
  
    [image: Ashes of Fate]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      From USA Today bestselling author Apryl Baker . . . A single random act. One swerve of a car. In a blink, it’s all gone.

      Cora Hartwood lost everything in a single heartbeat, and she’s left with crushing guilt and dark thoughts that drive her to consider even darker ideas. She and her grandmother came to Havenwood Falls for a new start, to get away from the memories of the tragedy that took her family.

      Or so she thought.

      Her grandmother reveals that what happened to her family wasn’t an accident. They were murdered, and the two of them fled to Havenwood Falls and the safety it offered. The secrets of her family’s past are revealed, leaving Cora to question everything.

      Now she’s not only dealing with guilt, but she worries about becoming a victim to the same person who took her family from her. She’s scared and falling apart.

      Until she meets Reed Spencer.

      He seems to understand the dark place she’s in and brings a little light into her life. He’s the one person she can turn to, and he’s quickly becoming not only her friend, but something more.

      But she’s not as safe as she thinks, and it will take the magic of Havenwood Falls to save her.
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      CHARLESTON, SC

      “Cora!”

      Cora Hartwood ignored her best friend’s shout, instead focusing on the super cute Dracula sitting beside her. Seth Michaels had been flirting with her for three days and she’d finally worked up the courage to pull him into a semi-quiet corner of the biggest party of the year. Bonfires raged along the beach outside, but she’d never liked fire and chose to stay indoors.

      Most everyone was out there, and she and Seth could cuddle and maybe make out a little. At least that was the plan, if Emily would shut up.

      “You look hot as a zombie nurse,” Seth whispered in Cora’s ear, his teeth tugging at her earlobe. She shivered in response, loving the way he made her feel. Cora had made out with a couple guys before, but none of them gave her butterflies in her stomach like Seth did.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself, Count Dracula.” Cora giggled and leaned in closer, snuggling up to Seth.

      “Cora Jean Hartwood!”

      The sheer desperation in Emily’s voice startled her into looking away from Seth, her gaze finding Emily in a few seconds. She looked scared.

      Cora pushed up from Seth, who called after her, and went running.

      “What is it?” She grasped Emily’s arm and pulled her friend around to face her. “Are you okay? Did somebody try something? Just tell me who and I’ll . . .”

      “No, not me!” Emily’s dark brown eyes were wide with so many different emotions, Cora couldn’t keep up. “The sheriff’s here looking for you.”

      “Me?” Shock rippled through her. She’d been with some friends earlier but had left before they’d started to egg cars and houses. Surely someone hadn’t called and reported her for hanging with them, making the sheriff think she was a part of that nonsense.

      “Something happened, Cora, something bad. You need to come with me.”

      She refused to budge, a knot of fear beginning to twist in her stomach. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I . . . I don’t know. Sheriff McCarty wouldn’t say. He just said to find you and bring you out front.”

      “Cora?” Seth came to a stop beside her. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but I have to go.” She didn’t even look at him, but followed Emily out of the beach house, her mind sorting through a million different what-ifs. The waves were crashing onto the sand, coming close to the bonfires, which blazed high. The fire held her attention for a brief moment. She hated fire, and right now, it seemed to mock her, to tease her that it was about to rob her of everything precious.

      Shivering, she turned away and followed Emily down to where the sheriff’s SUV was parked at the very edge of the property. He looked grim.

      “Sheriff, this is Cora.” Emily grabbed Cora’s hand and held tight.

      “Miss Hartwood, there’s been an accident.”

      “Accident?” A new kind of fear curled in her stomach, and she got very, very cautious. “What kind of accident?”

      “Your parents and brother were involved in a motor vehicle accident this evening. They’ve all been rushed to the hospital in critical condition.”

      Motor vehicle accident.

      Her mind went blank, and she felt numb. The chill in the air disappeared as well as all the sounds around her. Emily’s and the sheriff’s faces faded away as those three little words swirled round and round in her head.

      “Cora!”

      Hands grabbed her as her body sagged. Her family was in an accident while she’d been making out at a party. She was supposed to have gone with them to the pumpkin patch and then to the haunted house in town. But she’d decided to go hang out with her friends instead.

      She was supposed to have been in that car.

      “Miss Hartwood?”

      She blinked, her mind refocusing on the sheriff. “They’re not dead?”

      “I won’t lie. It doesn’t look good. We need to get you to the ER if you want to see them.”

      Cora nodded and took out her phone, texting her grandma. She lived in Florida, but she would find a way to get here. Cora only saw her grandma at Christmas, and they Skyped on birthdays, but despite not being as close as they could be, Hattie should know.

      And Cora needed her.

      Emily climbed into the back of the SUV with her, but Cora was barely aware of her. She kept thinking about her family. Her little brother had begged her to come with them, but she’d wanted to go to the party where all her friends were. She wanted to hang out with Seth instead of Billy. If she’d just been in the backseat of her parents’ car, maybe she could have shielded Billy. Maybe he wouldn’t have gotten hurt.

      Emily snapped her fingers in front of Cora’s face, bringing her out of her haze. “Your phone’s ringing.”

      Cora stared at it. Her grandmother’s face was on the screen. Even though she’d texted her a few minutes ago, she couldn’t bring herself to answer it. That would mean admitting out loud how bad the situation was.

      Emily took the phone from her and answered it, explaining everything to her grandmother. Cora heard her, but it was like she was hearing her from the end of a long tunnel.

      Shock. This had to be shock. Her body was in shock.

      But she couldn’t do anything to help herself.

      “Cora, your grandmother said to tell you she’ll be on the first flight she can get.”

      Cora nodded, her fingers twisting each other. Emily pulled her hands apart. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      They rode in silence for the rest of the way, and when the sheriff pulled up in front of the ER, Cora’s body refused to move. Emily sat with her and eventually coaxed her out, but a fear unlike anything she’d ever known crept up and took a hold of her.

      Walking through the ER doors, she all but stopped breathing, holding onto Emily’s hand so tightly, the circulation might have been cut off. The girls followed the sheriff to the information desk. The nurse looked over at her, her expression sympathetic and full of pity.

      Cora’s heart sank.

      There would be no reason she’d give her that look unless it was bad. How bad remained to be seen.

      They were escorted into the ER itself and into a small waiting area. A few other people were there, but they were told a doctor would be out to see them shortly.

      “Wha . . . what happened? Can you tell me?”

      “It looks like a hit and run,” the sheriff said. “There was a witness to the accident who called 9-1-1. The car in front of the witness was going really fast and swerved into your parents’ lane. They hit your family head on. The witness said it looked like your father lost control and spun out, slamming into the guard rail, and flipped, forcing the car over the rail and into the ravine. We have an APB out with the car’s description and the partial plate number the witness was able to provide.”

      Cora nodded. A random act. One swerve and it cost her family so much.

      A man wearing scrubs came out a few minutes later. He walked straight to her, his expression kind. “Miss Hartwood?”

      “Yes.” Cora stood, still clutching Emily’s hand like a lifeline.

      “I’m Dr. Hall. We’ve got your parents stable, but they both need surgery. I need you to sign a consent since you’re the next of kin.”

      “My gran is on her way. She’s getting the first flight out.”

      “We don’t have time to wait. If we don’t operate now, they’ll die.”

      “They’ll live if you do?” Cora whispers.

      “I can’t promise you that. Their injuries are severe, but surgery is their best option.”

      “And my brother?”

      “I’m sorry. He died before he got to the hospital.”

      “No.” Cora didn’t recognize the sound that escaped her. It was a half cry, half moan. Her knees weakened, and she sank back down.

      “I’m very sorry,” the doctor said. “I hate to ask this of you, but we need to go now if we’re going to save them.”

      Why would they ask her to do this? It wasn’t fair. She was only seventeen. She shouldn’t have to make this decision.

      “Miss Hartwood?” the doctor prompted when she didn’t answer.

      “Okay. Please, just don’t let them die. Please.”

      Papers were handed to her, and she signed them blindly.

      “Can I see them before you go into surgery?”

      “I’m afraid not. We need to get them into surgery now.”

      Again, she nodded and watched the doctor walk away.

      Emily squeezed her hand. “It’s going to be okay, Cora.”

      “It’s not. Billy died. My brother died.” Tears started leaking, and once the waterworks began, they wouldn’t stop.

      Emily hugged her close, whispering things Cora didn’t hear.

      All she could think about was her brother and her parents as they sat and waited for the doctor to come back.
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