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      Sometimes the voices in your head are real…

       

      All her life, Joleen has been hearing voices. Coming from a religiously devout family, she learned to ignore them, until one stormy night when the screaming wouldn’t stop. Thankfully, this time she listened and wound up in the arms of a stranger. Now they will have to rely on one another to escape the horrors of the shadowy world that she has been trying to avoid her entire life.

       

      Mason was on a mission to find the cause of all the strange animal behavior surrounding a small town in Georgia. As a scientist, he believed in what he could prove. But after meeting Joleen, and seeing the powers she holds, everything in his life will change.
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      Joleen stood on the mound and glanced around the full bases that surrounded her. She lived for times like this. The pressure, the excitement, the thrill of not knowing what was going to happen in the next few minutes. That feeling had only happened once in a while in her lifetime.

      Concentrating, she let her body flow in the practiced moves until the softball left her fingertips and flew towards home base. Hearing the telltale sound of the perfect connection between bat and ball, she cringed inwardly. Okay, so she should have practiced a lot more during the summer months. But it had been so damn hot, and her parents had shipped her off to another religious summer camp. One that didn’t offer softball in their curriculum.

      “Look up!”

      Her eyes zoned in on the ball that was heading directly towards her nose. Reflexes took over and she shoved her glove in front of her face. The ball landed in it, inches from her nose.

      “Out!” the referee called out.

      “Home base, throw the ball to home!”

      She gripped the ball and flung it towards home and watched in excitement as Libby, the catcher for her team, caught it and tagged the player that had been sliding into home.

      “Out!” the referee called out again.

      Excitement exploded around her and suddenly she was lifted and tossed about as her teammates chanted her name over and over.

      An hour later, she sat with the rest of her tenth-grade teammates at Denny’s as everyone sucked down the burger, fries, and milkshakes their coach, Mrs. Payne, purchased for them each time they won a game.

      She half-heartedly listened to the chatter and gossip of her friends that surrounded her. It was hard to be excited about winning when she knew for a fact that she’d somehow cheated.

      Even if no one in the world would ever believe her, she’d had the advantage. She’d always had the advantage. Her heart sank as her stomach did little flips. She pushed her plate aside and stood up.

      “I’d better get home,” she said to her coach.

      “Want me to drive you?” Mrs. Payne asked.

      “No, I live just a block away.” She picked up her heavy bag full of her gear and clothing. “Thanks.”

      Mrs. Payne stood up and hugged her. “You came through for us again, JoJo.”

      “JoJo!” everyone shouted, holding up their empty milkshake mugs.

      She chuckled and turned to leave.

      “Help Tammy!”

      She felt her entire body freeze. Her bag dropped to the ground as her eyes moved over to her friend. No one was paying attention to the mousy blonde girl sitting alone in the corner. Tammy’s hands were wrapped around her throat, and her lips had turned slightly blue.

      “Tammy!” Joleen gasped.

      Mrs. Payne shot up again and rushed to the booth where Tammy was sitting, pushing Joleen aside.

      Joleen fell to the floor. The sting in her hands and knees didn’t faze her as she watched Mrs. Payne perform the Heimlich maneuver on Tammy.

      When the French fry that had been lodged in Tamny’s throat finally shot out of her teammate’s mouth, everyone cheered and started chanting Mrs. Payne’s name.

      Joleen picked herself up off the ground and grabbed her bag. She cried the entire way home. Once again, she’d disobeyed her parents. Once again, she’d listened to the voice.

      She knew what was coming. The moment she stepped foot in the house, her father would know. He could tell by just looking into her eyes.

      She tried to delay walking in the front door of the small home, but it was already getting dark outside, and the punishment for coming in after dark far outweighed the punishment for listening to demons.
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      Eight years later….

      Joleen lost count of how many items she’d shoved into the paper bag. Her mind hadn’t been on her work for weeks. Not since she’d gotten word that Reagan had died in a car crash in Santa Fe.

      It wasn’t as if Joleen and Reagan had been close. To be honest, she’d spent most of her childhood despising the popular girl. Reagan had, the entire time she’d lived in Hidden Creek, Georgia, had everything she’d ever wanted.

      Her parents had been lawyers who had both come from wealthy families. Which meant the McCormicks had lived in one of the biggest, nicest homes in town. After graduation, Reagan had been whisked away from the small town and had traveled abroad for two years.

      Of course, Reagan hadn’t let any site or expensive meal go unnoticed. Her online feeds were filled with beautiful places, people, and things. Joleen didn’t count herself a jealous person, except when it came to Reagan.

      Less than a year ago, Reagan had returned home and, of course, had bumped into Joleen at her job.

      Working at Smelly Kelly’s, as the townspeople called Kelly’s, the local grocery store with no real name, wasn’t where she’d pictured herself years ago. Or ever, for that matter.

      Since she’d moved out on her own a week after she’d graduated from high school, things had been rough. Not as bad as they’d been living under her parents’ roof, but tough enough that she’d found herself taking on several jobs just to make ends meet. She’d jumped from job to job in the small town over the years. Anything to pay the bills and keep her fed.

      “Hey, watch it,” the woman she’d been bagging groceries for hissed at her. “You’ve just dropped a can of soup on my bread.”

      “Sorry.” Joleen shook her head and cleared her mind. “I’ll go get you another loaf,” she offered.

      “Don’t bother.” The woman’s eyes narrowed at her. “You’re Mary’s daughter, aren’t you?”

      Joleen recognized her mother’s friend and nodded. She really should pay better attention to her work.

      The woman sighed and shook her head, as if she too was disappointed in Joleen.

      She tossed the rest of Mrs. Livingston’s items into bags and swiped the woman’s credit card. After offering to help her out to her car with her bags and getting a denial, she glanced around the store to find Mark, her boss, helping someone else. She walked over and told him, “I’m taking five.” She motioned to the checkout.

      Mark looked down his nose at her but gave her a quick nod. She knew that even if Mark didn’t like her, Charles, the owner of the store, adored her.

      Stepping out the back door of the grocery store, she took several deep breaths until she felt her entire body relax.

      “Problems at Smelly’s?”

      Joleen almost jumped, but then she saw her best friend, Lane, walk into the light that hung above the back door.

      Lane was easily the sexiest man in Hidden Creek, a fact that had at first shocked her. His blond hair was always perfect, and he had this Captain America charm about him that melted most peoples’ hearts. But after the town had found out that the newcomer was gay, almost everyone had turned their backs on him.

      Lane had moved into town a few years back and opened up his own pet store. It was filled with food, pet supplies, and rescued animals.

      She’d met Lane the day he’d moved into town from Nashville.

      Lane was a few years older than her, but after she’d helped him fend off a few of her old high school friends who were harassing him at the store, they’d become best friends.

      She’d never had a best friend before and, after telling Lane this, he’d taken her under his wing and schooled her on what exactly best friend’s roles were. She’d been so thankful to have someone to talk her out of some really stupid decisions. Like dating Kevin, for one.

      “No, just needed some air.” She leaned against the door. “What are you doing sneaking around here?”

      Lane chuckled and held up the cape to his vampire costume. “I’ve been bitten, and I’ve turned into a real vampire.” His voice changed, and he wiggled his fingers towards her. “I’ve come to suck your blood.”

      She giggled and pushed him away. “You are, without a doubt, the biggest dork I know.” She sighed and closed her eyes. “Did you leave the party to come harass me?”

      Lane was supposed to be at his boyfriend Charles’s birthday party. She would have attended the party herself if she hadn’t been called to cover Monica’s shift at the store.

      “Ice run,” he said with a shrug. “I thought I’d come down here and give you…”—he held up a finger and then disappeared into the darkness again, coming back with a small container—“cake.” He smiled.

      She grabbed at the Tupperware and held it to her chest. “My god.” She groaned. “Is it your caramel cheesecake?”

      He chuckled. “You know it.”

      She lifted the lid and sighed. “You should’ve opened a bakery instead of a pet store.”

      He sighed. “Someday I’ll have both. Until I save all the lost or abused animals in the world, I’ll stick to baking on the side.”

      She grabbed the fork he held out for her and dug into the cake. “My god, how do you make this so amazing?”

      He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “A little LSD will keep people coming back for more,” he joked.

      She laughed and sighed. “Trust me, if there were any drugs in here, I don’t think I’d mind heading back in there a little…”

      “High?” he offered.

      “Sedated,” she amended, causing him to chuckle.

      “Ice.” She motioned to the large container that sat on the side of the building. “You’re paid in full.” She motioned to the cake.

      “Thanks,” he said, walking over and taking a bag out of the chest.

      “How did Charles like your gift?” she asked through a full mouth.

      Lane’s eyes turned sad. “I… haven’t given it to him yet.”

      She lifted her chin. “So, you didn’t really come down here for ice or to give me this cake. I’m a distraction as well?”

      He lifted his hands, ice bag and all. “You caught me.”

      “Hey.” She set the container down on the picnic table, which she often ate her lunch at. Then she walked over and laid her hands on each of Lane’s shoulders. “You have nothing to worry about. He’s going to love it.”

      Lane rolled his eyes. “I’m jumping too fast,” he groaned.

      “You’ve been dating Charles for over a year. That’s not fast,” she pointed out.

      “It’s only a year.” Lane shook his head. “What if he doesn’t want forever?”

      “Lane?” She waited until his blue eyes focused on hers. “Something tells me he does. He’s probably been waiting for you to ask him for months.”

      Lane’s eyes narrowed. “Did he tell you something?” He gasped. “Oh my god! Did he say something to you?”

      “No.” Joleen raised her hands in the air. “I swear. Just…” She nudged his shoulders. “Go. Ask the man you love to marry you.”

      She hugged him and then, for good measure, shoved him towards his car again.

      “I’m going.” He chuckled. “Wish me luck.”

      “You won’t need it, but… good luck.”

      After finishing off the rest of the cheesecake, she tossed Lane’s empty Tupperware container in her locker and went back to work, energized by the extra sugar and the friendship.

      A little over three hours later, she let herself into her small two-bedroom cottage and was greeted by Fred, the ten-year-old tabby that Lane had talked her into rescuing a few months back. Fred meowed loudly at her until she dumped some food into his bowl. Fred was blind in one eye, and Joleen was pretty sure he was possessed by a grasshopper since the cat hopped instead of walked most of the time.

      She pulled off her jacket and tossed it on the end of the sofa. She was about to remove her shoes and plop down to fall asleep watching television when she froze.

      “It’s almost time!”

      “No!” She shook her head. How long had it been since she’d heard the voices? Months? Years?

      Closing her eyes, she swayed as the disappointment flooded in. She’d believed she’d sufficiently blocked them.

      “If you don’t do something, he’s going to kill everyone.”

      “NO!” She almost shouted it this time. “Go away!”

      “The time is almost up. Only you can stop him. The choice is yours.”

      She narrowed her eyes and pulled off her shoes. “You’re not real,” she said to the empty room. “Go away.” She threw herself down on the sofa and hit the remote for her television. The news blared, causing her to jump slightly. She hit the volume button to lower the sound.

      “I’ll see you soon,” the voice chanted over and over until she buried her head under a pillow and screamed. When that didn’t work, she got up and poured herself a tall glass of vodka and drank until everything went dull.

      She woke to pounding. Groaning, she opened an eye and looked up at Fred. The damn cat was sitting on her chest meowing, most likely for his breakfast.

      “Joleen, open up.”

      Lane. She rolled over and realized she was lying on the floor, still fully clothed.

      “Coming,” she said, her voice a little hoarse. Instead of walking, she crawled towards the door. Using the door handle to pull herself up, she opened her door and immediately knew something was wrong.

      “What?” she asked quickly. “Did Charles say no?” She felt her heart skip.

      Lane’s face was flooded with concern and fear.

      Instead of answering, he wrapped his arms around her and sighed. “Where have you been?”

      “Here.” She frowned and patted him on the back. “I…” She realized then that she must look and smell terrible. “I fell asleep watching TV.”

      Lane leaned back and ran his eyes over her. “You… when was the last time you saw me?” he asked.

      “Last night.” She laughed and walked over to pour Fred his breakfast.

      “Two days ago,” Lane said as he walked in and shut the door behind him.

      Fred attacked the food as if he was starving.

      “No way.” She laughed. “Good one.” She rolled her shoulders and smiled at him.

      “JoJo, Charles’s birthday party was two days ago. I’ve been calling and texting you since Charles said you missed work. When you didn’t respond, I stopped by—that was yesterday—and dropped off some new toys for Fred and fed him. I accidently left my keys to your place in here.” He motioned to the kitchen table. Sure enough, his silly smiley face key ring was sitting on the table. Then again, it could have been there last night when she’d come in. But then she noticed the vodka bottle sitting beside it and frowned. She would have seen his keys last night. Wouldn’t she have?

      The voices. She felt a shiver race through her entire body. She’d been so preoccupied with the voices that she probably hadn’t noticed them.

      “Lane.” She shook her head.

      “Here.” He walked over and flipped on her television. Once again, the news was so loud it caused them both to jump. Lane hit the mute button. “It’s Sunday.” He motioned to the set. “Not Friday.”

      She moved closer and watched for a few moments. Sure enough, even muted, she could tell they were giving the Sunday news report.

      “What the…” She glanced around her place. “I was here.” She motioned to the floor. “I… had…” She glanced towards the bottle. “I had a drink.” Okay, three, but she wasn’t going to tell Lane that. “Then I watched some news and fell asleep. Right here.” She motioned to the spot.

      “You weren’t here,” he said, watching her.

      She closed her eyes and felt everything spin. Lane shoved her onto the sofa, and she took several deep breaths until she felt calm again.

      “What did Charles say?” she asked when she opened her eyes again.

      Lane smiled and she knew the answer.

      “Charles said yes.”

      Joleen hugged him. “Congrats.” She tried to block out the possibilities of where she’d been. Why she’d been missing two full days. Had she really been that drunk? Could she have gone somewhere? Or had she hidden in the closet and crawled out just before Lane arrived?

      “You scared us. Next time you decide to take off, leave Fred with us, okay? And tell your boss you’re not coming in. He was worried just as much as I was,” he said into her hair.

      “Was he pissed too?” she asked.

      “For a while, but I talked him down for you.” He smiled. “You still have a job.”

      “Thanks. I’m sorry, I really don’t know what happened.”

      For the next week, she did as much research as possible on what had happened to her. Her working theory was that she’d crawled into her closet in a drunken stupor and hidden away until sometime just before Lane had shown up and banged on her door.

      Of course, there was no proof of it, but she just knew she had to have been somewhere at her place.

      Naturally, Charles had hugged her then given her grief over missing her shift. It wasn’t the first time she’d missed a day. But normally, she’d called ahead of time or within an hour after her shift was supposed to start.

      Charles normally didn’t mind. It was Mark who was in charge of the schedules. But when she brought it up to him that she’d covered for Monica, who everyone in town now knew had attended Charles’s party, he let it go that she hadn’t called ahead of time.

      She was working the late shift alone that next Friday night when she heard the voices again. It had started to rain midway through the day, the kind of rain shower that flooded the streets and made the entire sky dark. She hadn’t even recognized when the sun had gone down since it had been so dark the whole evening.

      Mark hadn’t been feeling well and had left her alone in the store since it was a slow night. No one in town wanted to be out in the mess. It wasn’t the first time she’d been left to close up and probably wouldn’t be the last.

      She had an hour before she could officially leave. She was completely bored and staring out the dark front windows, daydreaming about being on a tropical beach somewhere with tan skin, instead of her pale, freckled complexion. A hunky man with a sexy accent would bring her a drink and flirt with her.

      “It’s beginning.”

      Instead of jumping, she groaned.

      “Go away.” She rested her chin in her hands as she leaned on the counter.

      “You should have listened to me. You needed to prepare.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “You’re not real,” she said to the empty store.

      She waited for a reply. When no response came, she smiled as if she’d won the fictitious argument. Then a loud thud caused her to jump and frown towards the front windows of the store.

      It was strange. Hearing voices no longer made her jump, but a strange noise could.

      There was another thud against the window, and she stood up and moved closer to the dark glass. Was someone throwing rocks at the store? There were a bunch of kids that liked to cause problems in town. She’d dealt with them plenty over the years.

      She’d moved to within a foot of the window to see if she could figure out what they were throwing. It didn’t sound like a rock, but a softer object.

      She jumped when several more hit the window, causing it to vibrate. The next moment, she watched in horror as tons of pitch-black crows plowed into the glass, as if dive-bombing it on purpose. The sound of them hitting the glass and their little necks breaking was deafening. She screamed when the glass shattered, sending a rainfall of shards of sharp glass over her as black crows continued to fly towards her. Their little bodies hit her, and their beaks cut into her skin as they circled around her head.

      It was a scene straight out of a horror movie, and Joleen was caught right in the middle of it.
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      Mason hated being called a genius. Sure, he’d graduated high school at the tender age of twelve and had been one of the youngest kids to go to college; the youngest was an eight-year-old back in the eighties. Still, that hadn’t stopped people from comparing Mason to several child prodigies over the years.

      Now, however, after spending the last fourteen years taking every science class he could enroll in, he was on his own. He’d worked for a few companies in different industries over the past four years while still attending classes, but now he was truly done with school.

      He’d taken everything from physics to statistics and every drop of knowledge was trapped in his head. It baffled people. He’d loved everything science for as long as he could remember. He was great at it all—astrology, psychology, microbiology…

      His mother used to joke that she should have called him Mason-ology, because if it had ology behind it, Mason was into it.

      He’d lost her five short months after he’d graduated with his first degree. Cancer was a bitch, and he was determined to figure it out in his lifetime. After all, what was the use of having a big brain if he couldn’t solve all the puzzles?

      Currently, he found himself heading down the highway towards a small town he’d never even heard of until two days ago when a local newspaper article had ended up in his email from an unknown sender.

      The article, written by a Breanna Kincaid of the Hidden Creek Gazette, mentioned a strange occurrence that had happened in the small town. It appeared that more than two hundred American crows had dive-bombed the local grocery store three nights ago.

      It was just the break he’d been looking for. He’d loaded up his supplies, gear, and his faithful black lab mix, Stinky, and headed south.

      Leaving Boston hadn’t affected him as much as he’d thought it would. After all, it didn’t really feel like home now that he was no longer living on campus. When he’d rented the small condo on the outskirts of campus, he’d only had one goal—to be as close to his work as possible. Over the years, he’d ignored everything except finding the answers he was looking for. He’d been offered enough research grant money from the college to continue working the way he enjoyed—alone and at his own pace.

      The first year he’d had a few interns working under him, but they’d gotten so frustrated at the speed at which he worked that they’d quickly given up. He was pretty sure they were also upset that he was far younger than they were and far more intelligent.

      When one of the interns had suggested that he was obsessed and needed to get a life, he’d gone down to the local shelter and rescued Stinky. He’d named him after that first night they’d spent together. Since then, he and the dog had been inseparable.

      If Mason needed anything, he purchased it. When he was tired, he took time off. And if he wanted to travel across state lines to do research, he did so without anyone looking over his shoulder.

      Which is why he and Stinky pulled up in the small town of Hidden Creek four nights after the incident in town.

      It was late. Late enough that he doubted the local grocery store would still be open. Instead of heading there, he checked into the small hotel just off the highway on the outskirts of town.

      When the clerk started to complain about Stinky, Mason tossed a hundred dollar bill his way. The man shrugged and tucked it in his pocket and handed him the room key.

      After tossing his things into the room, he and Stinky took off on a short walk.

      “It feels good to stretch our legs, huh, buddy?” he asked his best friend. Stinky glanced up at him, then pulled him towards a bush and peed. “Maybe we can find someplace to grab some food,” he said, glancing around the small town. “There’s not even a McDonald’s around here,” he complained after checking his phone for local restaurants.

      Stinky whined and glanced up at him. “Don’t worry, I packed enough food for you,” he assured his friend. “It says here that the store is only a block away. What do you say we head down there and see if it’s open still?”

      Stinky started pulling him in the opposite direction.

      “Wrong way, buddy.” He laughed and corrected their direction.

      When the sign that said “Groceries” came into view, he was surprised to see the open sign still on in the front door.

      “We’re in luck,” he said eagerly. He hadn’t realized he’d gone without dinner. When he was focused, he usually didn’t come up for air. The entire car trip from Boston, he’d only stopped for gas and when Stinky had whined for a bathroom break.

      The windows at the front of the store were boarded up with plywood. He’d read in the article that all the windows had been blown out in the incident. Seeing the aftermath of the destruction firsthand had him growing more excited that he was on the right track.

      Since he didn’t see a sign that no animals were allowed inside, he stepped in the front door and glanced around. The place was empty with the exception of two men chatting by the front counter. It almost looked as if he’d interrupted them about to hug.

      “Evening,” he called out to them.

      The tall blond man looked at him, then Stinky, and smiled.

      “Evening,” he called out.

      The other man stepped forward. “Can I help you find something?” He was a very built black man who looked like he spent a lot of time lifting weights.

      “Just got into town and need some dinner,” Mason replied.

      “Dog food is on aisle five,” the blond said easily as he approached. “What’s his name?”

      “Stinky,” he answered. At the sound of his name, the dog sat on his butt and wagged his tail a million miles an hour.

      The blond man chuckled. “I suppose he earned the name?” He knelt down and scratched Stinky behind his ears.

      “Many times over.” Mason glanced around. “I don’t suppose you have anything hot to eat in here?”

      The other man walked over and nodded his head. “We have some soup left over.” He motioned towards the small bakery area where a small buffet was set up. Everything was empty except for two large metal pots. “Cold sandwiches are in the cooler there. It’s all we have as far as fresh foods.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “Are you in town for long?” the blond asked.

      Mason realized at this point that the man didn’t actually work in the store.

      He shrugged. “As long as it takes. I’m here because of that.” He motioned towards the windows.

      “What?” the blond asked. “The bird-cident?” He chuckled.

      Mason nodded and smiled. “Yeah.”

      “What are you? Some sort of bird person?” the other man asked.

      “Kind of. I’m an acoustician, among other things.” He noticed the look the men gave him and added. “I study the effects that sounds have on nature and humans.”

      “You think the birds dive-bombed into my store because of sound?” the other man asked.

      “That’s what I’m here to find out,” Mason replied.

      “I’m Lane.” The blond held out his hand. “This is my fiancé, Charles. He owns the store.”

      Mason’s attention perked. “So, you were the one here when this all went down?” he asked Charles after shaking Lane’s hand.

      Charles shook his head. “That would be JoJo.”

      “Any chance he’s around? I’d like to talk to him.”

      Both Lane and Charles chuckled. “She,” Lane replied. “And she has the next few days off. She was cut pretty bad when all the glass from the window came down on top of her.”

      Mason frowned and sighed and looked down at Stinky. “Just as well. We’re beat from driving all day.”

      “Where are you in from?” Lane asked, leaning against the checkout counter.

      “Boston.”

      “I thought I heard a little northern in your accent. Not a lot.” Lane’s eyes narrowed as he tilted his head. “West Coast?”

      Mason stiffened. “Was, at one point.”

      “I’ll get you that soup while my fiancé tries to figure out everything there is to know about you in ten minutes.” Charles chuckled as he walked away.

      “Thanks,” he called after the man.

      “Don’t mind him,” Lane said with a smile. “We just got engaged a few nights back, and he’s annoyed at all the attention the town is giving us.” Lane leaned closer and
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