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Chapter 1: That Scream Was Not Skynyrd
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Outside Russellville, Arkansas — Dusk

The road was empty except for them.

A yellow, brown, and gold blur rumbled through the countryside at a steady sixty-five miles an hour.

The Harbinger was a Class A diesel pusher motorhome, big, unapologetic, meant for distance, not cute weekend glamping. Forty-two feet long, built on a commercial-style chassis, the engine sat in the rear so it hummed instead of screamed.

From the outside it was long and squared-off, painted in warm yellow broken by dark, muted tones, charcoal and deep bronze striping that looked intentional and old. It didn't sparkle. But when it pulled into a gas station, people noticed without knowing why.

Emblazoned along its sides in worn gold lettering were the words:

THIS MYSTERY WE ARE

The name of their YouTube channel, paranormal investigations, ghosts, monsters, demons, and all things that refused to stay explained.

Three point six million subscribers and counting, growing by roughly four percent each month.

The Harbinger was a house, an office, a command center, and party central, all on wheels, always moving toward the next mystery. Home to four twenty-somethings and one Spork, who insisted he counted.

Inside, it was never calm. With this group, it never was and never would be.

There was too much light. Too much laughter. A gummi bear stuck to the ceiling. Way, way too much pink glitter scattered across the kitchenette table.

Spork, the team's unofficial mascot, anxiety sponge, and probable cryptid, hop-hopped and flapped along the floor of the motorhome like an overcaffeinated pillow.

Spork was a snallygaster, a small, winged cryptid native to Appalachian folklore, prone to panic, attachment, and loud opinions. He was not the best example of a snallygaster, but he tried. His wings flailed. His tongue lolled. His entire purpose at the moment was to be dragged across a towel by Junie Hollow, currently in full werepuppy form, paws scrabbling, tail twitching, eyes locked in combat joy as she towed him like a low-stakes boss fight.

Wren Dovell, snack dealer, website wrangler, and loudest emotional-support lesbian on board, clapped with a mouthful of licorice.

"Get her, Sporky!"

Spork made a noise halfway between a chirp and a blork, flapped a tiny wing nub, and flopped into full bliss-mode.

"Wren. Junie. Make him walk at least once today," Cass called from the front seat. "Sporky needs aerobic exercise. He's getting chonky."

Spork barked. He sounded offended.

Junie yipped in agreement.

Cassidy Blackmere, Cass to the team, drove with one hand on the wheel and the other flicking the volume knob. She didn't look back. She didn't have to. She could feel the chaos blooming behind her like glitter fog.

Beck Marlowe sat in the passenger seat, broad-shouldered and steady, one boot braced against the dash, eyes forward. He didn't try to control the chaos. He anchored it.

"Just keep your snallygaster yoga in the back, okay?" Cass added. "Last time Spork and Junie tangled under the gas pedal, we almost died."

Junie yipped again. Apologetic this time.

Wren was already curling up on the bench seat in fuzzy socks and a strawberry-milk sweatshirt, twirling a fluffy pen against her lips like she might accidentally summon a demon.

"I just think," Wren said between pen flips, "he's more limber when he's horizontal."

"I just think," Cass replied, "he's going to eat your phone again if you don't distract him with something that isn't his own wing."

"That was one time."

"It was two times."

Junie yipped from the front console.

Cass sighed. "If he starts barking in binary again, I'm pulling over and putting us all in time-out."

Junie yipped louder.

"She says you're being dramatic," Wren translated, then added, "also she wants peanut butter."

Cass tilted her head. "Those translations are still weird. You can actually understand Junie in that form?"

"I think it has to do with us sleeping naked together."

Junie flopped sideways and groaned, even in puppy form.

Cass didn't flinch. "You two are anything but private."

"See?" Wren beamed. "Cass understands."

"Not what I said," Cass replied.

Junie yipped again and crawled off the console, burrowing under an oversized hoodie near the floor. Cass heard the telltale plup of her transformation back into human form. A moment later, Junie Hollow emerged, shoving her arms through the hoodie and sliding into a well-rehearsed pair of jeans with minimal dignity and maximum efficiency.

Cass always marveled at how smoothly Junie shifted between forms. If you weren't paying attention, you might question what you'd just seen. Just a flicker of shape and breath and color, and then Junie again. Whole. Human. Slightly smug.

She had to make sure there were clothes nearby before reverting. Otherwise, well. Naked Junie. Not the worst sight in the world, but potentially awkward in a Waffle House parking lot. Cass and Beck had seen it often enough that it barely registered.

Barely.

Now Junie nestled into Wren's side, compact and warm. Wren threw an arm around her, the gesture less affection than territorial staking, just in case of surprise combat.

Junie, when human, had the posture of a corgi, twitchy, alert, always ready to bolt toward or away from anything interesting. Streaks of black, brown, and caramel ran through her hair in natural chaos, like someone had poured espresso foam across her head and forgotten to blend. She was taller than Wren, but not by much. Together they looked like the front and back cover of a banned magical-girl comic.

Wren stole another piece of licorice and grinned around it. "You two should try it sometime. Sleeping naked. It's very liberating."

Junie elbowed her gently. "Honey, it's supposed to be private."

"Again," Cass said, "you two are anything but."

Wren winked. "You say that like it's a problem."

Cass let her head fall back, smiling despite herself.

Spork snorted in his pile of fluff, flopped his tentacle-tail, and rolled halfway across the floor with a squish. His second wing, never fully grown, smacked softly against his side in a slow, rhythmic whap-whop-whap.

He was, by every account, a living creature. Probably. Although pretty near indestructible.

Cass drove. Wren snuggled. Junie shifted and resettled. Spork blorped.

* * *
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The sun kept setting. The road stretched ahead.

For a few miles at least, they were just a team, strange, messy, hungry, weirdly functional. The kind that almost made her believe they could handle whatever came next.

"Cass," Beck said, "you know we're supposed to go north at the next turn, right?"

Cass didn't even blink. "You told me. Then told me again. Then made sure I heard you."

Beck waited.

"It's Arkansas," she said. "There's only one road. What's the worst that could happen?"

"We're a hundred miles out. So if we're on the wrong road..."

"Got it," Cass snapped. "We're not."

Junie yipped from the console between the front seats.

Wren translated, perfectly deadpan. "She says you two have been poking at each other for days. Stop it."

Beck squinted. "How do you get a sentence out of a bark?"

"I know," Wren said thoughtfully. "Wait, no, I really don't know. But it just makes sense in my head."

Junie yipped again.

I know, honey!" Wren answered. "Like they really are, aren't they?"

Junie barked again.

Cass didn't react. This was Tuesday behavior.

"What?" Wren said, nibbling her licorice. "We're sharing more now. It's nice."

Cass exhaled and turned her attention back to the road, one hand loose on the wheel.

Junie leapt into Wren's lap. Then the corgi nipped Wren's ear.

"Ow," Wren said. "Your puppy teeth are sharp. Feel free to nip other parts, but keep my cute ears out of it."

Wren, mostly blonde, streaked with pink, twenty-five and permanently candy-sticky, could pass for sixteen and sometimes did. She had an addiction to coffee, sugar, and Junie. Not necessarily in that order. They'd been together since the third night after they met. At this point, Spork whined if they stood more than twenty feet apart.

Spork, for his part, lay puddled in the center of the floor, occasionally snorting to himself. He slapped one wing against his round belly, whap, whop, whap. His second wing never grew past a plush nub. His tail, a quartet of stubby tentacles, came out only when food was involved or vibes demanded it.

He flopped. Rolled. Farted softly.

No one looked surprised.

"Cass," Beck muttered. "The turn is..."

"Coming up," Cass said quickly. "I see it."

She inhaled through her nose.

"Sorry," he added. "Didn't mean anything."

"You're still upset about the last job?" Cass said.

"I'm not upset!"

All three women answered in unison. "Is too."

Spork rolled over, clearly agreeing.

Beck exhaled hard. "Okay, but you shouldn't have used that emotion spell. You know the more you use it..."

Junie groaned. "Oh god. Not this again."

Cass yanked The Harbinger onto the shoulder without warning. Tires screeched. The world jolted.

Spork went flying down the aisle, rolled with delight, and plopped against the front console like a satisfied dumpling.

Wren didn't even lift her head. "Don't be a dork, Beck."

"Exactly," Cass muttered. "Junie gets it."

Junie barked in agreement.

"Wren gets it."

"I totally get it. Sort of."

"Even Spork gets it."

Spork slapped his nub-wing in something that could only be described as a thumbs-up. If he had thumbs. Which he didn't. Probably.

Beck looked around.

Cass was glaring at him. The air had changed.

"Beck," she said softly.

The quiet kind of serious.

He opened his mouth.

"I'm a witch," Cass said. "I don't like it. I'm bad at it. I hate most of what comes with it. But I can't change what I am. And I'm sure as hell not going to sit on my hands while my friends are in danger and my boyfriend needs saving."

Her voice didn't rise.

It never did when it mattered.

Beck looked down. Then up. Said nothing.

"Got it?" Cass asked.

Silence.

"Junie?"

"Bark!"

"Wren?"

"Present!" Wren chirped, raising her hand.

Cass didn't look away from the road. "Beck?"

"I..." He hesitated, then swallowed it down. "I understand."

"Good."

Cass eased The Harbinger back into gear, smooth and steady.

Behind her, Spork let out a low, delighted glerk and farted with surgical precision.

* * *
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Thirty minutes later, the argument was behind them.

The road unspooled ahead like a ribbon of heat. Beck flipped through his phone in silence, scrolling slower than usual.

"So the next case, this one in Thackerville," he muttered. "How does someone disappear on the radio?"

Cass shrugged without looking



















































[image: ]




























[image: ]




















































































[image: ]























[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Paranormal-ish Romance Series
with Benefits





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





