

    
            Chapter One: Going Home 





			There’s supposed to be something magical or romantic about going home again. Especially at Christmas. It’s a permanent painting in the back of my mind with snow falling, lights dancing from house to house in various sizes and colors. The decorated trees in the yards, in the windows, and in every community space are a comfort that buries itself deep in the heart. The lyrical way writers and musicians describe this time of year gives it an aura that transcends our basic lives and gives us a few shining moments each year to be better people. People who sing, people who give, people who love.

			Then there are the ones who just happen to be going home to the same old shit they’ve always known home to be. The ones going through the yearly motions with a cloud of humbug hanging above them.

			That’s me. I’m the same old shit.

			I’m a little earlier this year than usual, which will make it damn near impossible to avoid every soul in town. Typically, I’d be driving quietly into my small Iowa hometown just past midnight on the twenty-fourth without a single person aware of my arrival, then back on the road for Minneapolis the evening of the twenty-fifth before my brother could even breathe a word of my presence to anyone in Maple Park.

			This year, it’s different. I’m heading home early because Grandma died.

			Less than a month before Christmas.

			I pop my neck to the side to try to release some pent-up tension, knowing I will be forced to not only see everybody I have been so adamantly avoiding for almost twenty years but also interact with them. It’s not that I hate anyone from Maple Park, it’s just a small town, so they’re curious. Or nosy. I was lucky enough to have made a name for myself outside of the sleepy town when I published some books and made some money. Of course, this wasn’t until I left in a dramatic fashion the summer after I graduated high school.

			The mantra of “everybody knows” is common in a town this size. Everybody knows I lost both my parents. Everybody knows I had my heart broken. Everybody knows I quit my college basketball team. Everybody knows I am a published author. The avoidance has really been me trying to dodge questions. I don’t want to talk about my parents or the girl who dumped me, and I certainly don’t want to discuss my lackluster basketball career. As my visits became shorter and further apart through the years, I fell away from talking to anyone except for my grandmother during our weekly phone call. The longer I evaded coming home, the more awkward it became for me. Something I am dwelling on alone, as my grandma said a few times. She always claimed it was something I was building up in my mind.

			Now everybody knows my grandmother has died. And by extension, everybody knows I’m coming home for her funeral.

			My brother, a man over forty still living in Grandma’s basement, insisted he needed me to come home as soon as possible, just in case something unforeseen popped up. I honestly think he’s scared to be in the house alone. Tommy and I haven’t been close for years, but somewhere in my heart, I found a little sympathy for him and agreed to come as quickly as I could. “Quickly” turned out to be four days later. For some reason, I couldn’t get myself to commit to coming home any earlier. I know it would have disappointed Grandma, and it sits like a weight in my already heavy heart.

			When Mom lost custody of Tommy and me, Grandma didn’t even flirt with the idea of us going anywhere else. It couldn’t have been easy to take in two kids at her age, but she did it with grace. Our lives were turned upside down in a home with boundaries, rules, and expectations. I’m not thrilled that my mother is a former addict and alcoholic, but her final straw with the law was the best thing that ever happened to my brother and me. Grandma was more than a grandmother. She was everything, including the reason I had enough courage to follow my passion, even if it meant leaving her and Tommy behind after my heart was broken. Her unwavering support kept me pushing forward with my writing until something clicked.

			My grip tightens on the steering wheel. The fact that she’s actually gone doesn’t seem real. I’ve never come home and not been greeted by a portly woman with white hair. For the first time since hearing the news, I’m actually craving the feeling of being engulfed by her large arms and overwhelmed with the smell of the lilac lotion she loved so much.

			I suck in a deep breath through my nose and release it slowly, allowing my eyes to drift shut for just a moment. I try to remember the smell. To recreate it. I feel the vehicle drift slightly and open my eyes.

			The autopsy said her heart gave out while she slept. They told Tommy she probably didn’t feel it. “Died peacefully in her sleep” is what the obituary reads. I’ve never given any thought to it, but is dying peacefully even possible? Isn’t there some awareness and panic?

			My thoughts are interrupted as the town welcome sign comes into view. A smattering of Christmas lights illuminates the dark sky, and a sense of ease washes over me at the sight. Going home feels safe, even when I don’t want it to.

			As I pull past the city park full of maple trees, I do a quick check of the clock on the dashboard. Winter makes for early nights, but it’s barely past eight o’clock as I turn down Main Street and take the familiar path to my childhood home where Tommy is waiting. There are already signs on nearly every light pole and street sign advertising this year’s Santa Day festivities. A pang shoots through my chest. Grandma loved Santa Day. It was her favorite part of the Christmas season.

			I park in front of the house, not even attempting to hide my vehicle because there’s no point. I allow myself another moment to process all this and lay my head on the steering wheel after turning the car off. The heat in the car dissipates almost immediately, and I start to shiver. A coat would have been a great choice. Of all the things to forget in Minneapolis, I forgot my winter coat in the first week of December. I rub my arms and sigh before practically throwing the door open. I grab the duffel from the back seat and sprint up the front steps to the door with my bag slung over my shoulder.

			I’m barely over the threshold when a booming voice makes me jump out of my skin. “Why were you sitting in the car?” Tommy asks before the front door is even closed.

			“Jesus, Tommy.” I jump and grab my chest, briefly wondering if my body actually hit the ceiling as fast as my stomach dropped to my ass. “Why were you standing there watching me?” I pant and attempt to regain my equilibrium.

			“I was waiting for you. I have to tell you something.” He runs his hands nervously through his shaggy blond hair and scratches at the stubble on his cheeks, which I notice has a tint of gray in it now. I’m not sure when we got so old. It feels like it was just a few years ago I packed my car and left town for good, but now I’m pushing thirty-nine, and Tommy is forty-one. I suppose it makes sense Grandma died, considering our ages. If only math could explain to my heart why it hurts so bad.

			Tommy continues to dance from one foot to the other.

			“Tommy. Stop. What is it?”

			He halts, and his blue eyes finally meet mine. Sometimes, it feels like looking in a mirror. We look so much alike that it’s unnerving. I’ve always worn my hair to at least shoulder length, just so we wouldn’t get mistaken as the same person. Tommy’s stubble helps. Grandma told me during one of our phone calls it was something he started after turning forty. He’s embracing his age, she said.

			“Look,” he starts, “I know we have a lot to do this week, and there’s going to be a lot of running around, but don’t be surprised if you see a couple women here.”

			“I couldn’t care less about your girlfriends.” I stomp some snow off my boots and kick them to the side rug. “Are there extra coats in the closet? I forgot mine.”

			“It’s not like that with the women. Not anymore,” he continues as I push past him and head toward the stairs and to my old bedroom. “And I’m sure something in the closet will work.”

			The house feels empty without Grandma’s presence, and Tommy is already immensely more annoying without her as a buffer. I catch a glimpse of the decorated tree in the living room. Grandma probably had it up the day after Thanksgiving. The rest of the house is decorated, too. Garland, glass figurines, and endless pictures of Santa Claus replacing the landscapes that adorn the walls the rest of the year. I don’t have to see them to know that two interpretive drawings of the North Pole are hung on the refrigerator with Grinch magnets, courtesy of Tommy and me in 1996.

			“Eli, wait, I need to explain.” Tommy follows me up the stairs, taking two at a time to catch up.

			I throw my bag to the side of the room and flop on my old bed. The clean sheets are folded and placed neatly at the end. My throat tightens. Grandma had washed and folded the sheets for me this far before Christmas? I sit back up. “How did it happen? With Grandma?”

			He stops in the doorway, his mouth agape like he was about to say something else before my question. “What do you mean?”

			“Like, did you find her?” It burns as I swallow and try to keep the tears at bay.

			He hesitates. “Well, yeah.” He takes a deep breath and lets the air out slowly. I can tell he’s hurting. We used to be inseparable. We only had each other to rely on after Dad died and Mom spiraled. Nobody understood what we went through except us. When we drifted apart, it hurt Grandma. She wanted us to stay close so we always had someone to fall back on.

			But we grew in separate directions. I left for college, and he stayed. I got a publisher in the city, and he got a job doing lawn care. I closed myself off from the people in my past, and Tommy had a lot of sex. Both very unsafe behaviors, but at least neither of us used our addictive personalities for alcohol or pills. Our shared childhood trauma could have easily spun us in that direction, but Grandma managed to keep us on a somewhat straight path.

			“Where?” I ask.

			“In her bed.” He frowns.

			“How did she look?”

			“Jesus, Eli, why are you being so morbid?” He steps farther into my room and sits at the empty desk in the corner.

			“Did she look at peace? Like maybe she was okay with it?” The thought of her in pain or having any kind of emotions tied to her death is making the guilt of not being here so much worse.

			“I don’t know. I guess?” He scratches at his chin again. “She looked dead, E. What do you want me to say?”

			I want him to tell me she felt no pain and left this world knowing she’d had a good life. I want her to have felt at peace. There was a time when Tommy would have known what I needed to hear. Not anymore. I wonder if this is the last Christmas we’ll spend together now that our link is gone. “Nothing. Never mind.” I dismiss it with a wave. “What were you saying?”

			He sits a little straighter and puffs his chest. “I’m going to be a dad.”

			I would have been less shocked to hear he’s growing a second head. My mouth falls open, and nothing comes out with the first try. In my mind, I’m reeling. I always figured we were too messed up by our own parents to ever be ones ourselves. And as our ages climbed, it just seemed less and less likely. “Okay.” I draw out the word. “Explain.”

			“Remember Angela Lee?” he asks, a smile on his face.

			“Not even a little.”

			“Oh, come on. You were in the play together your senior year. She had powder in her hair so she could play your mother.” He bounces in his seat.

			I blink a few times, still shocked he’s going to be a dad but even more so at how excited he seems. “You got Old Angie pregnant?”

			“Yes,” he says excitedly. “We were seeing each other kind of casually, and well, I’m going to be a dad.” He claps his hands.

			“Awesome.” I nod along. “And congrats, I can tell you’re excited.”

			“Nervous, mostly. And there’s more.” He clears his throat. “I cheated on Angie with Tara Matthews before I knew she was pregnant. Remember her? Tara?”

			I rub my forehead. There’s the lying, cheating, playboy brother I remember. “Yeah.” I sigh. “We played ball together, you know that.” I’m fully expecting this story to turn into something about how he’s going to have no custody and have to pay child support so he needs money or something. “So Angie is pissed at you and—”

			“Oh, yes,” he quickly interrupts. “They both are.”

			“Well, of course they are, you dumbass. Having multiple girlfriends has consequences.” I can’t feign excitement any longer. He’s going to be a father, and it’s like he never learned how to be an adult first.

			“I already got a lecture from Grandma. I don’t need one from you.” His tone shifts to condescending.

			My heart sinks. “Grandma knew?”

			His eyes fall to the floor. “Yeah, she knew about both of them.”

			“Angie and Tara?”

			“No, both babies. You didn’t let me finish.”

			I can literally feel my eyes bulge as he quickly explains how he got both women pregnant in the same month last spring. They’re both due before Christmas and are both having a boy.

			“Tom—” I stop. I can’t even formulate words. “What the hell? You couldn’t call anytime in the last how many months and tell me I’m going to be an aunt? Twice? Why didn’t Grandma tell me?”

			“She said it was my thing to tell. And I don’t know. We don’t really talk. It’s not like you’d come home to see the babies or anything. I figured you’d just see them at Christmas.”

			The reality of how far apart he and I have fallen settles over the room like a weighted blanket, and it’s suffocating. He taught me to ride a bike. He supported me more than our own mother in literally everything. He never missed a single one of my plays, basketball games, or concerts. I went to every single cross-country meet he ran in from seventh grade on. I used to run around within the course like the parents and coaches, cheering him on at every opportunity.

			And now he didn’t even bother to tell me he’s going to be a dad. He’s obviously had a hellish year, and I was none the wiser. I swallow hard. “Was Grandma excited? About the babies?”

			His eyes well up. “Yeah. Yeah, she was.”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t know.” The confession falls past my lips before I can stop it.

			It takes him by surprise, too, if his frown is any indication. “How could you? I didn’t tell you.”

			I sigh. “I’m going to unpack. I’ll come down so we can discuss tomorrow in a bit.”

			He nods solemnly and leaves without a response.

			I stay on the bed and look around. Grandma left everything the way it was when I was in high school. Old pictures of friends line the mirror over my dresser, and my basketball jersey and shoes sit in a shadow box collecting dust in a corner. Even the Neve Campbell poster I hung up in sixth grade remains attached to the wall above my nightstand. My eyes land on the framed picture that has been lying facedown next to my lamp for almost twenty years. I know Grandma cleaned my room weekly. She would dust under the picture and then place it back where I’d left it. In all the times I’ve visited, I’ve never bothered to lift it or move it.

			Avoiding the picture, I observe the rose-colored walls I once loved. I picked out the color myself, and at the time, it felt like the coolest thing Grandma ever let me do. But now, it doesn’t really match my personality anymore. Things change, people grow, and my bedroom could use some new paint.

			Maybe even a new picture on the nightstand.

			I wiggle my fingers above the back of the frame, daring myself to glance under it and look back in time at the faces of two girls about to fall in love at seventeen.

			I roll my fingers into a fist and pull my arm close to my chest.

			Not yet.






Excerpt from The Stone River Series by Eli Thomas 

			Book One: The Curse

			Not much could shake up Joey. Working as a school counselor for well over a decade had pretty much numbed all her inhibitions. But whenever Sidney, the mouthy school resource officer, invaded her space, Joey found herself unsteady. She had spent the better part of the last two years trying to convince herself that she was simply annoyed by the woman in uniform, and it had nothing at all to do with the fact that she was so desperately intrigued by her.

			Joey would typically be enjoying her time alone in the teachers’ lounge this far past the last bell, but with the recent vandalism, the missing teenager, and now the power surges, it’s not a surprise Sidney is patrolling the school this late in the day. Joey concludes she is probably hoping to overhear students talking about Mason or that he’ll magically appear and come back to a familiar place…like school.

			She shifts uncomfortably in her seat as Sidney strides past her to the refrigerator. Sidney clears her throat as she opens the door and looks inside. “You’re here kind of late, Campbell.”

			Joey mashes her lips together and debates if this is small talk or an interrogation since her niece, Abby, is Mason’s best friend, and Joey has been Abby’s legal guardian for years. Either way, not answering is making this silence suspicious and awkward. “I stay late most days, actually. I like to get caught up on work while Abby has her music lesson.” The awkward silence expands. Joey nervously bounces her knees. “I was looking through Mason’s file and the notes I’ve kept on him to see if anything might help.” She lays it all out there, hoping that’ll ease any suspicions Sidney may hold against her.

			Sidney takes a container out of the refrigerator and walks to the microwave. “And how’s that going for you?”

			“I’m not finding anything,” she answers honestly.

			“Yeah, nobody is. But you didn’t hear that from me.” She turns and smiles. “What are you having for dinner?” She motions to Joey’s container.

			“Oh.” She looks at the cold mush. “It’s leftover spaghetti, I think.”

			Sidney laughs. “You think?” The microwave beeps, and she removes her own food.

			The smell of fresh peppers pulls at Joey’s senses, and she sits up straighter. “Yours smells so good. What is it?”

			Sidney joins her at the table. “Fajita stir fry. Want to try some?”

			She does. She very much does, but she’s not going to admit that. “Oh, uh, no, thanks. I’m actually full from my possible spaghetti mush.”

			Sidney takes a dramatically large bite and then unleashes an exaggerated moan. “Now, that’s delicious. Too bad you’re so full.”

			Joey bites her bottom lip to keep from laughing. She can feel her cheeks warm while wondering if Sidney is actually flirting with her. It’s not out of the realm of possibility but highly unlikely, given she doesn’t know many people who are like herself, especially not in a small town like Stone River. She’s had to meet all her past girlfriends and lovers at the lone gay bar in the downtown area of the capital city. Even that’s a risk because she never knows when she may accidentally see a former student or parent. She’s done quite well keeping her sexuality a secret for nearly forty years and manages to dodge the “why aren’t you married” questions like a pro. She has high hopes for the future generations and that they’ll be more accepting, but in 1996, there’s still a reason to hide.

			She looks at Sidney for a moment too long and gets caught in the process. “Sorry,” she blurts.

			“Do I have food on my face?”

			“No, I was just spacing out. I’m sorry.” She looks at her watch and stands. “I need to go get Abby from her lesson. It was nice talking to you, Officer Cruz, and I’ll let you know if I find anything helpful on Mason.”

			Sidney nods, but Joey doesn’t miss the disappointment etched across her face. Now she wants to backtrack and stay with her a bit longer, but it’s too late. “It was nice having someone to talk to for a bit, so thank you, Joey.”

			Joey’s breath catches. Sidney has never used her first name before. They haven’t had very many interactions over the years but have always been aware of each other’s presence. This is new. Bold. “Uh, yeah,” Joey replies with a slight tremor in her voice. “Let’s do this again.”

			“I’d like that.” She smiles. “And you can call me Sidney.”

			Joey trips over her own feet trying to leave before Sidney can see her blush. She was definitely flirting.

			




Excerpt from The Stone River Series by Eli Thomas 

			Book Two: The Oracle

			The entity has an odd glow that illuminates the entire room in a purple hue. Joey takes a tentative step forward. Then another. The farther she gets into the facility, the clearer a shape comes into focus. Two more steps and she can make out that the entity is actually a woman.

			The woman crouches in the middle of the floor, and it’s clear her hands are restrained.

			“Hello?” Joey calls out nervously.

			The woman looks up and reveals deep yellow eyes. “Joey Abigail Campbell. Born 1960 to Paul and Alma Campbell. Named for her maternal grandfather. One sister, Mary. One niece, Abby, her namesake. High school counselor. Eleven lovers. Four relationships. Currently in love with Officer Si—”

			“Wait,” Joey cuts her off and holds up her hands in surrender. “Please, wait.” She knows Sidney is somewhere in this building that’s disguised as a cereal factory. She could be listening, for all Joey knows, and they haven’t said those words yet. The woman stares at her and tilts her head. “What are you?” Joey asks in a whisper.

			“A seer.”

			Realization floods Joey. This is tied to Mason’s disappearance two years ago. All of this. The seance, the town curse, the alleged witches. “Do you know where Mason is?”

			She nods.

			Joey feels oddly comforted by her presence. Her body is emanating warmth, and soft colors gently illuminate the air around her. “Where is he?”

			“Come closer, dear.”

			Joey hesitates. “Are you one of the witches?” She easily recalls how it was to be possessed by Gelica, and that’s not something she thinks she can survive twice.

			The seer nods. “I am, but I am not like the witch who controlled you.”

			Joey chances a step forward. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

			“I know that, Joey.”

			“Right, of course you do.” She stops just short. “What’s your name?”

			“My given name was Henrietta. My visionary name is Etta.” Etta motions to her restrained hands with a thrust of her chin. “I will help you find the boy who partook in the seance, but I need you to free me from this prison.”

			“How do I know I can trust you?”

			“Look inside yourself, Joey. I remind you of someone. Someone you trust. Someone who was mysterious yet loving. Someone who knew what was best for you, even when you didn’t want to hear it.”

			Joey takes another step. “My grandmother.”

			




Excerpt from The Stone River Series by Eli Thomas 

			Book One: The Curse

			Abby looks so much like Joey’s late sister it makes her blood freeze. Mary was a decent mother when Abby was a baby, but she fell away after her divorce was finalized. She was drinking too much and avoiding home too often.

			When she got sick, Mary asked Joey to take custody of Abby. Through endless tears and soft sobs, Mary apologized to Abby and held her tight. She told her that her Aunt Joey would take good care of her and to always trust that Joey had her best interests in mind.

			Joey and Abby were an odd pairing at first. They were both grieving, and neither of them knew how to exist together. Slowly, the twelve-year-old and the single, closeted woman in her thirties found a rhythm. It wasn’t quite a mother-daughter bond, but there was mutual respect and understanding.

			All of which makes the current situation more aggravating. Abby clearly knows something about what happened to Mason and may have even been with him that night. Joey recognizes that part of this may relate to typical teenage rebellion, but Abby is possibly endangering herself by staying quiet.

			It drives Joey to her breaking point. “Listen, I’m not putting up with this silent bullshit anymore. You heard what Officer Cruz asked, now answer the question, or you’re grounded.”

			“You can’t ground me,” Abby scoffs. “Nice try.”

			“I can, and I will. I already took the phone and TV out of your room this morning.”

			“You can’t do that!”

			“Then start talking.” Joey chances a look at Sidney, who appears to be biting her lip and trying not to laugh.

			“Fine,” Abby says through gritted teeth.

			Sidney clears her throat. “Abby, what happened in the cemetery that night?”

			Abby shakes her head, still defiant.

			Sidney pushes. “Was it something to do with Mason’s church?”

			“You mean his parents’ cult?”
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			Mason’s disappearance has never been fully solved. Although he communicates through various outlets—and his mother swears it’s truly him—he is still considered a missing person with a warrant out for his arrest. Some believe he’s dead; others believe he’s a criminal. Either way, he hasn’t been seen since the night of the seance.

			Joey managed to get all charges against Abby dismissed before she packed up her life, her niece, and her dignity, then skipped town. Having been possessed by the ancient witch, Gelica, changed and embarrassed her beyond repair. The things she did. The things she said. Joey is certain she’ll never be able to save face after that. And she is positive there is no way Sidney will ever forgive her.

			Sidney.

			The one reason she wanted to stay. She wanted so desperately to tell Sidney she was falling in love with her, but instead, she said good-bye.

			Joey glances at Abby in the seat next to her, then turns her eyes back to the road. Abby argued all morning that what they’re doing is reckless and stupid. “Why would we go back to the place that broke us both?” she asked this morning.

			Joey’s grip tightens on the steering wheel. She didn’t have an answer. She is really questioning her own sanity at this point. She had a dream, and the dream is telling her what to do. The town is pulling her back. Someone is trying to reach her, and she doesn’t know how else to explain it other than that. She knows Sidney will listen and understand…if she’s not still angry.

			Just past six a.m., exactly two years to the day of Mason’s disappearance, Joey and Abby are coming home.

			It’s eerie to see Stone River so quiet as the sun slowly peeks over the horizon. Joey can only recall the dread and chaos of when she left, including the look on Sidney’s face when she realized it was good-bye.

			She’s so nervous to see her again, Joey thinks she may actually have to pull over and throw up on the side of the road.

			Abby groans and stretches. “Are we there?”

			Joey sighs. “Yeah.” She lazily points at the large town sign sitting at the corner of Highway 15 and County Road F:

			 

			Welcome to Stone River

			Pop. 8,611

			A Place to Call Home!
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			Joey barely catches herself fast enough to brace against the stairway banister. Her hands can’t catch up with her mind, but they do manage to find purchase in Sidney’s hair that’s actually being worn down and loose for once. Joey pulls back for a millisecond to catch her breath and then surges forward again, kissing Sidney with everything she has. Her lips move, her tongue flicks and drags, her teeth nibble. Sidney releases the tiniest moan, and Joey’s knees almost give out on her.

			She can’t believe this is happening. After all the fantasizing about kissing Sidney and having convinced herself that Sidney is straight, it was Sidney who made the first move. The urgent kiss activated a wild, unabashed need inside Joey and set forth a manic make-out session that guided them through Joey’s empty house and toward the bedroom.

			Sidney pulls back and sucks in a breath like she’s about to say something. Joey’s immediate fears come to the forefront of her mind. “Is this okay?” She releases Sidney and moves back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

			“Don’t do that. I’m the one who kissed you first, remember?” Sidney steps forward and pulls Joey in by the waist.

			“Sorry, I just—”

			“I want you. I want this.”

			“You pulled away.”

			“To ask you if you wanted me to slow down.” Sidney laughs. “I was getting a little handsy and a lot turned on. I don’t want to overstep because—”

			“I don’t want to slow down.” Joey shakes her head and then realizes she interrupted an important part, “Oh shit, I’m sorry. Again. Goddamn it.” She brings her fist to her forehead. “I’m a mess. It’s been a while. I’m sorry.”

			Sidney softly shushes her before softly kissing her nose and lips. “Stop apologizing. You have nothing to apologize for. Please relax and know that this is something I want. I was saying I don’t want to go too fast because I have feelings for you. I don’t want to ruin it with a one-night stand.”

			Joey’s shoulders relax. She takes a steadying breath. “I want this, and I like you, too. No matter how far this goes tonight, I’m going to still want something tomorrow.”

			Sidney tightens her grip around Joey’s waist. “Good.”

			Joey holds eye contact, intoxicated by her. She wants her with every ounce of her being. She’s drawn to Sidney in a way she’s never been drawn to any of her other lovers or girlfriends. Sidney is someone special, someone who will have the ability to shatter her heart, mind, and body for better or worse. Anticipation fills Joey from her fingers to her toes as a thrill runs through her. She leans forward.

			“Kiss me again,” she demands. “Take me to the bedroom.”

			“Anything for you, baby,” Sidney practically purrs back.

			





    
            Chapter Ten: The Fight Before Christmas 





			There are easily five hundred photos of the boys on Santa’s lap before Tommy, Angie, Tara, Aracely, and I finally give another kid a chance. We grab the free snack bags from the back table and feign that they’re for the literal infants we brought with us. Aracely nudges me and makes a joke about stealing candy from a baby. Tommy swears he just wants the peanuts, but I catch him digging through one of the bags for a chocolate Santa.

			The boys aren’t big enough to play any of the games, and the holiday movie won’t keep their attention, so Angie and Tara offer to bring them to Grandma’s house after they go home, eat, nap, and do whatever else needs doing. Tommy stretches and attempts to hold back a yawn while agreeing. After the kids are gone, I can’t resist suggesting we go to BJ’s for the hors d’oeuvres and happy hour specials.

			Neither Aracely nor Tommy object to the idea. Once we load up our plates and order drinks at BJ’s, I spot Pete and his wife at a high-top table with plenty of empty seats. He happily waves us over. We’re all two drinks deep with full bellies when I do a quick check of my watch, and I’m flabbergasted to see it’s barely an hour into the afternoon. I’m definitely going to need a nap to sleep off this buzz before the
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			Abby practically tackles Joey in a hug when she finally sees her again. “I was so scared you were dead,” she says into Joey’s dirty, ripped, and bloody hooded sweatshirt.

			Joey squeezes her with all her might, which isn’t much at the moment. “As always, I appreciate your candor.”

			“Don’t ever do that again,” Abby mutters.

			“For the love of everything, I hope I never have the opportunity to do it again.” Joey laughs because at this point, there’s nothing else to do.

			Abby steps back and wipes her eyes and nose. “Where’s Officer Cruz?”

			Joey tosses her head in the direction of the broken-down squad car and the FBI circling around it. “She’s over there about to hand some people their own asses.”

			Abby looks and snorts. “Good. They need it.” She turns her focus back to Joey with a somber look. “Did you find out anything about Mason? Or the curse?”

			Joey sighs. “A lot, and at the same time, not enough. The seer was right about quite a bit, but the curse is still here, and Mason is still lost.”

			“How do you know?”

			Joey points in the distance at the River Hills. Abby gasps when she sees the black smoke billowing into the air. “Is Mason up there?” She takes a few steps away.

			Joey catches her by her arm. “No, he’s not. He’s not here, Abby. Not in this realm.”

			Abby nods like she understands, but Joey can tell there are still gaps in all this for her. “Can we stay here? Please? I don’t want to leave Stone River again. This is our home.”

			Joey pulls her in for another hug. “We’re staying. This isn’t over yet, and Sidney needs our help. Plus,” she pulls back and looks at Abby, “nothing beats the feeling of being close to home.”
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			Sidney steps forward to help secure Joey in her bulletproof vest. She yanks a little too hard on one of the straps. “Whoa, tiger. I need to be able to breathe.” Joey laughs.

			“Sorry, I’m just really glad you decided to wear it this time.” She leans in and kisses Joey’s cheek.

			“Yeah, I definitely don’t want to catch another bullet.” Joey presses her forehead to Sidney’s. “Or get possessed. Or break my collarbone.”

			Sidney snorts. “Better yet, maybe you should sit this one out.”

			“Never.” Joey swells with a pride she never knew existed. “I feel like this might be my calling. Part of my destiny or something.” She looks at Sidney, who doesn’t respond. “Never mind, it’s stupid.”

			Sidney cups her face, “Don’t do something silly or reckless just because you think this is your fate. I don’t want to do this life without you. Whether it stays wild and unpredictable or it gets quiet and boring, I just need you to be in it.”

			Joey links an arm around Sidney’s waist and uses the other to push her loose hair away from her face. “After this, it’s you and me, okay? I have some big plans for us.”

			“Oh really?”

			“Yeah, really. I love you, Sidney Cruz.” Joey kisses her but pulls back almost immediately, thinking better of it. “Actually, I’m in love with you.”

			“What’s the difference?” Sidney asks as she places a soft kiss on Joey’s jawline.

			“In love means I’m falling. And I just keep falling and falling deeper and deeper in love. It never stops. You’re it for me. You’re my great love.” Joey pulls Sidney into her for a tight hug.

			“Well, in that case, I’m in love with you, too, Joey Campbell.”

			“Falling and falling?”

			“Falling and falling forever, baby.”

			Joey leans back and kisses Sidney. “Great, now that that’s cleared up, let’s get in there.”

			“Are you two done grab-assing over there?” Rex calls from across the warehouse. He’s armed to the teeth, rearing and ready to go.

			“Anxious to get back to that old teaching job, Rex?” Sidney calls back.

			He takes a few steps toward them and laughs. “I would rather drag my head across the carpet until the skin burns off my face than go back into education.”

			“Jesus,” Sidney says. “Gross.”

			Joey looks past Rex and sees that everybody in their ragtag group is ready to go, including Abby. She’s not sure if they’re waiting for a speech or some direction, or are just ready to get to what they all hope is the final battle. She turns back to Sidney. “You ready?”

			“Ready.”
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