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            LUCAS

          

        

      

    

    
      “You are so unreasonable. You’re not even prepared to listen to what I have to say.” Jade’s amber eyes burned molten lava.

      Joel leaned forward in his chair. “Because you’re wrong.”

      “Says you. Last I checked, this was a free country. I am perfectly entitled to think what I want.”

      He shrugged. “Sure, you can think what you want, but you’re still wrong.”

      Jade flung her arms in the air and turned to me. “See? He’s completely unreasonable.”

      I held my hands up. I’d rather be lost in the woods, weaponless, during a full moon than get in the middle of those two.

      “Maybe if you didn’t disagree purely to spite me,” Joel scoffed.

      Jade snorted. “Please, get over yourself. Not everything revolves around you, Joel Jackson. I happen to like Singapore noodles. Get over it.”

      “Nobody likes Singapore noodles. They taste like ashes.”

      Yes, you got that right; they were ready to kill each other over Chinese food.

      She muttered some words in Spanish under her breath. I was pretty sure imbécil was one of them.

      Then, she added, “Lucas agrees with me. We always order them.”

      “I don’t care if he likes them or not. And Lucas is perfectly capable of giving me his opinion himself. He doesn’t need you to be his spokesperson.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to block out the noise of my brother and my girlfriend having yet another fight. Joel and Jade were always fighting. It wasn’t because they had chemistry, the way it was when he used to fight with Tia. Instead of the I want to rip your clothes off kind of fighting; it was the I don’t like you, so I’ll disagree with every word you say kind of fighting. The weird thing was, in a crazy way, I sort of liked it. Because, when Joel argued with Jade, it felt like I had my brother back.

      I had known Tia leaving would crush him. But I had underestimated quite how badly. Over the past three months, we had seen his self-destructive behavior shift from locking himself away in his room to drinking his body weight in alcohol. Joel arguing with Jade over her Chinese food preferences was the happiest he had been in a while.

      Then, their bickering escalated to how reckless Jade thought Joel had been on a recent quest to search for information on Kayla, which was dangerous territory.

      Time to step in.

      “All right, you two, let’s not draw our weapons over the dinner table, shall we?”

      Jade propped her hands on her hips. “I don’t know why I bother. If he wants to run around on a pointless mission, I should let him.”

      Joel’s expression darkened. “She’s my sister. I’m not going to stop when things get dangerous.”

      “She’s Lucas’s sister, too, but he agrees with me.”

      Joel folded his arms and turned to me, eyebrows raised. “Oh, really?”

      Great. Thanks, Jade.

      I shot her a sharp look. “I never said that.” I turned back to Joel. “Demons lie; we know that.”

      “I’m not going to give up, and I can’t believe you are.”

      The way his head was at the moment, he was on the brink of doing something really stupid.

      “I’m not giving up. I just don’t know if we’ll ever find out the truth.”

      “Then, we’ll never stop looking.”

      “Hey, don’t talk down to him like that. You aren’t the only one with feelings,” Jade said, leaping to my defense.

      Joel gave a humorless smile. “Oh, here she is, Lucas’s guard dog. If you don’t mind, I’m speaking to my brother about my sister. This is none of your business.”

      Before Jade could retaliate, the door to the basement swung open, and Carter emerged, followed by a sheepish-looking Elijah.

      “What the hell?” I hadn’t even realized they were down there.

      I took in Carter’s rumpled clothes. His blond hair stood up like he’d stuck his finger in an electric socket. Elijah’s silvery-blue eyes had a faint golden glimmer. I’d seen them glow like that before when he had a vision or did magic.

      “Evening, fellas. Is the bedroom not doing it for you anymore, so you’re experimenting in the dungeon?” Joel asked.

      I smirked, more because he sounded like the old Joel than his lame joke.

      Due to our unconventional occupation, our basement did resemble more of a dungeon than a regular basement. On more than one occasion, we’d had to restrain various paranormal entities down there, so it was equipped with chains and an array of weapons I wouldn’t want to try to explain to the cops.

      Carter rolled his eyes and dropped into a chair next to Joel. Elijah made us all coffee, taking Jade’s seat when she made her excuses and went upstairs.

      Encouraged by the rays of sunlight in Joel’s stormy mood, I said, “Hey, I was thinking, we should go out. Grab a few drinks.”

      You would think I had asked him to go and watch a public execution, as any previous good spirits he’d displayed drained away like water down the plughole.

      I nudged his arm. “C’mon, dude. Just you and me. It will be like old times.”

      “No.”

      “Joel, it might do you good. Take your mind off things.”

      His face was blank, but the agony raging behind his eyes was clear for anyone to see. “Sorry. I’m not in the mood.” He scraped his chair back and left.

      Too soon.

      With a sigh, I rubbed my temples. “Was I this bad when Jade left?”

      Carter peered at me over his mug. “Kind of. You hid it better. Joel is more sensitive.”

      I choked on my coffee. “What?”

      Carter shrugged.

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You have met Joel, right?”

      “And people say I’m a drama queen,” he said, shaking his head. “The thing about your brother is, he’s used to locking his feelings away or stopping himself from feeling them in the first place. This is all new to him. He’s never been in love before.”

      “It’s not just that; he’s freaking out about Kayla.”

      “I would kill Leonora if she wasn’t already dead for doing this to you boys,” Carter grumbled. “It’s not just about Joel though. How are you feeling about everything?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, I don’t know. Despite what Joel thinks, I do want to check it out. But something Jade said the other day is bothering me.”

      Carter raised an eyebrow. “And that is?”

      “That, if Kayla isn’t in hell, we’ll never be sure. We could spend the rest of our lives searching, and it could all be a wild goose chase.”

      “Jade doesn’t believe it?” Elijah asked.

      I shrugged. “She would never tell me to stop looking, but I don’t think so. She’d prefer to focus on cases.”

      Carter thoughtfully rubbed the stubble along his jaw. “Is there a reason you can’t do both? There are plenty of monsters out there.”

      I swallowed heavily. “If she’s down there, Carter, if she’s been down there all this time⁠—”

      He held up his hand, cutting me off. “Guilt will only get in the way of the truth, Lucas. Neither you nor your brother could have known. Again, that’s if it’s true. Either way, we’ll get to the bottom of it and do what needs to be done, whatever that is.”

      “Glad you have such faith in us.”

      He gave a small smile. “It’s what we do.”

      His words comforted me like a hug. Feeling hot, I cleared my throat.

      “Innuendos aside, I take it, you were working on the Dark Fire spell down there?” I asked, nodding toward the basement.

      Carter sighed. “Trying to at least.”

      “Still not going well?” Elijah had spent hours attempting to ignite the Dark Fire sword, but so far, all he’d mustered were a few sparks.

      “I’m getting close,” Elijah said. “I can feel it. But what I still don’t get is how Jade managed to ignite it in time to save you.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I was too busy bleeding to death on the floor.”

      “I’ve gone over it a thousand times with Jade, and I don’t see what I’m missing,” Elijah said, frustration leaking into his tone.

      Carter took his hand. “You’ll figure it out. And, whatever it was, I’m just glad it happened, as it saved Lucas here from bleeding to death on the floor of a magic shop.”

      “Let’s hope I manage to figure it out before we get into a similar situation,” Elijah muttered.

      “You will,” Carter assured him, ever the optimist. “Now, who wants Chinese food?”
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        * * *

      

      Yellow wildflowers are scattered among the grass on the clifftop. The lull of the waves below doesn’t fool me; it is vicious out there. The salty air stings my eyes as the wind whips around me.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      I spin around at the sound of her voice.

      “Ireland.”

      Her ash-blonde hair blows out behind her. Her cheeks are flushed, and her face looks radiant.

      “Hello, Lucas.” Her gray eyes shine with warmth.

      “It’s good to see you smile. Is this your happy place?” I gesture to the ocean in front of us. It’s not mine. I like the beach just fine, but I’m more of a log-cabin-next-to-an-emerald-lake-by-the-woods kind of a guy.

      Her smile grows. “I’m happy because you’re here. This is just a safe place to talk.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Why do I get the feeling you are not here to chat about the weather?”

      Her smile fades. “Lucas, I’m sorry.”

      Pain stabs my chest, and I shake my head. “No. No, you don’t have anything to be sorry about. I’m the one who’s sorry.” I reach out and touch her cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.”

      Her smile returns, but this time, it is filled with sadness.

      “You’d better promise me you don’t carry that with you, Lucas Jackson, because it wasn’t your fault.”

      I drop my gaze to the floor. I hear her, but I can’t make that promise.

      “I didn’t know about the power it took to ignite Dark Fire. I should have known. I failed, and for that, I am truly sorry.”

      I lift my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “I thought the spell was enough.” She looks down at her hands as they begin to glow, orange at first, getting brighter until they are red.

      “Ireland?”

      “As a gargoyle, the power inside me lights the fire, but this is not possible for anyone else.”

      “So, how did Jade do it?”

      She shakes her head, and her long, pale hair shimmers in the sunlight. “I don’t know.”

      Side by side, we stare out at the ocean.

      “You are in danger, Lucas.”

      “Danger kind of goes with the territory, so if you could give me a hint …”

      “The danger lurks within the circle. The rest you have to figure out yourself.”

      “Can’t you just tell me?”

      She cups my face. Leaning in, she presses a gentle kiss to my cheek. “It doesn’t work like that, sweetie pie.”

      I sigh.

      Of course it doesn’t.

      

      I opened my eyes. My room was dark. I checked my cell—one forty-five a.m. I flopped back against the pillows. This wasn’t the first dream about Ireland I’d had. Each one was the same—on a Malibu clifftop, her warning me of great danger. This time, it was “within the circle.” Last time, the danger was ancient. The time before, it was more powerful than anything we’d seen before.

      Due to the nature of what we did, I knew better than most that dreams weren’t always dreams; sometimes, they could be prophetic. Who knew? Maybe, if I waited long enough, I’d get a full picture. But I had a pretty good idea of how to interpret these ones.

      I missed Ireland. She hadn’t been in our lives for long, but her death had devastated me. Because you could never be too careful, I had confided in Carter, but he had come up with the crazy theory that I harbored feelings for Ireland.

      “What’s wrong?” Jade’s voice startled me.

      I rolled over to see her amber eyes glinting in the dark like a cat.

      “Nothing, just a weird dream. Did I wake you?”

      “No. I couldn’t sleep.”

      I shifted closer. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. What makes you ask that?”

      Here in the dark, I’d hoped maybe she’d open up to me, but I heard a trace of wariness in her voice.

      “I’ve noticed you tend to leave the room when Carter and Elijah are around. Tonight wasn’t the first time.”

      “It’s not Elijah. I hardly know him.”

      “So, it’s Carter. Did he say something to upset you?”

      “No, I haven’t given him the chance. You weren’t the only one I upset when I left, mi amor.”

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      Her fingers curled around my arm. “No. It is not necessary.”

      “This is my house. I don’t want you to feel awkward here.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just being sensitive. Nothing has happened. It is probably just my paranoia.”

      Jade snuggled closer, and I tucked her under my arm.

      “Okay, if you’re sure. So, if it’s not that, what is keeping you awake?”

      She gave a heavy sigh. “Joel.”

      “Joel? What about him? I actually thought your argument with him tonight was progress.”

      “We need to shut down this idea he has about Kayla in hell. It’s not good for either of you.”

      Leonora’s remark suggesting our sister was in hell had rocked Joel and me to the core. Demons lied and manipulated, so there was a good chance it wasn’t true, but we owed it to Kayla to find out the truth. Once the dust had settled after the battle, Joel and I disagreed on what approach to take. Or maybe not disagreed exactly, but I was less certain, whereas Joel was ready to tear apart the world to find out. It didn’t help that I had Joel in one ear and Jade in the other. Well and truly stuck in the middle.

      “Joel is going through some stuff at the moment. He’ll calm down.”

      “Maybe we should contact Tia?”

      “It’s been three months.”

      “She can talk some sense into him.”

      It wasn’t the first time Jade had suggested it, and part of me wanted to agree, but for all I knew, contacting Tia could do more harm than good. It wasn’t like she had been in touch. We hadn’t heard from her once.

      I curled my arm around her waist. “No. She’s out of this life. That’s what he wants for her. To be safe.”

      Jade snorted. “He says that, but the truth is, he’s afraid.” Her gaze softened as she ran her fingers along my jaw. “Falling in love is scary. Especially for a meathead like Joel,” she added.

      “Carter said the same thing—except not the meathead part.”

      “It’s a shame. She was good for him.”

      “She kept him busy, you mean.” I was only half-teasing.

      “Fine, they were good together.”

      “I miss her,” I confessed into the darkness. Tia and Ireland, they had both left holes in my heart.

      “Me, too,” Jade whispered.

      I wrapped the covers over us and pulled her into my arms, breathing in her vanilla scent. We were far from perfect, and we still had a long way to go, but these moments—when I felt close to her, connected—they were the reason I knew I wasn’t completely crazy not to walk away from her for good.

      She still hadn’t told me her secrets. We’d fought about it a lot, but then last week, it had struck me out of the blue. We were living on borrowed time. She was never going to tell me. If I pushed her, she would leave me again, and I wouldn’t take her back a second time. I couldn’t.
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      “Excuse me, miss? I asked for bacon.”

      I gritted my teeth, plastered a smile on my face, and turned around.

      “Did you?” I flipped back through my order book. Avocado toast with eggs, over easy. No mention of a side of bacon. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll get that for you right away.”

      I made my way across the busy diner to the kitchen.

      “See? Yes, sir. No, sir. Three bags full, sir. You didn’t even choke on your words this time. You are totally getting the hang of this, girl,” Darla said, giving me a wry grin.

      With a sigh, I pushed the door to the kitchen open with my butt. Hopefully, Dax, the cook, could whip up some extra bacon without any trouble. My feet ached, and my eyelids felt like they had weights attached to them, but that was what happened when you worked back-to-back double shifts at Sammy’s. Not that I was complaining. Well, I was, but you get what I mean.

      Dropping out of college and working full-time at a diner. Not exactly what I’d had in mind when I set off for Stanford. That seemed like a different lifetime now. The work at the diner was hard, really hard. By the end of each shift, my body ached, and I was so tired, I could hardly stand up, but it was good, honest work. And it kept me busy. Stopped me from pining. Because I’d been doing that lately. Pining.

      When I had gotten back to Fairview after the battle, I’d been an emotional wreck. Darla, my high school best friend, had taken me in and gotten me a job where she worked while training to become a beautician at night school. She was a true angel. I’d been a mess, and I couldn’t even tell her why. Explained my cuts and bruises by saying we’d gotten in a car accident. If she didn’t believe me, she never let on, but I had been broken.

      Finding out what Adrienne had done had crushed me. How could the sister I’d thought I knew have summoned the very demon who destroyed our family? Everything that had happened was her fault. Feeling like I didn’t know my own sister hurt, and I wasn’t sure I would ever get past it, but as time passed, my anger had faded. Most of the time now, I was just numb.

      Luckily, Dax had the bacon ready in no time along with my next order, so I hurried out of the kitchen. After I checked my customers were happy, I headed back to the waitress station when I collided with a firm chest.

      “Oh! Goodness, I’m sorry. I—” I stopped, blinking as my brain caught up. I knew that body. I peered upward. “Randy?”

      The mist of confusion cleared from Randy’s face, and he pulled the same bad-boy grin that had sent my heart fluttering back in high school as he took me in.

      “Tia, hey.”

      “How are you?”

      “Yeah … I, er …” He trailed off; the cloud of confusion returned to his expression.

      I frowned. Is he on something?

      “Randy?”

      I snapped my fingers in front of his face, and he flinched.

      “What?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Sure. I just … I haven’t been sleeping and …” He paused, like he wanted to say more and then changed his mind. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. I heard you were back and was going to call you.”

      “You were?”

      “Yeah. How are you? You know, after …”

      After I snuck out to see you and came home to find my house on fire and my family murdered by a demon? Not just any demon, a demon my sister had released from hell to be her boyfriend? Just peachy.

      “Surviving.”

      Randy’s gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m sorry I didn’t call afterward.”

      I folded my arms. I didn’t know what I would have said to him anyway, seeing as I had set off on a mission to hunt down the demon responsible for killing them, but it hurt that he had stayed silent.

      “I’m not going to tell you it’s all right because it’s not. It was a shitty thing to do.”

      Randy lifted his head and met my glare with a sheepish look. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to say.” He shrugged. “I still don’t.”

      Good thing he was cute because he was useless on the emotional front.

      I sighed. “No one does. It’s just⁠—”

      His head snapped up. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” I tilted my head to one side. All I could hear was the kid on table four banging his fork against the wall and the couple fighting on table nine.

      Randy turned white as a sheet.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      I touched his arm, and he jumped out of his skin.

      “Tia!” His chocolate-brown eyes widened, and he blinked as if he’d only just realized I was there.

      My grip on his arm tightened. “Randy, what’s the matter?”

      He stared at me blankly.

      “Miss? Can I get a refill?” Bacon Guy called.

      “Randy?”

      “I need a refill.”

      “Wait there,” I told Randy. Hurrying over to the kitchen, I grabbed the coffeepot, but by the time I came back out, Randy was at the door.

      “Randy, wait!”

      Keeping his head low, his hands shoved in his pockets, he shot out into the night. The bell jingled as the door closed behind him.

      For the rest of my shift, I couldn’t shake the unease that had settled in the pit of my stomach. Randy was a huge part of my past. My first boyfriend, my first … everything. He’d let me down at the end, but he still meant a lot to me. If there was something wrong, I wanted to help.

      I quizzed Darla, but she hadn’t seen him and didn’t know much about what he’d been up to since high school.

      “Chad will know,” she told me as we closed up. “He sometimes hangs out with McKenzie, Paley, and a few of those guys who were tight with Randy. We’ll ask him when we get home.”

      Darla’s husband didn’t gossip, but he knew most of the goings-on in our small town. I adored him, and seeing them together melted my heart. They’d met in kindergarten when she marched up to him and asked him to be the groom in her wedding game. Chad had stepped up, and they’d been together ever since. Or it felt like it anyway. He and Darla had married for real straight out of high school, and I had no doubt they’d live happily ever after.

      When we arrived back at their place, I found Chad watching the game on the couch—otherwise known as my bed these past few months—enjoying a post-work beer.

      “Far as I know, Randy works at Pete’s Auto Shop across town. He still lives at his mama’s place even though she left,” Chad told us when I asked him about Randy.

      “She finally went?”

      Randy’s mom had been threatening to leave Fairview for as long as I could remember.

      “Ran off with her boss from the insurance company, so I heard.”

      “How’s Randy doing though? Could he be using drugs? Drinking?”

      When we had been together, getting wasted had been his thing, but the way he’d acted earlier, if I had to guess, I’d say he was on drugs.

      Chad shrugged. “Haven’t seen him for a while, but I guess maybe. He’s never been a teetotaler, Tia; you know that.” He curiously watched me as he swigged his beer. “Why are you so interested? Looking to reconnect?”

      “Ew, as if. Tia ran into him at the diner, and he was high.” Darla handed me a glass of her homemade lemonade and perched on Chad’s lap. His arm wound around her waist.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. He was acting weird.” Jumping up from the sofa, I grabbed my coat. “You know what? I think I’ll go check on him.”

      Darla frowned. “I’m sure he’s fine, Tia.”

      Chad gave me a knowing glance. “Sure, you check on him.” He turned to his wife. “Getting under Randy might be just what she needs to help her get over this Joel guy she’s been moping after.”

      “Chad!” Darla swatted him in the head while I threw a cushion at him.

      I scowled. “I’m not making up an excuse, so I can go over and sleep with him. I just want to make sure he’s okay. It doesn’t sound like he’s had anyone looking out for him. I won’t be long.”

      “Are you sure?” Darla asked, smacking at Chad’s hands as he pulled her back onto his lap.

      “Really, it’s fine. And it will give you guys some alone time. You don’t need me hanging around here all the time.”

      “Don’t sleep with him!” Darla called after me.
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        * * *

      

      Less than fifteen minutes later, I parked outside Randy’s house, immediately hit with a barrage of memories.

      As far as bad boys went, Randy certainly wasn’t the worst, but coming from a broken home in a town of privilege, he stuck out.

      His dad was a biker who’d left when Randy was tiny, and his mom had worked all hours to keep a roof over their heads. Circumstances had turned her bitter, and when they had seen each other, she and Randy would have some pretty spectacular fights.

      My parents hadn’t been bad people, but they could be snobs sometimes. Especially when it came to their daughters’ boyfriends.

      If you thought Randy was bad, how about the guy Ade found herself? I thought with a flicker of resentment as I walked up the steps to his wooden wraparound porch and rang the doorbell.

      I waited a while and then knocked. Maybe I had hung out too long with Joel and Lucas, but I was considering breaking in when the door opened a fraction, and Randy poked his head out.

      “Tia, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on you. You worried me earlier, and then you ran off. You do remember seeing me, don’t you?” I asked when his handsome features twisted into a scowl.

      “Of course.” He looked back into the house.

      Unconvinced, I peered over his shoulder. “Are you alone?”

      He opened the door wider. “Yeah.” His expression shifted, and his face lit up.

      “I’m not here to hook up, you idiot,” I said, giving him a shove. “I’m trying to look out for you. Now, how about you let me in and tell me what’s really going on?”

      Randy’s shoulders lifted, and he grinned. For the first time, I saw the old Randy, the tough yet mischievous guy I used to know.

      “Same old Tia, not taking no for an answer. You’d better come in then.”

      He swung the door open, and I stepped inside.

      The house might be more modest than the average property in Fairview, but Mrs. Hoberson always kept it clean and stylish. It might look the same as I remembered on the outside, but inside looked like a tornado had hit it. Pizza boxes, candy wrappers, and general trash were strewed everywhere.

      “Randy, how can you live in this mess?” I picked my way through the garbage, collecting pieces as I went.

      He stood, hunched in the corner, and watched as I went around, tidying up. I threw away the rubbish and stacked the dirty dishes in the sink. Once I filled it with hot, soapy water, I tossed a dishcloth at Randy.

      “You can dry.”

      We fell into a routine and chatted about high school, Randy’s mom leaving, and his work at the auto shop.

      “If you aren’t doing drugs, what was up with you before?” I ventured.

      Now that the place was looking better, I poured us a drink, and we sat at the kitchen table.

      “I haven’t been sleeping,” he said, suddenly looking like a lost little boy. “And … well, this is going to sound crazy, but …”

      “Go on,” I urged. After everything I’d seen over the past year, I knew crazy.

      “She’s been talking to me,” he whispered.

      My heart rate picked up. “She?”

      “There’s a girl here.” His eyes flicked to the staircase.

      I swallowed. “What does she say?”

      “A lot of things. But mostly that she’s sorry.”

      My stomach flipped over. “Sorry for what?”

      Suddenly, a huge crash came from upstairs. I leaped to my feet, but Randy remained seated.

      “She’s been getting mad lately. I’m not supposed to talk about her.”

      Another crash echoed upstairs.

      “Randy, who is she?”

      I ran to the staircase, but he grabbed my wrist.

      “I think you’d better go.”

      I spun around to glare at him. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “She gets jealous sometimes. She’ll calm down once you leave.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      He shrugged.

      I took a step forward, and he yanked me back.

      “Tia, stop. Are you crazy?”

      Ignoring him, I pulled my arm free and continued up the stairs.

      “Tia!” Randy hissed, but he stayed at the bottom of the stairs. “Tia, don’t.”

      It was dark. When I reached the top of the stairs, I shivered. The air was cold, like I had stepped outside in winter.

      Maybe a window is broken?

      I clicked the light switch, but nothing happened. I tried it again. Nothing.

      Great.

      I dug in my pocket for my phone and used the flashlight to navigate my way along the hallway. Luckily, I was familiar with the layout of Randy’s house in the dark. He used to sneak me up to his room once his mom went to bed.

      Randy?

      It was a murmur, so faint that I wasn’t even sure I’d heard it.

      “Are you there? Why am I here? I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      The whispers stopped, and then a piecing scream filled my head. I covered my hands over my ears, squeezed my eyes shut, and braced against the shrill noise.

      Something touched my back, and I screamed.

      “Tia?”

      I whirled around, my fingers closing around my varakac necklace, ready to fling iron or salt at whatever it was. Randy stood in front of me, his eyes wide.

      “Jeez, you scared the life out of me,” I said, quickly tucking my necklace back inside my shirt.

      The hallway was quiet. Randy reached toward me, and still spooked, I took a step back. At my reaction, he gave a soft chuckle and stretched his arm past me, flicking on the lights. Soft light illuminated the upstairs. Randy watched me like I was about to take off running through town, naked.

      I frowned.

      “What happened?”

      “You rushed up here in the dark, and the next thing I knew, you started screaming.”

      Wait, I started screaming?

      My eyes darted around, taking in the slightly threadbare carpet and familiar framed art deco prints on the walls. It all looked like the same old house I knew.

      “I heard whispering.”

      Randy’s expression sobered. “I think that too sometimes. But it’s just the wind.”

      The wind?

      “What about the girl you were talking about?”

      He looked at me with a frown. “What girl?”

      “The girl you said was upstairs.”

      “Tia, no one is upstairs. I told you, it is just the wind.”

      What is wrong with him? He just said there was a girl here.

      I grabbed his arm. “Randy, that wasn’t the wind.”

      “What else could it be?” He waved a hand toward the window. “The trees scratch against the window. Drives me crazy.”

      I opened my mouth, and then I closed it again. Am I really going to tell him? And what am I going to tell him? What do I even think it is?

      I swiped my hand over my face. “Maybe I should go.”

      Randy studied me. “Sure. Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” It came out with more bite than I’d intended, but my frustration was bubbling over. Have I imagined the lights and the whispering? And the shrill noise? And what was up with Randy before? “I should go,” I said again.

      Hurrying back downstairs, I said good-bye and made a hasty retreat. Back in my car, I drew in a few deep breaths. My fingers closed around the steering wheel as I looked up at the house. A silhouette up at the bedroom window made my blood run cold. Was it Randy? I couldn’t make it out in the dark. My fingers trembled as I started the engine.

      By the time I got back to Darla’s, I was a nervous wreck. My mind had run through all the possible scenarios, and they all ended with Randy in serious trouble. The house was dark, except for the glow of the countertop up light in the kitchen, which Darla had left on for me. She and Chad went to bed early most nights, leaving me alone with the TV. As soon as I was inside, I called Randy.

      “Pick up, pick up,” I whispered. I pressed my back against the door and closed my eyes as it rang.

      “Tia?” His voice sounded thick with sleep. “What’s up?”

      “I … I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Things were weird before, and I thought I saw you at the window when I left …”

      “Tia, I’m fine. I must have dozed off. Are you back at Darla’s?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” Relief washed over me. I’d overreacted. “I’ll speak to you later. Please go back to sleep.”

      We hung up, and I put my phone on the kitchen table. I fell into the chair and let my head drop into my hands.

      After everything I’d been through, everything I’d seen … why was I questioning myself?

      Since I’d been back, I had been trying to act like the time I’d spent out on the road didn’t exist. It was so far away from my old life that the two just seemed light-years apart. Of course, denial hadn’t worked for very long, so I now just limped alone in a strange sense of limbo. Not really in one world or the other. Whenever I did think about the past year, I would be overrun with painful memories. It wasn’t only my sister. There was also Ireland. I tried not to think about her death, instead remembering the sweet, brave girl she was, not the way she’d died. But it was hard to rid the image of Molonoch snapping her neck right in front of me from my mind.

      I shook my head as if I could physically eradicate the memory and went to the fridge. My hands still quivered, but my nerves settled. It was getting easier, but I couldn’t tell if it was me or being here in Fairview. Some days, in that brief moment in the morning just between asleep and awake, I felt like the whole thing was simply a dream.

      As I sipped my milk, I replayed the events of the day over in my head. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind, sweeping everything else aside.

      What do my instincts tell me?

      My eyes flew open. I wasn’t imagining things. Something had been at Randy’s house, and it was supernatural. I was sure of it.

      Shit. Now, what do I do?

      There was one person I could call. One person I was sure would help me even though I had run out and left him. 

      Something I regretted every day. 

      I stared at my phone. I could just call. The very thought of hearing his voice sent my body into tingle mode. His hard, angular jawline. His full, firm lips.

      Over time, what had started as an ache in my heart had grown into a chasm.

      A flicker of ebullience sparked deep inside me.

      A noise by the door startled me, but it was a bleary-eyed Darla in her PJs, holding an empty glass.

      When she saw me, she gave me a sleepy smile. “Tia, what are you doing up?”

      “Couldn’t sleep. You?”

      She held up her glass. “Plus, Chad is totally hogging the bed.” Darla filled her glass with water and then came and sat down next to me. “Tia, what’s going on? Something is clearly bothering you. You can talk to me.”

      “I know.”

      I could. I knew I could. Darla was a great friend. When I had arrived back in town, a broken mess, she had taken me in without hesitation. It wasn’t ideal, me sleeping on their couch, and I had offered to move out, but she wouldn’t hear of it. I had fallen to pieces, and she was there for me. We had talked, sometimes all night, but I hadn’t told her the truth. I wasn’t sure why. I told myself it was for her. She was safe; she was happy.

      “Once you know what’s out there, it’s kind of hard to ignore.” Joel’s voice echoed in my head.

      Everything had changed. I’d thought I could go back. That coming back to Fairview would comfort me, heal me. But it still hurt. Wherever I was, it would hurt. Not forever, and I was gradually beginning to move forward. But the truth, the demons, the vampires, the evil? Joel was right; you couldn’t go back once you knew that stuff. After tonight, I finally realized I couldn’t hide anymore.

      “Is this about Randy? Or Joel?”

      My gaze snapped up to meet Darla’s.

      “You clearly had something more than a fling. You’re doing better now; you should call him.”

      “I wouldn’t know what to say.”

      “That you miss him. You never know; he probably feels the same way.”

      “I don’t know …”

      He hadn’t called.

      Darla squeezed my arm. “People break up, miss each other, and get back together all the time.”

      “We didn’t break up …”

      “You just had a lot of hot sex and then a ‘conscious uncoupling,’” she said, making finger quotes.

      “I never called it that, and I wish I hadn’t told you.”

      Darla laughed as I swatted her.

      I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly exhausted. “We should get some sleep. A six-hour shift on no sleep is terrible for the soul.”

      She grinned at me. As she got up, I grabbed her hand.

      “Thank you,” I said, giving her hand a squeeze.

      Her eyes grew misty. “You are welcome, honey. I love you, and I just want you to be happy.”

      I nodded, feeling the burn of tears but pushing them back. I had cried enough lately. It was time to put myself back together. No going backward.

      Once Darla padded off to bed, I washed up and changed into my PJs. Back in the lounge, I took out my pillow and covers. Piling them onto the couch, I fashioned my makeshift bed.

      Then, I pulled out my duffel bag, which contained everything I owned, and tipped the contents out over the quilt. At the bottom, wrapped in a T-shirt, I found it. The journal I had written while training with Walt. I opened the leather-bound notebook and flicked through the pages, skimming my notes. Reading through it brought back so many memories of my time on the road.

      I flipped through the pages until I finally found the section I had been looking for.

      Ghosts.

    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Lucas
      


      		
        2. Tia
      


      		
        3. Joel
      


      		
        4. Jade
      


      		
        5. Tia
      


      		
        6. Joel
      


      		
        7. Tia
      


      		
        8. Jade
      


      		
        9. Lucas
      


      		
        10. Tia
      


      		
        11. Joel
      


      		
        12. Lucas
      


      		
        13. Jade
      


      		
        14. Joel
      


      		
        15. Tia
      


      		
        16. Lucas
      


      		
        17. Tia
      


      		
        18. Joel
      


      		
        19. Tia
      


      		
        20. Lucas
      


      		
        21. Jade
      


      		
        22. Joel
      


      		
        23. Lucas
      


      		
        24. Tia
      


      		
        25. Jade
      


      		
        26. Joel
      


      		
        27. Lucas
      


      		
        28. Tia
      


      		
        29. Joel
      


      		
        30. Lucas
      


      		
        31. Joel
      


      		
        32. Jade
      


      		
        Thank You For Reading!
      


      		
        Also by Joanna Homer
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Thank You For Reading!


      		Also by Joanna Homer


    


  


OEBPS/images/image-2025-0243-ebook-title-pag3e.jpg
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

JOANNA HOMER





OEBPS/images/image-2025-0243-joanna-homer-b02.jpg





OEBPS/images/divider-2.jpg





