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Blurb
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Trapped with your high school class 25 years later—the textbook definition of Hell.

WHEN THREE FRIENDS attend their high school reunion, they have varying expectations for the evening. Surrounded by the people they knew years ago—some who have changed, and some who definitely haven’t—is just as much fun as it sounds. They’re about to head out early when a bright light encompasses the school. Chaos ensues as a Hell gate opens in the middle of the gymnasium, and powers they never knew they had come to life.

Who knew unexpected midlife magic and closing a Hell gate would be easier than healing old high school wounds?

This is the second edition. It's been revised and lengthened to become a full standalone.
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Prologue
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11:17 p.m. in Crowder, Maine (three hours ahead of Wellspring, Nevada)

A NECROMANCER WALKED into Purgatory to rescue her daughter. No joke. Meredith Ellison, with her husband and ghostly friends, crossed the weakened membrane between our world and Purgatory after an unknown entity kidnapped her daughter. Meredith wasn’t having that...

When the entity came at her again, Meredith didn’t resist its attempts to draw her in. Her focus was strictly on his lifesource, and she instantly connected to it. At the same time, she sent out a call to all the souls around her, her voice reverberating like a thundering bell through the meadow. “Join with him. Find his lifesource and drain it.”

The entity seemed to final realize he was actually in danger. He began to fight against her, but Meredith’s power was so strong, being linked to those around her, that she almost laughed at his efforts. Suddenly, their positions were reversed and then some. She held on to the thing, whispering the excoriation spell that she’d memorized, as it dwindled. It wasn’t unraveling exactly, but rather, it seemed to be sending its energy to her as parts of it just ceased to exist. 

For a second, they were practically one, but not in the way the entity had envisioned. Meredith was the one completely in control, and with a single thought, she was able to tell the entity to no longer be. In a blink, it was gone.

She was still reeling from that knowledge when she realized there was a giant amount of power consuming her. Strong as she was with the lifesources around her, she couldn’t contain it all and absorb it without being destroyed. Panic seized her for a second, but through all that, she could hear Hunter’s voice and feel his hand on her shoulder as he said, “Come back to me, Meredith.” He sounded terrified.

His voice was what she needed to focus. She imagined all the power trying to consume her, and instead of absorbing it into herself, she deflected it outward, like a supernova. It sounded like an explosion accompanied by a bright flash of light. She doubted it could be any brighter to be caught in the middle of a nuclear blast. She’d unleashed an incomparable amount of power, and it rolled through Purgatory in waves. 

All that power had to go somewhere. The nearest ley lines absorbed it, dissipating throughout the network of ley lines all over the world. With that infusion of unexpected power, all sorts of strange things started to happen, particularly in Wellspring, Nevada...
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Chapter One
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Lily, 7:14 p.m.

“SINCE WE’RE ALREADY late, we might as well forget the whole thing.” Skye Larson seemed poised to rush back to the rental car from which she’d just stepped, and Lily Wilder exchanged an exasperated glance with her friend Calista Dillard. Calista smiled and shook her head, making her naturally wavy black curls bounce around her head.

Lily walked over to Skye on one side, and Calista took her other side, careful to avoid catching her hair in her ruby bracelet. They both put their arms through hers and started marching forward. “We didn’t fly all the way from Chicago back to this dump of a town just so you could change your mind once we’re here. You know we came for you, Skye, and it’s time to show the asshats inside whatever it is you wanted to prove to them.” 

For her part, Lily had nothing to prove. She’d been mostly invisible during her high school career, which had suited her just fine. She was a lot more outgoing these days, but she still had basically the same opinion of most of the people she had gone to school with, save for her two best friends—she couldn’t care less what they thought.

“I think maybe this was a bad idea.” Skye’s already pale skin, nearly as light as her platinum hair, seemed to go another shade whiter. “I think I might throw up.”

“No, you won’t,” said Calista sternly. She kept marching, not giving Skye a chance to stop to vomit or change her mind. She probably realized Skye might bolt if given the chance.

Every step closer to their modest two-story high school made Lily feel dragged down. She had happily escaped Wellspring High School and the entire town after graduation twenty-five years ago and hadn’t bothered to come back since. She had lived with a great-aunt who had long since passed away, but they hadn’t been close. There was only one reason she was returning, other than to support Skye. That was Matthew Blackrain.

Just thinking his name sent a shiver down her spine, and she imagined the young teacher on whom she’d had such a huge crush years before. He had seemed so handsome and worldly, knowing so much about biology and having more life experience than she did. His half-Navajo features had really come through in his sharp nose and rugged jawline, and he’d had blue-black hair. She wondered if he still wore it in the same loose waves that were just a shade too long for a respectable high school teacher, or if he’d conformed. 

He had to be at least five years older than her, which put him around forty-eight, so he might even be balding. She couldn’t fathom that, and she was more than mildly curious to see how things had changed for her favorite teacher. When she had seen his name on the brochure as one of the organizers, she had already half-decided then she was going to go. It had been a couple of days later before Skye saw the brochure and decided she wanted to go to show everyone the ugly duckling had transformed into a swan, and Lily had immediately agreed to come.

Now, as they climbed the four steps that would take them into the gymnasium, where the ever-classy Wellspring High School was hosting its reunion instead of a nearby ballroom at a hotel, her nerves made her stomach clench. Would Matthew even remember her? Back then, Lily had thought he had an interest in her as well, and it had been his first year teaching. The age gap hadn’t been astronomical, but there had been a definite barrier between them. 

Now, she was single, and if he was too, was there any barrier remaining? Maybe she’d misread things, colored through her teenage perception, but she honestly couldn’t wait to see what her reaction was to Mr. Blackrain, and his to her. 

When they entered the gymnasium, there was a table set up with badges, and Kristen Hopkins manned the reception. Lily supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. Kristen had been involved in every extracurricular activity their small school had offered. Admittedly, that hadn’t been much for a small rural Nevada town an hour from Vegas. She recalled seeing Kristen’s name on the brochure as one of the organizers, so she wasn’t startled to see her. 

She was startled to see how Kristen had changed though. She had once been a sprightly little thing, seeming like a petite fairy or pixie among them. She had grown a couple of inches upward, and a few more outward. Lily wasn’t one to judge. She’d gained some pounds herself over the years, but it was surprising to see how much Kristen had changed.

Kristen waved at them and let out an excited giggle. “Oh, it’s so good to see you back here.” 

Lily shared an amused glance with Calista, wondering if Kristen even knew who they were. It was a small school, and their class had fewer than one hundred people, but the three of them had all been the kind to fade into the background, except for poor Skye. She had been bullied for being overweight and having a stutter. 

“It’s so lovely to see you again, Kristen,” said Calista as she released Skye’s arm. She stepped forward to claim nametags for the three of them, frowning at Skye’s. “You forgot the E at the end.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Kristen sounded like a bubbling fountain of joy, which Lily thought was a little excessive. It was a twenty-five-year reunion, not a truly jubilant occasion. “I’m such a ninny sometimes.” As she spoke, she used a Sharpie to add an E to the preprinted name tag, making it look sloppy.

Skye took it with a scowl and slid it in her purse.

“You should wear it so people know who you are, dear,” said Kristen.

Lily nearly snickered. Kristen spoke like an old lady, though she couldn’t be more than forty-four.

“Sure,” said Skye with a fake smile and kept it in her purse as they breezed on by. She didn’t stop until they’d completely entered the gymnasium, going through the double doors that usually housed the basketball hoops or various nets, depending on which games the gym teacher had wanted to torture them with that particular day. 

“Look, they really dressed up the place.” Calista giggled as she said that, pointing to bundles of swag arranged across the basketball hoops and the rafters, along with what seemed to be a hand-painted and hand-glittered sign that said “Welcome Back” to their class. 

“They really went all out. I’m glad we paid twenty-five each for our tickets.” Lily grinned as she said that.

Skye seemed to be the only one remaining unamused. Normally, she would have found it as delightfully tacky as they did, but she was obviously still nervous.

Lily reached over and squeezed her hand subtly. “You have this. None of these people matter, and they never did, but whatever you want to prove to them or to yourself, you’re here to do it. You stepped inside and came through that door, and that’s the hardest part.”

After a moment, Skye breathed out a deep breath and nodded, looking more composed. “You’re right, Lily. I’m going to kick their asses—figuratively, not literally.”

“I like the first idea. That would be something to see,” said Calista. She laughed, which was a deep, throaty sound. 

Someone had put in interesting lighting, and it struck Calista’s ombre sequined dress then, causing sparkles of light to shoot off in all directions that contrasted beautifully with her dark skin. “I’d kind of like to see you literally put your foot up River Monroe’s ass.”

Skye flinched slightly, and it was obvious hearing his name was still a sore point for her even all these years later. Lily understood, since the boy had made her life miserable, and she couldn’t wait to see what kind of karma life had inflicted upon him. 

She was there mostly for Matthew Blackrain though. Her friends knew that, so it was no great shock to them when she caught sight of the teacher standing near the open bar and veered that way. 

A handsome young man with very dark skin and gold braids was serving the crowd, and Calista let out a happy laugh. “Hey, there’s Samson.”

Lily blinked and looked closer, tearing her gaze from Mr. Blackrain. “Oh, my gosh. He’s so grown up.” Samson was Calista’s nephew, and each of the girls had babysat him more than once when he was little. “We should go say hello.”

“And not at all because Mr. Blackrain is standing near him?” Skye had a note of teasing in her tone, and Lily was happy to see her returning to normal. 

She didn’t deny that as she grinned and walked over with her friends. They did stop at the bar first, since liquid courage seemed the best fortification for dealing with the crowd. Samson had his hands full and couldn’t greet them, at least not with a hug, but he nodded to all of them. “Hello, ladies. Ma said you might be coming, Calista.”

“I thought why not?” She looked around discreetly, and Lily wondered if she was looking for signs of Stanton Cole. He was sort of the one who’d gotten away, though Lily wasn’t certain she considered a secret kiss after drama practice as having one to start with. It was a pretty liberal interpretation, but once upon a time, Calista had been crazy about the guy. She couldn’t fault her friend for her curiosity, though they knew he was probably married to Johanna Warhol, the original meanest of the Mean Girls, and she’d made all their lives hell, just like everyone else who wasn’t in her inner circle.

“Ma will be happy to see you.” Samson served up a whiskey on the rocks to one of their classmates, though Lily couldn’t place him. He had a big nose and was considerably balding. She should have recognized the nose, but she just wasn’t getting it until he turned to them, and she saw his nametag read Freddie. She remembered him as the AV guy and somewhat of a geek. If life held true, he was no doubt a billionaire by now. 

He nodded to them, doing a double take at Skye. “Hello, gorgeous. I recognize you two.” He said that offhandedly to Lily and Calista, his gaze never straying from Skye. “Who is your friend?”

“Skye,” said Skye briefly.

It didn’t seem to ring a bell with Freddie. “Are you with your friends here? I don’t know anybody who goes to someone else’s reunion unless they have to.” He snickered, and it had a little bit of a snort to it. “I wouldn’t even be here, but my wife insisted.” 

As he spoke, Freddie pointed to a gorgeous Asian woman across the room. She could have been a supermodel, and she had to be at least six inches taller than him, though it was hard to tell unless they were standing together. “Sumi thought I needed the vindication.” He grinned without remorse.

“You look like you’ve done well for yourself,” said Lily.

“Congratulations, Freddie.” Calista grinned. “Do you still do any lights and sound shows for the drama club?”

He laughed, again with that strange little snort sound. “Not these days. I own a special effects company and live in Hollywood.” When he mentioned the company’s name, Lily’s eyes widened as Skye and Calista gasped.

“Very well done,” said Skye, seeming a little more confident. “I hope you rub Johanna Warhol’s face in it.”

Freddie frowned, looking closer at Skye as his eyes widened. “Holy Toledo. Are you Skye Larson?” As he said that, he lost a lot of goodwill from Lily by the way he made a large-shaped woman with his hands, nearly spilling his whiskey in the process. He whistled low through his teeth. “You look amazing.”

Skye’s smile had melted, and she just nodded tersely before turning away to order a white wine from Samson. Lily and Calista quickly joined her, offering a cold shoulder to Freddie—not that he seemed to notice. He wandered off to meet Sumi, and Samson served them all a drink.

“Is Jaden here?” asked Calista.

Not recognizing the name, Lily turned her head to eavesdrop on her friend and her nephew. 

“Yeah, he’s doing the music.” 

Lily looked across the room curiously at the DJ station, seeing a somewhat unremarkable young man. He appeared to be at least partially Asian and had dark hair scraped back in a man-bun, but his features were plain and perhaps even a little ungainly. 

“Isn’t he gorgeous?” As Samson asked that, he blew a kiss to the man who must be Jaden. Jaden was looking right at them and returned the kiss.

“I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.” While he served her Bloody Mary, she made the observation. 

Samson was still tending to other customers, but he was talking to them. The customers didn’t seem to mind as long as he was providing their drinks. “Why would you? You haven’t seen me in years, Lily.” 

She flushed slightly at the reminder, but she nodded, owning it. “I haven’t had any reason to come back, though I am glad to see you again. The last time I saw you was at my graduation party.”

“O...our gr...graduation party,” said Skye with a slight stutter.

Lily sent her a concerned glance since Skye didn’t usually stutter these days unless she was incredibly nervous. 

“I remember asking you out,” said Samson with a laugh as he looked at Skye. “I loved your hair back then, and I didn’t yet realize it was because I wanted hair like it, not because I was attracted to you. I was only four though.”

“Which is precisely why I said no,” said Skye. She laughed, and there was no stutter this time when she spoke. “You were adorable, but far too young for me.”

He grinned unabashedly. “And now I’m far too gay.”

Lily listened to the conversation, but she couldn’t keep her gaze from Mr. Blackrain. The moment his head started to turn, she stiffened, wondering if he would notice her in the crowd. Her body was vibrating, and it was like she was being drawn forward toward him against her will. She couldn’t have stopped the compulsion to set down her Bloody Mary and approach him as their gazes locked if she’d tried. His black eyes were as compelling as ever, even though they were now bracketed by wrinkles. His face showed his age, but so did hers. 

She remembered a brief, “Excuse me,” to her friends in an offhanded way as she walked past them, heading toward Mr. Blackrain, whose gaze remained on her. She noted he definitely wasn’t bald, though he had trimmed his hair shorter.

He seemed somewhat stunned, and she was busy appraising him herself. He’d acquired a bit of a dad bod over the years, and his suit jacket didn’t quite cover the softness of his stomach, but she liked that. She had always preferred that kind of man to the bodybuilder type, and as she got closer, there wasn’t a thing she didn’t like about this version of Matthew Blackrain, who was perhaps even better than the original.

When she stopped before him, she looked pointedly at his left hand, which had no wedding ring and no mark to show he’d worn one recently. Her heart skipped a beat as she dared hope he was single. It finally felt like it might be their time, though she still had to caution herself not to get too excited. It could be that she had truly misread the situation before.

“Lily Wilder.” He held out his hand as he said that, taking hers between both of his. He didn’t exactly shake her hand so much as just hold on to it for a long moment.

She trembled as a frisson of awareness pooled in her stomach and shot up her spine. Standing this close to him just felt perfectly right, much as it ever had. Butterflies migrated from her stomach to her throat, make it almost impossible to speak for a long second. Finally, she cleared her throat and said, “Mr. Blackrain.”

He grinned. “I think it’s safe to call me Matthew now. I haven’t been your teacher for a long time.”

She was still holding on to his hand, or rather, he had hers sandwiched between both of his, but she had no compulsion to pull away. “Matthew.” She said his name in a slow and sensual way, not even consciously meaning to do it. After that, she licked her lips, aware of the way his gaze followed the motions of her tongue, and she thought she heard him moan softly, though it was impossible to tell over the music around them. “You look great, Matthew.” 

He smiled, putting a self-conscious hand on his stomach when he finally released his hold on hers. “I guess.”

“Trust me, it just adds to your appeal.” She said that brazenly, which made his eyes widen. He probably remembered her as the quiet type she used to be. That was then, and this was now, and she wasn’t going to waste any time if they had just the weekend ahead of them. She and her friends were supposed to fly home to Chicago Sunday night. 

“Thank you.” He seemed a little awkward, but his gaze still gleamed with interest as he examined her in the red dress that perfectly hugged her curves. There were a few more curves than she used to have, but she looked good, and the dress reflected that and her confidence. The simple spaghetti straps displayed her toned biceps, and with a little bit of cleavage teasing anyone who looked at her, it was enough to be sexy without being overboard. She’d deliberately worn a red and pearl necklace that would draw eyes to her cleavage as well, but the only gaze she was interested in attracting was now in front of her, glued to that very spot.

She smiled as a surge of satisfaction filled her. “I was a little surprised to see you on the organization committee, Matthew.”

He shrugged. “There’s not a whole lot to do around here, so when Kristen asked me to help, I said sure.”

“I don’t know why, but I figured you would have moved on from Wellspring.”

“I did for a while. I lived in Seattle with my wife.”

Her stomach cratered like a pit, and she had to stifle the urge to scream her frustration. “What brought you two back to Wellspring?”

His lips curled slightly, and it seemed to be with a hint of bitterness. “The cost of living. It’s expensive to pay child support, so I figured I’d come back to Wellspring. My kids visit me every summer though, and I have them for the holidays and spring break.”

She let out a small sigh of relief. “You’re divorced?”

He nodded. “I have been for ten years. My son Nelson is nineteen, and my daughter Amy is fifteen. Nelson will graduate from high school this year, and he’s talking about coming to live with me.” 

“That must be nice.” 

He nodded. “I do miss them, but I really didn’t want to live in the same city as Camilla. She was probably my worst mistake.” 

She was surprised by his openness, but she was also flattered by it. Then again, they’d always had an easy conversational relationship. She was sure that on several occasions, he’d told her more than he’d intended back when she was his student. There had never been any impropriety between them, but she’d longed for it even though she’d felt guilty at the time, not wanting him to lose his job. “I take it you got married at some point after our graduation?”

He nodded. “A couple of years later. I met a dynamite redhead who I thought was what I was looking for, but she was just a pale imitation.”

Lily’s eyes widened, and she suddenly wished she’d kept hold of her Bloody Mary just to have something to occupy her hands or give her an excuse to look away. She couldn’t help drawing contrasts, since she herself had vibrant auburn hair. Admittedly, it was streaked with gray these days, but there was still enough red to reveal her origination as a redhead. Was he sending her a subtle message? 

“What about you, Lily? Surely, you’re married?” His gaze went to her left hand as he asked. 

She shifted slightly, repositioning her purse to her right hand and showing him her blatantly naked left finger in the process. “No, I’ve successfully avoided that.”

His eyes widened. “You’ve never been married?”

She shook her head. “I lived with a photographer that I met while I was working, but he turned out to be a whore.” She laughed, showing she had no ill will these days. “I had no regrets letting Eric go to chase his models.”

“You were modeling for him?”

Lily couldn’t help a snort. “Really? Do you honestly believe that?” At five-five and with a slightly rounded figure, it was pretty unlikely even though beauty standards had started to shift and change.

Yet he was looking at her as though it was believable, and she was the most desirable woman he’d ever met. “I think it’s entirely possible.”

An unexpected flush filled her cheeks, making her warm, and she had to resist the urge to fan herself with her hand. “I wasn’t his model.” She cleared her throat. “I was working in a design house at the time, and he was taking pictures for my boss.”

“You design fashion?”

Lily shook her head. “I tried a few times, but it never really clicked. These days, I work as a buyer for a major chain. I really do like it, and it doesn’t require all the crazy hours and travel expected from a designer or a designer’s assistant.”

“As long as you’re happy.”

“I’m mostly happy.” She was surprised to hear the words emerge from her mouth. “I can’t deny there’s something missing though.”

“Someone to share it all with?”

Lily nodded slowly. “Exactly. I didn’t notice it so much when I was younger, but now as the years are ticking past, it seems a little more obvious to me that maybe I missed out on a couple of things.”

“It’s not too late.”

She let a slow smile cross her face as she stared at him in an appraising fashion. “That’s what I’m here to find out, Matthew.” 

He looked surprised for a moment, and then he took a step closer. “Really?”

She nodded. “I’m sincere.”

He looked intrigued. “In that case, why don’t we start with a dance?”

She hesitated for a moment before nodding. She wanted to do more than dance with her former teacher, but it was certainly a good place to start, and it wouldn’t cause any raised eyebrows like it would if she tried to strip him in the middle of the gymnasium. Not that she would do such a thing, but for a moment, she could imagine what he’d look like without his clothes, and she was eager to compare her imagination with the real thing if she got a chance over the weekend. 

As he took her into his arms when a fast song faded to a slower one, she pressed her head against his chest and melted into his embrace, admitting to herself this was precisely the reason she had come back to her reunion. She had seduction in mind, and since there were no lines to cross or reasons why they couldn’t be together now, she was hopeful Matthew felt the same way.
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