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Dedication
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This work is dedicated to dreamers.

Without you this world is a duller place.
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Author’s Notes
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A question that was asked of me recently was, “Another series? How do you keep up with them all?”

Well, good question. I like series. I enjoy reading them as the characters develop from each subsequent storyline. As a writer, I wanted to offer the same thing with my characters. After all, I spend all that time developing them, I want them to stick around for a while. 

Never at a shortage for story ideas, one of my first thoughts is always ‘can the story be developed into a series?’ Most of the time the answer is yes. However, series have their own built-in problem. If readers enjoy the story and the characters, they want to read more which puts pressure on me to deliver at least one story in that series each year. Do the math.

I currently have five active series and am working on the sixth. That means six of the stories I write each year must advance those stories. At present, I write six novels a year. That doesn’t leave any room for solo or new projects. Consequently, something has to give. Don’t panic. I’m not sure which series may go into hibernation for a while. For the moment, I am sustaining them all. All series have a new release due this year. 

None of this could happen without your support. I’m grateful to all my readers and vow to keep them coming as long as I have your support. Thank you all.

I want to thank Jayne Southern for fixing this story. 

Until next time, read all you want, I’ll write more. 
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Prologue
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In a darkened room in another world, the evil one stirred. He dwelled in a pit below the surface of the land where he had been prisoner for nearly a century. Over the past decade, he had found a way to communicate, which eventually connected him to his trusted collaborator. The time was drawing near for his release. This time there would be no stopping him. He had been inactive for far too long. The one benefit of being idle was the time he’d had to scheme and plot the destruction of those responsible for his current predicament. It was coming soon. In fact, it had already begun.

The human wizard had proved a masterful partner. With his cunning and this Bradenbaugh’s unquenchable thirst for power, the mages had already fled this world, and left but a token force to protect it. Even though his long-time foe and tormentor was among them, they lacked the power to prevent what was to come. It was his time to rule, and once free from this prison, everyone who stood before him would perish in the most brutal and agonizing way possible. The mere thought of the destruction of the man responsible for putting him in this prison brought renewed energy. He could taste the man’s fear even from this great distance. And soon ... yes, very soon, he’d taste his blood.

The ground shook with his sinister laugh.
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Chapter One   
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With the Master’s warning reverberating in her head, Daria ran harder than she’d ever run before. Motivated by fear, her endurance and speed were beyond comparison. Her slight frame almost soared on the warm breeze that rustled the leaves on the trees she flew past. Or perhaps she had created the wind. 

She dodged and weaved through the dense woods, whipped often by the branches she chose to push through rather than avoid such contact. A warm trickle tracked down her face. Her foot connected with an upraised root, and she stumbled but continued, keeping her balance, though losing much of her speed. 

Forced to slow or fall, she grabbed at a branch. Back on balance, she burst forward again, lungs sucking air down her raspy throat. She pushed harder, testing the limits of her endurance — she leaped a small stream and wished she had time for a cool drink. Ahead, she caught glimpses of an opening. 

Not good. 

Daria slowed as she reached the tree line. Eighty yards of open field stretched before her. 

Not good at all. 

But it didn’t matter: she had to reach the village. Lives depended on her. Their location discovered, it was up to her to warn them. 

Daria’d had no choice but to memorize the directions. The Head Master feared that were she to be captured, she’d give away the secret location, thus ending the war before it started. So he placed a memory-dampening spell on her that could only be reversed by a memory-recall spell. She couldn’t allow capture to happen; however, if she were honest, the fear of being captured added as much to her speed as her high-level ability. 

With a glance toward the sky, Daria broke from the cover of the trees and sprinted toward the far woods. With her long strides eating up ground fast, reaching safety grew ever hopeful. A sudden gust of wind, comparable to a detonation concussion, threw her weight forward and off balance. She tripped, fell, and rolled, the uneven ground and thorns tearing at her clothes and skin, the gust as unnatural as the being that had created the beast. 

Casting a worried look toward the white clouds, Daria scanned the blue sky in the gaps. She pushed to her knees and wiped the blood from her palms, but before she could stand, a shadow crossed over her, so dark in its nature, it ripped all warmth from the affected area. She searched the sky again and spotted what she feared. They had sent a Harpy after her.

Time precious, Daria sprinted toward the relative safety of the woods before she reached full height. If she reached the woods, it would force the Harpy to either circle above or land. She dared not go to the village for fear of leading the horrid creature to those she had sworn to protect, but perhaps she could lure it away and double back. If the Harpy landed, it was far too formidable a beast to confront by herself. Salvation lay in her speed.

Warned by the wind gusts, Daria dove to the ground as the Harpy swooped low. It missed snatching her from the ground but one of its long, sharp talons scraped along her back, carving a furrow through her flesh that elicited a scream. Fire ignited down her back. She had to get up. Run to safety. Get word back to the village before it was too late. Strength and energy depleting, she pushed to her feet, unable to box up the agony flooding her brain. Warm blood ran down her back, matting her torn shirt to her skin.

Her speed cut in half, each step accompanied by an agonized cry or moan, she kept moving. To stop was to die, or worse —to get others killed. How long could she hold out against torture before she gave up the village? She didn’t want to find out. Daria forced more speed, yet she wasn’t fast enough. A mere ten yards from the tree line, the foul wind buffeted her again. 

She fell. The Harpy hovered over her. Its screech of victory pierced Daria’s soul as its putrid breath washed over her, an attack of its own. It sank toward her, talons spread, ready to grab. Daria scrambled backward, her eyes fixed on the creature. She didn’t fear death. It wouldn’t kill her, but there were things worse than death. It watched her; its long, muscular wings beating in small rapid strokes. 

Is it toying with me?

It made no move to corral her. Daria took advantage of the delay. She spun on the ground and bear-crawled to the trees. A whispered prayer played across her lips. 

Eight yards. 

What is it waiting for? 

Five yards. The shadow hovered over her. It was playing with her. Teasing her. Giving her hope. She was out of time, yet still she moved — faster, straining every muscle, pushing every limit. 

Three yards. 

Two. 

The talons dug deep into her sides, the pain so intense her mind shut down to protect it from imploding. 

Her body wrenched from the earth, she dug fingers into the ground, hoping to slow the inevitable. The field retreated beneath her as the Harpy beat its wings in powerful strokes. It let out another victorious screech and turned back toward her escape route.

Daria had only one chance for freedom, but it meant breaking the first rule. She forced all pain and all fear from her mind to concentrate on her task. Given the stakes, the Head Master would forgive her. She lifted an arm toward the belly of the beast, mumbled the words she shouldn’t know, and snapped her fingers. Nothing happened. 

No! 

She tried again. Same result. The frustration weakened the walls erected in her mind. The pain seeped through, followed closely by fear. Hadn’t she read somewhere in her studies that Harpies had a natural resistance to magic? 

She could not allow failure. Using all her will, she shut down her brain, allowing only enough of a channel for what she needed. Again she lifted her arm. The words streamed from her, clearer, stronger. The power flowed. She snapped her fingers once, creating a spark. Hopeful, but not enough. She snapped again, this time shouting the words to activate the spell. 

Firyanatus!

Small fires, birthday-candle size, flared at her fingertips; the red-yellow flames danced as the air rushed past. She touched the flame to the Harpy’s belly with no immediate result. She channeled all her internal energy into the spell. The flames intensified. Feathers smoked. It was working but showed no effect. She strained her body, every taut muscle reaching the point of tearing. Seconds before her strength and life were extinguished, the feathers began to smolder. 

The Harpy slowed, the flame caught and grew, the creature bellowed. 

It fought to stay aloft as it struggled to put out the fire with its breath and flapping wings which only made the flames grow. As the fire lapped up and around its torso, the Harpy went into a spiral, brushing the treetops, knocking Daria from its grip. She plummeted, bouncing off branches with bone-jarring impact. They slowed her fall but caused other damage. She clutched at limbs as she fell, her weight ripping her hands free. Weakened, she was unable to slow her descent toward the forest floor. 

Her body hit a thicker branch twenty feet from the ground, and catapulted her head over heels. A blinding lance of pain shot through her side. She tore through the branches of a tall pine and smacked into the trunk, consciousness knocked from her at contact. She slid down the trunk a few feet before hitting another branch where she hung, bent in half. In slow but increasing increments, her body tilted. The balance tipped, Daria fell the final ten feet to the ground, oblivious to the final impact. 
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Chapter Two  
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“Happy birthday to me. Happy birthday to me. Happy birthday—” He paused to examine his face closer in the mirror. He sighed. “—to me. Happy birthday, you old fart. Happy birthday — ah, who cares?”

Jeremy Kline pushed back from the bathroom sink, his vibrant blue eyes, perhaps the only body part left not displaying his age, still focused on his image. “Sixty-four. Where have the years gone?” He put a hand under his chin and pulled his cheeks back. “Still, the years haven’t been too harsh on you. You look pretty good for a fossil.” 

He left the bathroom and entered his bedroom. It was true. His body had aged well. He was trim and well-toned for a man his age. He had a good head of fifty-fifty hair, half brown, half an annoying white. Though thinning, he was proud to have kept from going bald. He had no real medical conditions to hinder him, nor was he on any prescribed medications; he didn’t even need glasses ... well, only cheaters. But despite his good health, he cringed at the thought of turning sixty-four. To him, it was the beginning of the end.

It wasn’t even so much the years that made him depressed: it was knowing he’d attained that age without achieving anything important over that span. Not so long ago, he’d been a young man with dreams and goals to accomplish and achieve. Well, maybe it had been longer than he thought. But he’d never really come close to reaching his dreams: he wasn’t sure he remembered what they were. That depressed him further.

He looked at the clothes he’d laid out to wear. Chandra, his daughter, and the grandkids were taking him out for a birthday dinner. Although he appreciated the gesture, his mood dictated he should stay home and away from people to avoid dragging them down, too. He’d called Chandra to beg off, but before he could speak, Chandra was onto him. 

“Nope, you’re coming. End of discussion.” Then she hung up. Where had she learned to be so rude? Must be her mother, God rest her soul. He glanced upward. Just kidding, Miranda. 

He missed her. She’d been gone for ... what? Almost two years now? Dead from some strange disorder the doctors had never encountered. Despite all their collective skill, knowledge, training, and pompous arrogance, Miranda passed right from under them as they argued about the best treatment. It was just like his precious Miranda to be stricken by a disease as unique in death as she was alive. 

He stopped to pick up a photo of Miranda, taken on her last birthday. She sat at the kitchen table with Chandra and their son Nick, the last time they were all together when she was alive. Nick attended the funeral, but Jeremy had not seen his son since. He’d had a phone call on his birthday last year, but the caller didn’t speak until just before hanging up — a quick “I’m sorry,” and the call ended. Though the voice was strained, Jeremy was sure it had been Nick.

Miranda sat behind a cake with Happy Birthday written in cursive in green icing. Green was her favorite color and she’d made the cake herself. Never one for extravagant celebrations, she refused to be taken out for a fancy birthday dinner, preferring to make it herself. God, she was so beautiful. His hand shook as he set down the photo.

Eyes misty, he turned away. Then he stopped, placed two fingers to his lips, and pressed them to the photo. If he spent too long thinking about Miranda, he’d never leave the house. He didn’t need Chandra upset with him. 

He dressed in black pants, a pullover shirt, and slip-on Docksiders. Casual, but dressy enough to pass Chandra’s inspection. Jeremy wondered if Cliff would join them. Cliff was Chandra’s husband, a bigshot financial adviser, and usually too busy to be involved in the basics, like raising a family. Jeremy had never warmed to the man, but he tried to keep his opinions to himself for Chandra’s sake. He was sure he’d failed.

He checked the time. Thirty minutes to spare. He debated watching some television but if he sat down, he might not get up. To Chandra, birthdays were celebrations. To him, it was another reminder of time passing without accomplishing the dreams of his youth. Thoughts of his birthday depressed him enough, but after thinking about Miranda ... well, he’d better get in the car and leave now, or he would shut down for an extended period. 

He stopped at the outer door, gave the room one last sweep for anything that might burn down the house, then exited. He got into the car, started the engine, and stared at the house. A strange feeling washed over him, as though he’d forgotten something important. Forgetting was becoming more commonplace. He searched his memory but could not find the source of the feeling. 

He shrugged and mumbled, “Mustn’t have been that important.” He shifted into reverse. “But probably is.”

The sky was a reenactment of a Civil War battle, gray surrounding the small patches of blue and working them toward surrender. 

Rain’s coming. Hope it holds out until I’m back home. 

It was another sign of his increasing age. He no longer saw as well at night, and it was even worse at night during a storm. It didn’t help that he lived outside the city in a hilly area with twisting roads with no street lights. 

The drive to the restaurant was thirty minutes, which meant he’d arrive early. He slowed his speed. He hated driving that long for a meal. He hated that his daughter emotionally blackmailed him into going out. He hated that he had to make the drive alone. He hated getting older. But the thing he hated most, above all else, was not attaining any of his dreams. That had been an ongoing theme since Miranda’s passing.

He had only himself to blame for that lifelong failure. He never worked hard enough at any one thing to achieve success at anything. He just expected that an opportunity would fall into his lap and everything would be great. As he reflected on his life now, regret was the one thing always in the forefront of his thoughts. 

He remembered when Chandra came to him with a career dilemma. Though she had studied interior design, an opportunity had arisen to intern at a local TV station. The job was unpaid, but she’d always wanted to be a reporter. The twinkle that lit her eyes told of her excitement and desire. He told her, “Opportunities like this don’t come around often. Don’t live your life in regret. Don’t get to be my age and look back on your life and say, ‘I wish I had.’” 

Over the objections of the more practical Miranda, Chandra took the job and did so well, she was hired as a reporter when her internship ended. Chandra worked her way up to news anchor; she loved the work and was good at it. Then she met a man and everything changed. 

Such good advice. If only he’d taken it himself. He’d always felt destined for something big. What it was, he had no idea, but he was a dreamer and dreamers only dreamed big. Now it was too late. His time had come and gone and here he was, still managing a small bookstore. He wasn’t even the owner, just an employee. Oh, it was a good job, but didn’t pay well. The owner was always on the verge of going under, at least that was the excuse he gave every time Jeremy mentioned a raise.

Twenty-two years he’d worked there, always able to provide for his family, but never enough to do the extras like family vacations. There was another source of regret. He came to a stop sign and could not make himself go farther. His mind went into a trance thinking about the time they’d planned a vacation to Disney World with the kids, and when he had to tell Miranda they couldn’t afford it. She had shown no emotion, her eyes blank. 

It was then he understood she wasn’t upset because she already knew they wouldn’t be going, and never were going in the first place. That knowledge crushed him. 

A horn blared behind him. A glance in the mirror was blurred. He wiped his eyes and made the turn. All he could think about on the way to the restaurant was the many times he’d let his family down over the years. He was a failure to himself, to his children, and Miranda. 

“Forgive me, Miranda.”
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Chapter Three  
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Chandra and the kids were already at the restaurant when he arrived. As he approached the table, five-year-old Connor, named after Chandra’s father-in-law at her husband’s insistence, ran to him. He called out, “P-Pop!” and leaped into his arms. It was their name for him, and he loved it. The only explanation for its creation was Chandra had called her grandfather Poppy. He figured she tried to teach Connor to say Poppy but got it backward. It stuck. 

Connor’s teacher told him the proper name was grandfather. Jeremy was annoyed when Connor used the term and told the boy he was still P-Pop. He was tempted to go to the school and inform the teacher to leave Connor alone. Connor switched back to P-Pop, so he dropped the matter. Three-year-old Harper called out, “P-Pop!” but her attempt to copy her brother’s leap into his arms was halted by Chandra. The girl squirmed and squealed until Jeremy came to the table. 

“Here I am, little one.” He put Connor down and lifted Harper from her mother’s arms. He hugged her and she wrapped her small arms around his neck and squeezed. He gave her a peck on the cheek and set her down. 

She wiped at the kiss spot and said, “Mommy, P-Pop slobbered on me.”

“No, he didn’t, silly girl. He gave you a kiss.”

“A slobber kiss,” Connor said.

Chandra rolled her eyes. “Connor, sit and behave.” She stood and embraced her father. “Hi, Dad. Happy birthday.”

“Thanks, hon.” They released and sat. She was a beautiful young woman, the image of her mother. She looked more than tired — run down, with circles under her eyes. “How’s everything?” It was his way of asking how her home life was.

“Just fine.” She beamed a forced smile. 

He knew better and she knew he knew better. Life with Cliff was not easy and Jeremy believed that had the man been home more often, life might actually be worse. Not for the first time, Jeremy thought about taking the snob someplace secluded and beating some sense into him. He had a beautiful wife and wonderful children, but he barely acknowledged their existence. Some things were more important than making money. He should know, having had a great family and no money. At least he spent time with his children.

“Where’s Mister Wonderful?”

Chandra rolled her eyes. “Dad, don’t start.”

He held his hands up in surrender.

“You’re Mister Wonnerful, P-Pop,” Harper said, pointing at him.

“Why, thank you, Harper.”

Chandra called the waitress over and they ordered, even though Jeremy hadn’t had a chance to open the menu. He knew the drill. The kids could only maintain a certain amount of good behavior for a short time. Once they lost control, the meal was over, and Chandra would be out the door. 

He looked at Chandra, who spoke with mild exasperation. “Dad, you know you always get the same thing every time we come here.” 

Yeah, he thought, because I’ve never had a chance to crack the menu. He shrugged, handed the menu to the waitress, and said, “I’ll have the pot roast.”

While Chandra prepared the kids for their meal, she said, “So, what’s new?”

“New?” he snorted. “What could possibly be new? I’m old and getting older.”

“Oh, stop that, Dad. You are not that old. It’s not like you can’t do things.”

“What is there to do?”

“Why don’t you take a vacation? When was the last time you took a few days off and did something for yourself?”

He didn’t even have to think about it. The answer was never. With the kids grown and gone, he had the extra money to do ... something, but the truth was he carried so much guilt over never taking Miranda on a real vacation that he couldn’t bring himself to do it now.

“What about female companionship? There has to be someone you’d like to take to dinner or a movie.”

He shook his head. They’d had this discussion before. “No, there’s no one.”

“Come on, Dad. You can’t just sit around the house and do nothing for the rest of your life.”

“Why not? Is there some law against it?”

Chandra gave him the look; the same one Miranda gave him when he was being stubborn. “Dad, I worry about you. It’s not good to be alone all the time.”

“I’m not alone. I have you and these wonderful grandkids.” He reached over and ruffled Connor’s hair.

“Hey, P-Pop!”

He smiled at the boy, busy coloring in a book Chandra had brought for him. When he glanced back at Chandra, she still wore the look.

“Mom wouldn’t want you to waste away.”

He sighed. “Maybe someday, but I’m just not ready yet. Besides, I still have my job and lots of projects around the house to keep me busy. And every once in a while, I get to see my grandkids.”

“You could see them a lot more if you stopped over now and then.”

Now it was his turn to give a look. 

“Come on, Dad. You have to lighten up on Cliff. He works hard to provide for us. He can feel your disdain for him.”

“Who has a stain, Mommy?” Connor asked.

“No one, honey.”

The waitress arrived with the drinks. Chandra was busy helping the kids. Jeremy watched her. She was a good mother, just like her mother. 

Chandra shifted her attention back to him. “What?”

He shook his head. “You’re good with the kids. Just like your mom.”

She reached a hand across the table and gave his hand a squeeze. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”

“But I think it’s you who needs a break.”

Now she sighed.

The food came and Jeremy helped Connor cut his chicken breast. Then he studied his own plate. It was full of overcooked carrots and potatoes and hunks of chewy meat surrounded by fat. He would have to remember to take home a carryout menu to find a new choice.

After the meal, Jeremy helped clean the kids up and walked them to Chandra’s minivan. He gave each one a kiss and a hug, then embraced Chandra. 

“I’m going to look into a senior cruise for you,” she said.

“No. I—”

“Yes. Let me do this for you. I’ll make it a short one to a nice warm place. That’s my birthday gift to you.”

He didn’t offer any objections and resigned himself to her whims. She’d made the offer before, but once she got home and involved with the kids, she’d forget. He didn’t want to provoke her, or she might remember.

She gave him a quick kiss and slid into the van.

“Bye, Connor. Bye, Harper. Thanks, Chandra. I love you.”

“Love you too, Dad. Say goodbye to P-Pop, kids.”

The kids waved as the van pulled out of the lot. He watched them go and then made for his car.

As he walked, he thought about going on a cruise. For a moment, the thought excited him. Then he thought about Miranda. No. He’d never go on a cruise or anywhere else. He didn’t deserve to go. His mistake — well, one of the many — was thinking there’d always be time. 

“I wish I had it to do over again, Miranda. I’d take you on a cruise. I really would.”
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Chapter Four  
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Daria came to with a groan. A cacophony of insects played a forest symphony. Damp, musty air filled her nostrils. The memory of the Harpy and her fall returned to her in bits and pieces. She opened her eyes. For a moment, she thought the fall had blinded her, but realized it was night. With slow, deliberate movements, she attempted to sit up. A sharp pain lanced her arm, she had a stitch in her side and her back was on fire, the shirt plastered to the dried blood. Her head pulsed and nausea assailed her. She cried out and dropped prone again, faster than intended, igniting pain all over her body.

Daria lay still for a while until the aches and pains quieted. Then she took inventory. Likely a broken arm. Possible broken ribs. A concussion, for sure. Maybe a fractured ankle ... no, not fractured. It hurt bad and was swollen, but she could put weight on it, though limited. A long laceration down her back. Minor scrapes and bruises everywhere. All in all, a small price to pay for escape. That thought sent anxiety to its peak.

Had she escaped or was the Harpy still above her somewhere, hunting? Regardless of her pain, Daria had to move. She had to reach the village and warn them about what might be coming. Though the Harpy had been sent for her, she was sure whatever was sent for the rest of the group would be much worse. That was motivation enough for her to rise again.

She slid up and rolled to her knees. With her good hand, she reached out and grabbed a branch, pulling herself to her feet. She stayed hunched over; any attempt to lift her head brought pain, nausea, and dizziness. How would she get to the village? Maybe she shouldn’t even go there. The Harpy could still be hovering. She couldn’t take that risk, not with the lives of her friends and classmates at stake.

She concentrated, thinking about the directions, and made an alternate plan. She would take a circuitous route and come in from the west instead of the south. She glanced skyward to get her bearings. The quarter moon was almost directly overhead. She turned left.

With her broken arm pressed to her chest for support, she moved, still bent at the waist, using the trees to help her, unable to move with any haste. Sharp, excruciating pain shot through her body and reinforced her belief that she’d broken at least one rib. She stopped for a minute to catch her breath and steel her resolve. She had to reach the village. Nothing else mattered.

Daria sucked in a deep breath and released it as she moved.

* * *
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NIGHT HAD FALLEN. THE sky came to life away from the bright lights of the city. The luminescent stars lit the sky like the opening scene of a space movie. If not for the twists and turns of the road, Jeremy would have kept his gaze focused upwards in search of the brightest star; the one he figured was Miranda looking down and keeping an eye on him.

“There it is,” he said, finding a bright star out of the side window. “Hi, my love. Thanks for watching out for me.”

He drove around another curve and the car tilted upward as he reached the first in a series of hills. Though beautiful during the day, this was the main stretch of concern for him driving at night. One false turn and he could plummet down the side of the hill. 

As the road swung back to the left, he caught sight of the star again. Obscured as he came to the top of the first hill, he saw it in the side mirror. It warmed him to think of it as Miranda.

As he started down the hill, his eyes bugged from his head. A person — a woman, he thought — stood in the middle of the road. She tossed an arm up against the headlights.

Jeremy braked so hard and fast that a wave of pain shot through his knee. Not sure he could stop in time, he swerved to the left and the slope of the hill. He swung the wheel hard to bring it back on level ground, but the front tires had already gone over the side. His breathing came in short gasps, as he feared he was about to topple and roll down the hill. Images of Chandra and the grandkids flashed before his eyes. Miranda. 

The car stopped. With a flood of relief, he released the death grip on the wheel and lifted his shaking hands to his face. 

“That was a close one.”

He placed his forehead against the side window and searched for the star. He found it high overhead. “Thank you, Miranda.” Then he remembered the young woman. He unbuckled his seat belt and opened the door. The glow of the interior light showed the ground a bit farther down than anticipated. 

“Huh. Best I crawl over the console to the passenger side and get out there.”

He lifted his leg as a vehicle raced up the hill from the opposite direction. Whether the driver couldn’t see him or he was distracted, the vehicle kept coming at full speed until almost on top of his car. Expecting a collision, Jeremy dove prone over the console. The truck braked. Screeching tires tore through the quiet night. Jeremy scrunched his eyes shut, as if not seeing the impact would prevent it. The truck smashed into the rear quarter panel, slamming the car sideways and over the edge. 

The car tilted in slow motion. Jeremy screamed and clung to the seat. The car rolled, pitching Jeremy into the windshield, then back down on the seat. Against one door, then the opposite one. He lost track of how many flips he did and was not awake when the car stopped falling.

* * *
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DARIA WENT FROM BONE-numbing fear to all-out relief, then to sheer horror as the oncoming car bore down on her, swerved to avoid her, knocked over the edge and down the slope by a truck. The driver of the truck had lost control after the impact and bounced off the inner side of the hill before coming to a rolling stop in the middle of the road. 

The driver got out and Daria hastened to hide behind a tree. The man cursed, examined the damage to his truck, and cursed louder. Only then did he make a move to where the car had disappeared. He looked down the hill, slapped a hand to his forehead, and swore again. This time, however, he turned and ran to the truck. He got in and sped away, leaving the scene and the other driver down the hill and in need of assistance — assistance she was unable to offer, both because of her condition and her mission.

Still, she felt guilty over leaving the driver. She moved to the edge of the slope and peered down. It was too dark to see much. She glanced up and down the road and seeing both directions clear for the moment, she pushed aside the pain and moved both hands together in a motion like packing and forming a snowball. 

“Illuminous!” 

A small globe of light sat in the middle of her palms. She held the ball of light out over the edge. It showed the car’s path but did not light down far enough to see anything else. She lifted her hand as if pitching a softball and the globe lifted off her palm and floated down. 

The wreck came into view, perched against a tree about thirty feet down the hill. No movement. Tempted to slide down the slope to see if the driver was all right, but prevented because of her injuries. 

Lights tracked up the road. She had to move. With the flick of her good hand and a single word, the globe winked out. She moved on down the road offering the only hope she could give. A prayer. 
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Chapter Five  
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Jeremy’s eyes fluttered open: pain and confusion surrounded him. His body didn’t respond. He scanned outside the car. A ball of light drifted down toward him. Was it a flashlight? Was someone coming to rescue him? The ball hovered overhead. Then it blinked off. 

“No,” Jeremy tried to say, his voice thick with pain. He closed his eyes. He drifted in and out of consciousness. 

Something shook the car. It was enough to stir him awake. A dark shadow, deeper than the night, settled over the car. Was that a face looking in the window? As his sight cleared, the visage came into focus, prompting an alarming scream from him. A wild beast like nothing he’d ever seen stared down at him. It let out a bone-chilling shriek and vanished.

* * *
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JEREMY CAME TO IN A hospital bed surrounded by white-clad masked figures in constant motion. One of them gazed down at him. 

“He’s awake,” she said to the others. “Mr. Kline, do you know where you are?”

He had a good idea but shook his head anyway. His restricted movement generated a sense of panic.

“Do you remember what happened to you?”

To this, he nodded, still feeling the restriction. His heart pounded in his chest.

“Just relax, Mr. Kline. Don’t try to move your head. You’re at Mercy Hospital. You were in a car accident. We have your head immobilized until we can determine if there’s spinal column damage. Can you speak?”

Jeremy was about to nod again, but swallowed and croaked, “Yes.”

“Good. Do you have any severe pain anywhere?”

The gurney was pushed through a door.

“Some.”

“Can you tell me where?”

“My head.” He tried to point, but his hands were secured. 

“Okay. You have a laceration there that was cleaned and bandaged at the scene. Anywhere else?”

“My left leg and my right wrist.”

“Okay. What about your torso? Your abdomen, chest, back?”

He took a mental inventory. “I-I don’t know. Maybe some but not as much as the other places.”

“Okay. We’re taking you for an MRI. Do you have any metal in your body? Any replacement parts, piercings, shrapnel?”

“No.” To his embarrassment, tears welled.

Whoever was behind the mask leaned down and said in a soothing tone, “You’re all right, Mr. Kline. You are in the best of hands. So far, we don’t see anything that is life-threatening. The MRI will tell us more. Just relax as best you can. We’ve got you.” She patted his arm and faded from his sight as he was passed along to a tech. 

He slept through most of the tests. Soft voices filtered through the haze when he woke again. He tried to focus, recognizing his daughter’s voice before his vision cleared enough to confirm it was her. 

A woman in a long white coat with a clipboard in her hands said, “His wrist is broken and he has a mild concussion. Other than a few scrapes and bruises, I don’t see anything else of concern. We’ll watch him tonight, but if nothing else presents, he should be able to go home tomorrow. Does he live with someone?”

“No. Since my mother passed, he’s been on his own.”

“He really should have someone stay with him for the next few days. Head injuries need to be monitored.”

“Okay. I’ll take him home with me.”

“That’d be best.”

“Anything else?” Chandra asked, glancing at him.

“No. Considering the extent of the damage to the car, your father was very fortunate. The angle of his body gave us concerns about possible neck or spine damage. However, nothing showed on the scans.” She paused for a moment and then said, “We did find a strange anomaly in his blood. I’ve never seen or heard of anything quite like it. Is there something in your family history that might explain it?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Is it a disease? 

“I can’t say. The lab is analyzing it now. I should know more later today.”

“Could it have something to do with the crash? Like causing him to black out ?”

“I wish I had an answer. For the moment, we’ll have to wait for the lab results. Is he on any medications or taking any drugs ... legal or otherwise?”

“What are you asking?” Chandra’s voice raised. “If my father’s a drug addict?”

“We have to know if we are to treat him properly.”

“No!” The word had intensity behind it. “My father is not an addict, nor is he on any medication. As far back as I can remember, he’s always been healthy.”

“Okay. I had to ask. I’ll let you know what I find.” 

The doctor left the room and Chandra came to his side. “Hi, Dad. How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

“I’ll bet. Did you hear what the doctor said?”

“Yes.”

“You were very lucky.”

“Don’t feel so lucky.” 

She smiled and then turned serious. “I called to make sure you got home all right, but you didn’t answer. I thought maybe you forgot to charge your phone. I was worried when I didn’t get you in the morning and called the police. They called back two hours later and said they found your car down the side of a hill. You’d been there all night. What happened, Dad?”

An image of the young woman came to him, bloody and injured. Her large eyes round with fear. 

He cleared his throat. “A girl ... a young woman ... was in the middle of the road as I came around a bend. I braked and swerved to avoid her. Then another vehicle came down the hill from the opposite direction and slammed into me, knocking me over the edge and down the hill.” He thought about telling her about the floating light and the strange creature but decided that would only make her worry more.

“And the other driver never stopped to help?”

“I don’t know. I never saw anyone.”

“You were very lucky. Your injuries are minor compared to what they might have been.”

“So other than a broken wrist, I’m all right?”

“A broken wrist and a concussion. That’s the most serious injury. You’ll have to stay here tonight. I’ll take you to my house tomorrow.”

“Oh, Chandra. I don’t want to be a burden to you and your family. You have enough to do handling the kids. You don’t need to add me to your trouble.”

“Nonsense. That’s what’s going to happen, so get used to it. You need to have someone with you for a few days in case the concussion proves to be more severe than they thought. After that, well ... we’ll talk about it. You shouldn’t be driving up those hills anymore. They’re too dangerous.”

“For an old man, you mean.”

“Stop that. You’re not old. But it might be something for us to think about in the future.”

He turned his head to gaze out of the window. He knew exactly what that meant. Cliff would not want him at their house longer than necessary. The only other solution was to put him in a home for seniors. He wouldn’t argue now, but no way would he allow that to happen.

Chandra changed the subject to ease some of the stress and they chatted for a while until Jeremy grew sleepy. 

“I’ll let you rest now. I’ll check back later tonight.” She leaned over him and planted a kiss on his forehead. “I love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, Chandra.”

She smiled and left him to his thoughts.
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Chapter Six  
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Though he slept, it was not restful. First came the endless tumbling. Then when the world outside stopped spinning, the creature came and settled on top of the car. Its horrid face and hungry maw pressed against the windows, straining to get in. He screamed and tried to scamper away but there was only so much space. The beast locked eyes with Jeremy, rocked the car, and sent it spiraling downward.

A ball of light appeared near the side window, and the face of a young woman looked in at him. “Help me!” he cried, but the woman glanced behind her, took on an expression of sheer terror, and vanished. Soon, the creature was there again, clawing wildly at the car and swatting it back and forth like a ball between its mighty paws.

The car split open, leaving him unprotected. As the beast’s yawning, dripping maw reached toward him, Jeremy screamed.

Light filtered through his lids and someone shook him gently. “Mr. Kline? Mr. Kline, wake up.”

His eyes fluttered open. He lifted his arms across his face as a last defense against the creature. A bright flash behind his eyes blinded him and sent shards of pain through his body. He was no longer in the creature’s grasp. 

A voice reached him. “Jenny. My God, Jenny, are you all right?”

“He was having a nightmare.”

A nightmare? He fought to open his eyes, but the pain enveloping his head would not allow it. As the pain
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