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        Strange Neighbors. Hidden Desires. Small Town Charm. 

        

        Come stay awhile …
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      This was where he had told me about my first mission. Right here, seated on this bench, turned toward one of the sides of the square, gazing up at the tall, majestic willow tree.

      “You’re ready,” he had said.

      I had been fourteen.

      Now, nine years later, I was again on this bench—alone this time—giving myself a pep talk about what I had to do.

      “I’m ready,” I told myself in a low voice.

      But was I?

      This would probably be the most difficult mission of my entire life.

      Movement to my right caught my attention, and I snapped my head in that direction. Across the street, Mrs. Ackerman walked her ugly dog. She stopped at the bookstore’s window, gazed inside for a moment, then kept on her daily trek.

      “There you are.” Aidan’s voice came from somewhere behind me. He walked around the bench and sat down beside me. “Here,” he said, offering me a to-go coffee cup from the Urban Grind.

      I took the cup from him. “Thanks.”

      We both looked at the tree while we sipped our coffee.

      “How are you doing?” he finally asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      The rage from last night withered my strength, and all that was left behind was a cold numbness.

      He put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “I’m here for you. We are all here for you. You know that, right?”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      But he wasn’t. Not anymore.

      “Nathan told me you were on your way to USC.”

      “I was,” I confessed. “I am. I just had to make a quick stop first.”

      “Quick. How long have you been sitting here?”

      I glanced at my cell phone. Shit. “Over an hour.”

      “Hm. So, are you going to USC or not?”

      I sighed. “I have to. I need to tell her myself.”

      “I know.” He nodded. “And are you ready for that?”

      You’re ready …

      “It doesn’t matter if I am. I have to do it.”

      Aidan didn’t say anything, and I was glad. He knew how hard it was for me to admit my feelings, and since last night I couldn’t deal with any feelings right now.

      We remained seated side by side for a few more minutes, drinking our coffees and looking at the tree. Every few minutes, someone we knew walked by and greeted us with smiles. Nobody here knew yet. And they wouldn’t, not until I told her.

      Aidan’s cell phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and glanced at it. “It’s Douglas. Hey, what’s up?” he answered the call. “Hm, okay.” He paused, listening to Douglas. “Okay. I’ll be right there.”

      He ended the call and lowered the phone.

      “Something wrong?”

      He stood. “No. He just needs help setting up some things.”

      “Isaac’s things?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” He frowned at me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I will be.”

      He sighed. “All right. I have to go, but if you need anything, let me know.”

      “I will.”

      “And good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I would certainly need it.

      

      
        TESSA

      

      

      Damn. I was going to be late.

      I shoved my feet inside my boots, grabbed my tote from the chair at my desk, and hurried from my dorm. I rarely slept in on weekdays, so I wouldn’t be late for my classes. But I had insisted on taking three classes instead of only one during the summer semester, so now my days were packed and I always felt exhausted.

      As I rushed from my building, I glanced at my phone’s screen. Damn. I only had ten minutes to get to class, and I still had to walk halfway across the damn campus.

      I hurried my steps.

      My phone vibrated in my hand. I glanced at it again and groaned at seeing the word Mom flashing on the screen.

      “Crap,” I muttered before answering the phone. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Good morning, Tessa,” she said in a tone too chirpy for so early in the morning. “Did I wake you up, dear?”

      “Nope. I’m walking to class right now.”

      “Oh, good. I’ll make it quick then.” And by that, she meant instead of talking to me for over an hour, she would try to keep it to forty minutes. Crap. “I talked to Marjorie, as you asked, and figured out something for you to give her.”

      I smiled. Marjorie was my half-sister, and her twelfth birthday was coming up this weekend. I planned to go home so we could all celebrate together. Since I wanted my gift for her to be a surprise, I had asked Mom to find out what she wanted.

      “What is it?” Being tight on time, I entered the bookstore in the student center, deciding to cut through it instead of walking around the building. “What does she want?”

      “A cheerleader outfit from your school.”

      “W-what?” I halted in the middle of the bookstore and almost bumped into a girl who was browsing books around a tall shelf. “Sorry,” I mouthed at the girl. I resumed walking, hurrying my steps even more.

      “Yes.” I could see my mom pressing her lips together, trying to contain her disdain. “She’s into cheerleading now. She has two weeks of cheerleading summer camp starting next week, and she wants to wear something special. During a conversation, she mentioned that the cheerleaders from USC have the coolest outfits.”

      I pushed the bookstore’s door open and exited into the center courtyard. “You mean the sluttiest.”

      “Tessa!” My mother cleared her throat. “Anyway, that’s what I found out.”

      “And you would be okay if I gave her a micro skirt and a cropped top?”

      “Not really,” she confessed. “Maybe give her a picture of them? Or just the pompoms? I don’t know. I gave you a tip. Now you make do with that.”

      I shook my head. “All right, Mom, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” She paused. “And how are you doing?”

      I sighed. My mother always asked me that. Even when she didn’t call, she texted me at least twice a day to make sure I was okay. Since she married Paul fourteen years ago and had Marjorie and Melissa, she had been trying to give me more attention. She always emphasized I was an important part of the family, even if Paul wasn’t my real father and the girls were only my half-sisters. I appreciated her concern, but she would never truly know how I felt. To be honest, not even I knew. However, I did know I wasn’t really part of that family, and when I moved away for college a year ago, I confirmed that. I left and nothing changed. They didn’t need me. They didn’t even miss me.

      “I’m fine, Mom.” I rounded a corner and the science building came into view. “I need to go. My class is starting soon, and I don’t want to be late.”

      “Of course,” she said, and I pretended I didn’t hear the hurt in her voice. “Of course. Hm, text me later, okay?”

      “I will. Bye.”

      I turned off the call and shoved my phone inside my jacket’s pocket. Crap. I had only two more minutes to enter the damn building and get to the fourth floor.

      I climbed the front stairs leading up to the doors two by two, and after a few steps over the wide landing, reached for the doorknob.

      “Tessa.”

      My hand froze. I froze.

      “Hey, get out of the way,” someone said, shoving past me to open the door and get inside the building.

      Slowly, I turned around and sucked in a sharp breath.

      Landon stood at the base of the stairs, his eyes on me and his hands shoved inside his jeans pockets.

      Damn. He was even more handsome—and hotter—than I remembered. When he was a teenager, Landon had worn his light brown hair past his shoulder, and I couldn’t decide what was sexier: when he left it down, or when he pulled the strands into a ponytail on his nape. But for the last few years, he had cut it short on the side and a couple of inches longer on top, just enough to touch his bright eyes. The new cut emphasized his chiseled jaw, wide shoulders, and overall tall, strong frame.

      Since my father had taken him in when he was ten years old, and I had been seven, I had hated him with every fiber of my being, but I could never, ever deny that he was too handsome for his own good.

      And, from the lopsided grin he always offered to me, I was sure he knew that.

      He didn’t carry that lopsided grin now. In fact, his full lips were set into a thin line. A knot formed between his thick eyebrows, and his always-amused hazel eyes now stared at me as if he had committed a crime and was here to confess.

      Landon took two steps up the stairs. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I considered being civil and polite by asking him how he was and how things were going, but I didn’t have that kind of patience. Not with him, not with my father. I walked to the edge of the stairs. “So, why are you here? Is my father in town, and he wants to have dinner with me? Oh, wait, dinner is too long for him. A coffee from some sidewalk vendor while you two go over clues of your latest investigation?”

      Landon flinched but didn’t break the stare. “I’m here because I need to tell you something.” I hated how even his voice was, rough and deep. It went too well with his entire package. Shame he was my father’s adopted son, and I hated him for that.

      “Then tell me.”

      Landon ran a hand through his hair, pushing the strands back, but a moment later, they were in his eyes again. He climbed the rest of the stairs and towered over me. “You better sit down.” He jerked his chin to a wooden bench a few feet to the side.

      I crossed my arms. “I’m fine like this.”

      He groaned and caught my elbow. “Then at least, let’s get out of the way.” He pulled me to the side, so we weren’t standing right in the middle of the building’s entrance while students and professors walked past. He fixed those eyes on mine. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?”

      “Landon …” I sighed.

      “You’ve been warned,” he said, his voice hard. “Isaac was working a case this past month and …”

      He paused, making my patience spike. “Spit it out.”

      He let out a long breath. “Your father was killed.”

      My heart seized. I took a large step back and fell on the bench. It couldn’t be. My father was one of the best, if not the best out there. He had been in the business since he was born. He knew all there was to know.

      “W-what? How?”

      Landon shook his head. “The details don’t matter.”

      I glared at him. “It matters to me.”

      He held my deadly stare. “We were played. We didn’t know what it was. I still don’t. I just know it was playing with us.”

      “It,” I whispered. “So, he was killed by a …” I sucked in a deep breath.

      Landon nodded. “Yeah. Your father was killed by a demon.”
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      I didn’t know what I expected from her, but seeing her shock wasn’t on the list.

      Tessa was too calm, too quiet, while she rummaged through her tiny armoire and grabbed a few clothing items. She placed them on the bed, where she folded them, and then arranged the pieces inside her duffel bag.

      Although the funeral wasn’t until tomorrow, I had asked her to come with me to Willow Harbor this morning. Our lawyer wanted to talk to her about Isaac’s will. At first she had muttered something about her classes, then about a birthday party next weekend. But the next second, she was on her feet, marching across campus and into her small dorm room.

      “Tessa, you’re scaring me,” I said, watching from beside the door as she snatched a toiletry bag from her dresser. “You’re acting weird.”

      She turned those icy blue eyes to me. “You don’t know me. How can you tell I’m acting weird?”

      I nodded. True. I didn’t really know her, though I knew all about her. “It’s okay to slow down and let it sink in, you know.”

      Her brows furrowed as if she didn’t understand what I was saying. Another sign of her shock.

      Her phone dinged and she reached for it from the nightstand, but her hand froze halfway to it. The drawer underneath was half open and, slowly, Tessa opened it all the way and picked up an old picture of her with her father when she was probably about three years old. One of the few pictures of them together.

      Tessa dropped the picture as if it had burned her and turned to the window.

      After a long stretch of silence, she said, “I’m sorry.” Her voice was like silk enveloping me, and I pushed it away. I didn’t want apologies or sympathies, especially not from her. “I know he was a father to you. To be honest, I think he was more your father than mine.”

      I suppressed a groan. Shit, it was hard looking at her right now. At the beautiful girl standing by the window.

      Tessa, wearing jeans and a pretty blouse that showed slight cleavage, leaned against the window frame and staring at the perfect yard outside. The sun streaming through the window illuminated her fair skin and her blue eyes; it made her blond hair shine like gold.

      I would never forget the first time I met her. After hearing so much about her from Isaac, I was nervous about getting to know the girl who held his heart. Even though he only saw her once a year, or less if he could hang on, he loved her more than anything in life. Including me.

      Eight years ago. I had been fifteen and she had been twelve. As their meetings usually went, Isaac was working on a case near the town she and her mother had moved to, and he had decided to stop to take her out for ice cream.

      Isaac parked his 1969 Mustang in front of her house, and there she was. The sun shone on her, and she looked like an angel with her golden hair down and big blue eyes. She was wearing a charming blue dress and white sandals. She had a big smile on her face—until she saw me in the passenger’s seat.

      Her grin became a frown.

      Isaac went to meet her on the front porch. I couldn’t make out the words, but she screamed at him as tears streamed down her face. That day she refused to go out with us.

      And Isaac never took me to see her again. We’d bumped into each other a couple of times over the years, mostly to her dismay.

      Back then she was this perfect thing Isaac had put on a pedestal and adored.

      Now? Now the cute little girl had grown up and become a beautiful woman. Despite her palpable hatred toward me, I couldn’t help but stare at her: at her enchanting face, her fascinating blue eyes, her silky hair, and her hot as sin body.

      I cleared my throat and focused on her face. “I’m sorry too,” I confessed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.”

      “I know you did all you could do,” she whispered.

      Did I? I fought with all I had, and then I fought some more. Still, the demon won.

      I cleared my throat. “Are you ready?”

      She turned that beautiful face to me. “I think so.”

      As if the dorm had caught fire, I opened the door and stepped out. “Then let’s go.”

      

      
        TESSA

      

      

      Willow Harbor was said to be a beautiful small beach town on the South Carolina coast. A safe haven of sorts. Although I had heard plenty about it from my father the few times he had ever visited me, I hadn’t been here in many, many years. Since I was a baby, actually. The town was new to me.

      I followed Landon’s sleek Mustang with my little Mazda down the main road leading into town. I slowed down as we passed through a beautiful entrance portico with an open gate—a big, heavy, wrought iron, beautiful gate.

      Welcome to Willow Harbor, it read.

      Instead of heading deeper into town, Landon turned right, onto a narrow, winding road flanked by tall trees. About half a mile later, Landon stopped his car in front of another pair of big wrought gates—but these were closed. Almost instantly the gates opened, letting us in. I followed him in my car another half mile down the same tree-covered winding road, until it opened into a wide curved driveway with a big fountain in the center and a huge gray stone manor just beyond. It looked straight out of a Hollywood movie with its three imposing stories, dark green roof, octagonal turrets, small windows, and stone steps.

      I followed Landon past the curved road and into a hidden parking lot. Surprisingly, no other cars were here. Then, I saw the ramp at the end of the lot, and I could bet there was a big garage underneath the manor.

      Landon parked in a center spot, and I parked beside him.

      I exited my car, staring at the manor beside us. I had been here before, but I had never seen it as an adult.

      “You don’t remember this place, do you?” Landon said, approaching me.

      I shook my head. “I was told I was born here, though, before—” I cut my words off. I was sure he knew the story. I didn’t need to repeat it. Even thinking about it, about how my mother and I were practically pushed out the door right after my birth, hurt too much.

      Landon grabbed my duffel bag from inside my car. “Come on.” He jerked his chin toward the manor. “The lawyer is probably waiting.”

      He led me down a side path, toward the front of the manor. We climbed up the elegant stone steps and halted in front of the double brown doors. Landon punched in a few numbers in the automatic key lock, a soft click resonated, and then he turned the knob and pushed the door open.

      The place was even more imposing, beautiful, rustic, and dark on the inside.

      Dark hardwood floors and wood paneling covered the walls. Two wide staircases sprouted from above the door and wound down the sides of the foyer. A colored mosaic of glass windows provided light from above the stairs. A chandelier with brushed golden details and fake candles hung from the slanted white ceiling, filling the space above the foyer. A fireplace was on the other side of the entrance. Two archways opened on either side of the fireplace, leading to what looked like a fancy living room. The Sanctum coat of arms—a big shield made of dark wood, with a closed fist drawn in the center, and the small number seven tattooed on the wrist—hung above the fireplace.

      “Miss Ford.” A short man with graying hair appeared at the top of the winding stairs. He rushed down and met us on the first floor. “I’m Douglas Ward. Welcome to our house.”

      Douglas Ward. My father had mentioned him before. He had been Isaac’s best friend and closest hunting partner.

      “Please, call me Tessa,” I said, still trying to wrap my mind around everything.

      “Has the lawyer arrived?” Landon asked Douglas.

      Douglas’s lips pressed into a thin line. “He just called. He had an urgent appointment and won’t be able to make it today. Or the rest of the week. He’ll call soon to let us know when he’ll be able to come.”

      “Shit,” Landon muttered.

      “I can come back tomorrow,” I said.

      “It’s such a long way,” Douglas said. “Why don’t you stay here tonight?”

      My brows furrowed. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I can go to a hotel.”

      “You should stay here,” Landon said, his tone firm. Resolute. He turned to the stairs. “Let’s get you settled then.”

      I followed him up the stairs to the second floor. At the landing, he turned to me with a frown.

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      “Would you like to stay in your father’s bedroom, or a guest bedroom?”

      My throat seized. I couldn’t imagine lying down to sleep in the same bed my father had slept for years. I slowly shook my head. “A guest bedroom, please. But, I would like to see his room.”

      Nodding, Landon turned right into the wide hallway. He pointed to the first door on the left as he walked past it. “This will be your bedroom.” He kept going to the end of the corridor, and then halted between two wooden doors before a thin, long window. He glanced to the door on the left. “This one is my room.” Then he opened the door on the right. “And this one is Isaac’s room.”

      I stared at the dark room, not moving an inch. “This is so weird,” I whispered, so low I wasn’t sure Landon had heard me.

      He cleared his throat. “Since the lawyer isn’t coming today, there’s nothing to do until the funeral tomorrow.” I flinched at the word funeral. My mind was still in limbo, and I hadn’t processed the idea of a funeral, much less that I would be attending one. “Take your time. I’ll put your bag in your bedroom. If you need anything, I’ll be in the office downstairs.”

      Then he marched away. I watched as he paused at the guest bedroom, went in, and came back out ten seconds later, sans bag. Without looking back, he closed the door and went down the stairs.

      I stared at the open door and the darkness behind it.

      Gulping, I stepped forward and reached for the light switch. Yellowish light inundated the large room. I was surprised by what I found, and not because of the decorations. The dark furniture, the hardwood floors, and the thick brown curtains gave the room the same heaviness as the rest of the manor. I was surprised it was more than a bedroom. The door opened to a small sitting room with dark blue velvet couches. To the left, a small square dining table for four took over the space. To the right, stood a king-sized wooden bed, two nightstands, tall dressers, and two armchairs.

      I meandered into the room and tried to spot any personal items, a thingamabob or a knickknack that would tell me more about my father. However, the suite was as pristine and plain as a hotel room. No portraits, no nondescript decoration items, no notebook, not even a tablet or computer.

      I sat down on the couch, suddenly feeling as heavy as the suite and the manor.

      And just like that, the tears assaulted me. I started crying for a man I barely knew.
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      The funeral had been a whirlwind. We had returned an hour or two ago, and I couldn’t recall any major details. Maybe Landon was right and I was still in shock. Or maybe I didn’t want to commit such a terrible day to memory.

      Last night, I was able to recover from my shock long enough to call my mother and tell her what happened. She didn’t respond for a long time. I thought she had fainted, or the call had disconnected. Clearly crying, she said she didn’t want to come for the funeral, which was a little shock too. I understood he hurt her—me too—but she should have had been here for me. At least, I had wanted her to come for me.

      I didn’t force it. As usual, she was living her life with her family, and I was left to fend for myself.

      After talking to her, but before the shock overtook me again, I sent an email to my professors, letting them know what happened. Thankfully, they were nice about it and told me not to worry about my absences right now. They promised to send me emails with class notes and homework so I wouldn’t be too far behind when I came back. Which I hoped was soon.

      For now, I mingled around the house, staying in the corners of the living room, just watching as the manor residents welcomed the townspeople and thanked them for their condolences. I wondered if the townspeople knew what they were, what they did.

      Like my father and Landon, everyone who lived in this manor worked together—as demon hunters.

      My mother had never hidden it from me. In fact, when it was only the two of us, she would tell me stories about demons that terrorized people and the handsome men who came to their rescue. The stories were filled with magic and romance. I knew she embellished them a little—okay, a lot—but it was one thing to know it was true. It was another thing to be here, among said hunters, gazing upon their fortress and hearing whispers of cases here and there.

      Aidan appeared by my side, a glass of wine in his hand. “I thought you would like something to drink.”

      “Hm.” I glanced at the glass. “You know I’m twenty, right?”

      He shrugged. “Nobody will care.” He pulled the glass back. “Unless you don’t drink.”

      I wasn’t much of a drinker, but I could use a bit of alcohol in my veins right now. I took the glass from him. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He stood beside me, watching the people walking around the living room. “Are you doing okay? I mean, not really okay, but—”

      “I’m okay,” I said with a small smile. An older couple walked by us, greeting us with such sadness in their eyes. “Does everyone in town know what you guys are, what you do?”

      “Not everyone, but most,” Aidan said. “Willow Harbor is a safe place for lots of supernatural beings.”

      I glanced at him. “I thought you guys hunted supernatural beings.”

      “The bad ones. Like humans, supernaturals are also good or bad. Or somewhere in between.”

      “So you’re like the police force of the supernatural world?”

      He smiled, probably thinking my lack of knowledge was amusing. “Something like that.”

      On the other side of the room, Landon shook hands with a man, nodded once, then walked through an archway. I stared at his back until it disappeared into the dark hallway.

      “Excuse me,” I said to Aidan as I let my feet take me wherever it wanted to go.

      I weaved through the crowd until a short woman with a huge black hat and too much makeup stepped in my way.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, darlin’,” the woman said in a fragile voice. Her gaze on me was unfocused.

      Douglas appeared beside me. “Tessa, this is Mrs. Ackerman.”

      “Thank you,” I said, wishing I knew what else I could say at a time like this.

      Douglas leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “She’s nearly blind and nosy.”

      I turned to him. “Is she a supernatural?”

      He nodded. “A shifter.”

      “Your daddy was such a great man,” the woman said with a wide smile. “Bless his heart, always ready to help our community.”

      I forced a smile. “I’m glad.” I glanced to the dark hallway just within reach and sighed. “I … if you’ll excuse me.”

      She blinked at me, as if trying to see me better. “Of course, darlin’.” Douglas put a hand on her upper back and steered her toward some other people standing in the room.

      Sighing in relief, I continued my trek.

      Not one second later, I heard someone saying, “I didn’t know Isaac had a daughter.”

      Apparently, neither did he.

      That was harsh. He knew he had a daughter. He even came to see her once a year, but I never understood why. With the way he pushed my mother and me away and stayed away from us, I didn’t even know why he bothered.

      This wasn’t the time to be mad at him about that. This was the time for me to make peace with the past and let him go.

      Those thoughts aside, my feet took me across the living room, through the archway, into the dark hallway. At the end, a door was open and light streamed into the corridor.

      I inched closer and spied inside.

      

      
        LANDON

      

      

      I was done with this shitty day. Actually, I was done with this entire week. And it was only Wednesday.

      Letting out a long breath, I poured scotch into a glass. This was my second one. Or third? I had lost count.

      Despite knowing the perils of this job, of living them every day, I never thought I would go through this again. I never thought I would
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