relief when I finally came upon the turn for the long drive up to the main house. 

The high wooden fencing over and around the drive seemed to give off a no trespassing vibe. I felt a shiver pass down my spine as I turned onto the drive.

I quickly shook off the feeling and made my way carefully up a long, winding driveway. The green grass on both sides of the drive was covered with fallen leaves, dabs of yellow, orange, and red. The driveway was surrounded by thick, tall trees, making it feel like I was driving through a tunnel. 

The drive seemed never-ending before a massive log house made from giant honey-colored logs finally came into view. It was two stories high and sprawling. The woods surrounded it from all sides, seeming to pull the house into its deep dark embrace. 

A long deck travelled along the front entrance of the house with a red front door set in the middle. Large windows looked ominously out onto the woods and valleys below. 

I parked the car in the front and wrapped my arm around the cat who had spent the trip in my lap before getting out. 

It was quiet, almost eerily so. The only sounds were from the wind rustling through the trees and the odd bird call.

I shook off the shivers that had returned and forced myself to walk up the deck to the front door. 

I knocked and waited. Then waited some more.

I knocked again. Still nothing. 

“Hello.” I called loudly. “I just wanted to return your cat. I found him near town.”

I still got nothing, so I decided to wander around the house. Maybe they were in the back and couldn’t hear me. 

The sun was disappearing beyond the horizon as I made my way around the house, encasing the area in shadows.

“Anyone home? I don’t really want to leave Trojan here with no one around.” I continued calling.

I noticed the shadows seemed deeper and longer at the back of the house. 

Two more decks spanned the length of the back of the house. A wide one on the main level holding a nice wooden patio set and what looked like a hot tub. A slimmer deck was attached to the second level. 

I climbed the stairs to the first level deck and knocked on the glass patio doors. 

“Hello.” I called again before peeking into one of the windows that stretched along the back. 

I could see a large kitchen with an island surrounded by stools, and a round table and chairs set off to the side. 

“Hello.” I knocked again but nothing moved. 

Sighing in frustration, I looked down at the giant ball of fur draped across my arm. 

“What the hell do I do with you now?” I asked, completely at a loss. I couldn’t just leave her outside with no one home.

Trojan simply blinked at me. I guess the cat would be going with me on my trip. I climbed down the stairs and saw that the sun had completed its descent while I was pounding on the door. 

The backyard was completely dark. 

I could feel fear working its way through my body, quickening the beat of my heart. My eyes darted around the area, trying to adjust to the darkness. Moving carefully, I worked my way around the house to the front and my car. 

I had just reached the back corner of the house when Trojan suddenly screeched, flinging herself out of my arms and tearing off into the bushes.

“Damn it, Trojan, get back here!” I yelled, automatically chasing after the damned cat. 

I was deep into the woods before I realized exactly how idiotic it was for me to run after the stupid feline. 

“Fucking hell!” I exclaimed angrily, spinning around to try and find my way back to the house. 

I saw nothing but bushes and trees that way, so I kept turning. 

And turning. 

And turning. 

Looking up at the sky in hopes of finding the moon, I was praying that it would provide me some direction, but it was sadly absent. Desperately, I searched over the ground in an attempt to see if I could make out my own tracks. 

Once again turning.

Turning. Turning. 

There. There it was. 

My boot prints. 

Heaving a giant sigh of relief, I proceeded to follow my boot prints back to the house and my car. I had taken two steps when
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