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Dedication


For my youngest, who tells me he’s my number one fan. But not to be worried about that.






Book Description


Aura spends a ridiculous amount of time rescuing her mum from dangerous situations. This one would have to be the worst. More dangerous than the serial killer episode. And for once, it isn’t her mum’s fault. Not that it makes the situation any less dangerous or the chance of her survival any greater. Demons are real and they want her family dead. She’s determined not to let that happen. Now if only she can come up with a sensible plan. One that will allow her and her family to live. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Chapter One


Aura tried the air-conditioner again. Only hot air poured from the vents, competing with the warm air already flowing into the car from the open windows. She glared at her mum. “If you had pulled into the mechanics at the last town instead of telling me ‘bubble it’ we might not be melting right now.” 
Hazel smiled serenely. “It was trying to rain. We didn’t need the air-con.” She glanced at Aura. “I keep telling you if you’d join me in putting our problems in a bubble and releasing them into the universe, they’d solve themselves.”
Aura sighed heavily. She should know by now that nothing would convince her mum that whatever current strange fad she was following wouldn’t work. As always, it’d be left to her to deal with the practicalities. “We could have at least stopped and asked for directions.” Giving up on the air-conditioner, she stared at the windy road and rolling hills ahead of them. The narrow road, barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass, was deserted and it had been kilometres since they’d passed a house. Not that she was certain anyone had lived in the dilapidated dwelling.
“Zinnia said we wouldn’t be able to miss Blue Sky Community,” Hazel said.
Aura opened her mouth to once more comment on the name of the place. It sounded like a commune to her. Shaking her head, she closed her mouth. Her mum would probably give her another one of her serene smiles and tell her to ‘bubble it’ and change the subject. Her gaze remained on her mum, trying to figure out how they could be so unalike when they looked so similar. She had her mum’s dark brown eyes and similar facial features with a small nose and oval face. The only difference was her mum had light brown hair while hers was honey gold, a legacy from her father, a surfer her mum had met one summer. As always, she came to no conclusion. At least no logical one. She certainly wasn’t going to start coming up with illogical ones like her mum did.
Hazel glanced at Aura. “I’m sure we’re nearly there. Zinnia said it was only an hour from that last town.”
“We’ve driven for more than an hour,” Aura pointed out.
“Of course we have. It takes longer to arrive somewhere the first time.”
Aura opened her mouth only to close it again, looking out the window. They came around a corner to see a young man pushing a motorbike along the side of the road, a helmet hanging from the handlebar and his shirt off. It was wrapped around his head against the afternoon sun that hadn’t cooled any even though night was less than a couple of hours away.
Hazel slowed the car, pulling over to the side of the road in front of him. “See if he needs a lift somewhere.”
“Mum.” She kept her voice low, worried her words would carry to the young man who’d leaned his motorbike against a tree and was walking towards her window, visible in the side mirror of her door. “Keep driving. Are you insane?”
“What do you mean?”
It was too late. The young man leaned forward to peer in the car, grinning as he removed the shirt from his head to reveal sandy blond hair, short at the back and sides with a little more length at the front.
“I didn’t think I’d be lucky enough to have someone come along this road. Not much out this way.” He held his hand out. “I’m Riley Hunter.”
Aura eyed his hand, wanting to move away. Which was impossible since she was as far back in her seat as she could get. Sunlight caught on the cross at his neck, but she wasn’t reassured by the sight of it. He was too tall, around six foot, and his wiry muscles let her know he’d be a lot stronger than her. She noticed he had a silver stud, in the shape of a cross, in one ear before her gaze was caught by warm brown eyes.
Hazel leaned forward to take his hand. “I’m Hazel and this is my daughter Aura. Are you from Blue Sky Community?”
Aura was watching him carefully enough she noticed the momentary wariness that entered his eyes.
“I’m staying with Colin and Judy who live up the road from them. If you can give me a lift as far as Blue Sky I’d appreciate it.”
“We don’t have room for your bike,” Aura said.
Riley’s smile didn’t falter. “That’s okay. I’ll hide it and the helmet behind some of the bushes along the side of the road and borrow Colin’s ute to pick it up later. Not many people come along this road so it would probably be okay if I didn’t hide it.”
“Don’t be silly,” Hazel said. “As if we’d make you walk in this heat. We’ll drop you where you’re staying. Hop in the back.”
Aura reached for the door handle, speaking quickly. “I’ll get in the back. You can show my mum where you live.”
Riley chuckled as he stepped back from the door she was opening. “Want to check me over for weapons?”
She looked him up and down as she got out of the car. He seemed even taller standing beside her. “Do I need to?”
His smile faded. “It isn’t me you should be wary of.” His voice was soft enough it wouldn’t have carried to Hazel.
She kept her voice equally low. “You say that like you know who I should be wary of.”
“Why are you going to Blue Sky?”
“Mum’s sister moved there a few months back. She’s been asking us to join them ever since.” There was no way she was about to let her mum visit some dodgy sounding commune on her own. Who knew what trouble she’d get into.
Riley continued to meet her gaze, eventually taking a step back and gesturing towards his motorbike. “Give me a minute.”
She watched him stride away, frowning as she tried to figure out what had happened. Did he know something about Blue Sky? She remained by the back door, watching as he slung his shirt over a shoulder and wheeled the motorbike further away from the edge of the road, hiding it behind some of the bushes.
Riley started back towards the car, grinning as he slipped his arms into his button up shirt, the long sleeves remaining rolled up. He nodded towards the front seat. “Still want me to sit in the front?” He buttoned the shirt as he waited for her answer.
Her attention was caught by a tattoo that wrapped around his left wrist more than twice, a narrow black line with a hint of red in it that started at his pulse point. “What does that mean?” She gestured to it.
Riley rolled down his sleeves. “Depends on who you ask.”
“I thought I asked you.”
Riley glanced skywards. “Should make a move before night comes.”
She opened her mouth to ask him another question, closing it, question unasked. She might as well have been trying to get her mum to focus on a topic with how much luck she was having getting information out of him. “You can sit in the front.” She waited until he was in the car before she got in the back, keeping an eye on him.
Hazel checked over her shoulder before pulling onto the narrow road. “How far are you past Blue Sky?”
“A few kilometres,” Riley said.
“I thought you said just up the road.”
Riley turned in his seat to meet Aura’s gaze. “It is. By rural standards.” He grinned. “Colin and Judy are neighbours. Their property adjoins Blue Sky along one side.”
“Are they family?” Hazel asked. “Colin and Judy.”
“No.”
“Friends?” Hazel glanced at Riley.
He shook his head. “I’ve been helping them.”
“Oh, you work for them,” Hazel said.
Riley shrugged. “That’s one way of putting it.”
Aura wanted to demand how he’d put it, but her mum was asking him about the area and how long he was staying with Colin and Judy. She was tempted to point out to her mum that he tended to avoid actually answering the questions and that they’d learned pretty much nothing about him. His words came back to her. If he wasn’t the one she should be worried about, then why was he being so secretive while seemingly being open with his casual comments and ready smiles?
Riley pointed to a large sign coming up on the right. “That’s Blue Sky.”
It was a hand painted sign with uneven lettering on a blue background. Aura turned in her seat to watch it as they drove past. Her expectations for the place plummeted further. Was it too late to convince her aunt to leave immediately? Zinnia was supposedly the sensible one of the two sisters. How had she been conned into moving here?
The car jerked to one side and Hazel gasped.
Aura grabbed hold of the handle above the door. “What happened?”
“Flat tyre.” Hazel slowed the car and pulled over onto the side of the road.
Aura sighed heavily. She should have known. Everything else that could possibly go wrong had. Unbuckling her seat belt, she opened the door, eyeing the angled area they were parked on. “It keeps getting better,” she muttered.
Riley got out of the car and walked around to the driver’s side. “Do you have a spare?”
Hazel joined him. “It’s in the boot. Under all our things.”
Aura leaned back in the seat, closing her eyes. All the things her mum had said didn’t need packing in bags. Hers were packed into two bags, a small one and a mid sized one. The rest of the gear was scattered throughout the boot in her mum’s usual haphazard fashion. After another sigh she opened her eyes before clambering out of the car to join Riley where he stood staring at the contents in the boot. His expression had her tempted to laugh, but there was nothing at all amusing about the situation. Movement caught her attention and she turned to watch her mum.
Hazel made a circling motion with her hands. “Bubble it.” She then pushed something away from her. Something no one could see.
Aura clamped her teeth together, desperately trying not to comment.
“What does that mean?” Riley nodded towards Hazel, keeping his voice low so only Aura heard him.
“You really don’t want to know.”
Riley grinned. “I don’t tend to ask questions unless I want to know the answer to them, sweetheart.”
“I’m not your sweetheart.” Her gaze narrowed.
“Aura.”
Not that she liked her name any better than being called sweetheart.
“Interesting name.”
“Yeah well, Mum was going through an aura reading stage when I was born. At least she’d moved past the palm reading stage by then. Who knows what I might have been called otherwise.”
“Heart line?”
She liked that as little as her current name. Then she would have been called sweetheart. “Fate?” She glanced at him when he chuckled.
“That seems a likely choice.” He nodded towards the contents of the boot. “Have you got anything to put some of this gear in?”




Chapter Two


Aura searched through the boot until she found a towel. “We could bundle some of the stuff in this.” 
Hazel joined them at the boot. “I’ll walk to the corner so I can warn any oncoming traffic that we’re here.”
Aura opened her mouth to argue, or ask why she didn’t let the universe take care of it. She closed her mouth instead. It’d probably be easier without her mum’s help.
“We’ve got it,” Riley said.
Hazel smiled serenely, took a straw hat from the boot and wandered down the road.
Aura watched her leave for a moment before turning back to the boot, gesturing towards the mess. “Sorry about all this.”
“Ah well, a challenge is always good for one’s character.” Riley chuckled. “Or so my gran keeps telling me.”
Her gaze was drawn to him, surprised by his comment. “You visit your gran?” That didn’t seem like the kind of thing a serial killer would do. Although what would she know about normal? She did know a little bit about serial killers though.
“My cousins and I lived with her until recently.” Riley gathered some of the clothes scattered throughout the boot and dumped them in the middle of the towel.
“You and your cousins? Where are your parents?” She added more to the pile on the towel before bundling it up.
“Europe.”
She’d taken half a step away from the boot before he’d spoken, stopping to face him. “Europe? Why are they in Europe?”
“Work.” He nodded towards the towel. “Do you have another one? Or something else we can use?”
She dumped the bundle on the back seat, gathering her bags next and putting them on the floor in the back, having no idea what to use for the rest of her mum’s things. She stared at the mess in the boot. “I’m not sure what to use. Maybe we’ll have to keep using the towel and tip everything onto the back seat.”
It didn’t take long to ditch all the gear on the back seat, once they’d settled on a plan, and Riley took the tyre out setting it beside the back driver’s side before looking for the jack. “You’re not much alike, you and your mum.” He knelt beside the flat tyre and loosened the wheel nuts before jacking the car up.
“That’s an understatement.” She took the flat tyre he removed and put it in the boot before beginning to gather all the gear off the back seat. Once they were done, she closed the boot and leaned against the car to look at Riley. “Are you collecting your bike this arve?”
“As long as it’s before dark.” He glanced skywards.
She was tempted to ask him what happened after dark, but it probably wasn’t important. Not that he was likely to answer given his previous avoidance of most of their questions. “I can give you a hand.” She gestured towards the tyre he’d replaced. “I bet you didn’t think you’d be stuck changing a tyre on a hot day like this.” She’d still have been changing it if she’d had her mum’s help.
Riley wiped his hands on his jeans. “It’s okay. I was happy to help, sweetheart.”
She gave him a look to let him know she wasn’t happy with being called sweetheart.
He grinned. “Aura.”
“Do you call everyone that?”
“Pretty much.” He glanced in the direction Hazel had taken. “Want to call your mum so we can get out of this heat? I doubt the day is going to cool off any time soon.”
She walked around to the driver’s door and put her hand in the open window to sound the horn. Facing him, she met his gaze. “I will help you.” While she watched him, he once more glanced skywards and she couldn’t resist asking the question she’d avoided earlier. “What’s your problem with the sun setting?”
Riley smiled. “I never said I had a problem with it.”
“No, but you seem pretty focused on when the day will end.”
He glanced along the road. “Your mum is on the way back.” He walked around the car to the passenger door.
She glared at his retreating figure. According to him he might not have a problem with the day ending, but he certainly did have one with answering questions.
Hazel reached the car, smiling. “That didn’t take long and nothing came along. The universe took care of everything.”
Her jaw tightened as she clamped down on the argumentative words she wanted to speak. They wouldn’t make a difference. Getting in the car, she glanced skywards when she noticed Riley did so. There was probably less than an hour left in the day.
Hazel started the car, pulling back onto the road. “How much further is it to the place you’re staying at?” She glanced at Riley.
“Only a couple of corners away,” Riley said.
“I’m going to help Riley get his bike. I’ll meet you at Blue Sky after we finish collecting it.”
Hazel momentarily met her gaze in the rear view mirror. “That’s lovely. It’ll give me time to catch up with Zinnia. It has to have been a month since I last saw her.”
“More like three months,” Aura said.
“Are you sure?” Hazel once more briefly met her gaze in the rear view mirror.
“Yes, Mum. I’m sure.”
“The driveway is just up there.” Riley pointed to a gravel drive, large ruts at the start of it, equally deep ones scattered along it. “You might want to drop me here rather than attempt the driveway in your car.”
“I’m sure I can manage to get you to the house,” Hazel said.
Aura eyed the driveway. It had to be a hundred metres long, a dilapidated Queenslander at the end of it. From what she could see, the driveway didn’t improve as it neared the house. If anything, there were larger ruts. “I could do with a walk after being in the car for so long.” She could also do without something under the car breaking.
Hazel pulled up, looking over her shoulder. “Are you sure?”
Aura opened the car door. “Yeah.” She half stepped out. “I’ll see you once we get the bike back here.”
Hazel smiled serenely. “It’ll be nice to catch up with Zinnia.”
She started to comment on Blue Sky, but at the last second changed her mind. The words wouldn’t make a difference. She’d only be wasting her breath. “Yeah.” Once she was out of the car, she closed the door and stood beside Riley, waving to her mum as she drove back the way they’d come.
Riley met her gaze. “I’m surprised you offered to help.”
She was too, but she didn’t tell him that. She didn’t usually trust people easily. Especially not good looking guys with ready smiles. But she owed him for his help. Shrugging, she nodded towards the house where a ute was parked close to the sagging verandah. The ute looked to be in as good a condition as the house and driveway. “You sure the ute will hold together long enough to pick up the bike?”
Riley chuckled, starting along the driveway. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
His words weren’t reassuring, but she walked at his side, stepping around the larger ruts, her gaze drawn to a few she was certain would have caused damage to the car. “How long are you staying with Colin and Judy?” Even though her mum had asked, he hadn’t really given a clear answer. She was determined to get him to answer at least one question about himself. Properly answer it and not give some vague or unrevealing comment.
“Hopefully I’ll be back in Brisbane before uni starts back at the beginning of next month.”
She stumbled on one of the ridges leading into a rut. “You’re at uni?”
Riley glanced at her with a grin. “Not what you expected of a serial killer?”
“I never said you were a serial killer.”
“Actions speak louder than words.”
A wry smile formed. “Can you blame me?”
“Not at all, sweetheart.”
“How would you like it if I started calling you sweetheart?”
“Go ahead. It’s only fair after all.”
She glanced at him several times, not sure if he was serious. “You won’t mind if I call you sweetheart.” She glanced at him when he didn’t speak, her only answer a grin. “Fine. Sweetheart.”
Riley laughed.
Aura stumbled on the edge of a rut, distracted by the sound, trying to figure out how the conversation had wandered away from the original topic. “How did you end up here?”
“One of my cousins dropped me off.”
“Why?”
“Because Colin and Judy needed a hand.”
She frowned. Nothing made sense. “What about your motorbike?”
“It’s Colin’s. Or at least it belongs to one of his sons who now lives in Brisbane.”
“You don’t have a vehicle here?”
Riley shrugged. “I didn’t expect to stay so long and Emily and Dan had to go back to Brisbane yesterday. They had other things to deal with.”
“Your cousins?”
“Emily is my cousin.” He flashed her another grin. “What’s with the interrogation?”
“What was with avoiding the questions my mum asked?”
They reached the ute as the front screen door opened, an old man remaining in the doorway. His skin was leathery and wrinkled, only wisps of hair remaining on his head. He wore a faded checked shirt, his trousers equally faded and held up on his narrow frame with a worn leather belt.
“You didn’t put the bike in a ditch, did you?”
Riley grinned. “Didn’t you believe me when I told you I could ride?”
“Not with the way you tore out of here.”
Riley chuckled, turning to Aura. “This is Colin.” He looked towards the old man. “Colin, this is Aura. She’s visiting next door, along with her mother.”
Colin’s expression changed. “What are you doing bringing her here?”
Aura nearly took a step back at the venom she heard in his voice. “Riley helped change a flat tyre for us. I’m returning the favour by helping him collect the bike.”
“Don’t need help from any of you hippies.” Colin came to the edge of the verandah, letting the screen door slam shut behind him. “I’ll give you a hand to get the bike.”
“It’s okay, Colin. They’re not moving in. Aura has an aunt there.”
Colin leaned against the verandah railing. “They should all go back to where they came from. Never trusted that Curtis. Always believed there was something not right about him.”
“You’ve got good instincts, Colin. Don’t let prejudices get in the way of them,” Riley said.
“The lot of them are as bad as that Curtis.”
“There might be more than one wolf living next door, but the majority of them are lambs.” Riley gestured towards the ute. “I better get going before it’s dark.”
“Don’t matter how many of them are lambs. They mess with wolves they deserve what’s coming to them.” Colin returned inside, the screen door slamming shut behind him.
Aura stared into the shadowy interior of the house. “What was that all about?”
Riley strode to the ute, glancing over his shoulder. “You coming?”
She went around to the passenger side of the ute, the door creaking loudly. “You don’t much like answering questions.” She sat on the cracked vinyl of the bench seat, glad she was wearing jeans. Earlier, when the air conditioner had failed, she’d regretted putting them on.
Riley started the engine and the vehicle struggled to life with a shudder. “People don’t always want an answer when they ask a question. Or at least they don’t want to hear the answer.”
She grabbed hold of the armrest on the door as the ute shuddered and rattled down the driveway. “Are you sure this thing won’t fall apart before we get to the road?”
Riley laughed. “I’ll say a few prayers that it gets us back in one piece.”
She stared at him. “You pray?”
“I don’t wear a cross for decoration.”
“I didn’t think normal people believed in religion anymore.” She let go of the handle when they reached the road and it stopped feeling like she was being shaken apart.
Riley glanced at her, grinning. “Are you sure I’m normal?”
“Not at all.” She couldn’t help glancing at the sign for Blue Sky Community as they drove past. “What is Colin’s problem with them?”
“Things haven’t been right in the area since Curtis arrived. The place was up for sale, but it was taken off the market and Curtis moved in.”
“What’s wrong with that? Maybe they decided to rent it out because it wasn’t selling.”
Riley glanced at her, not saying a word.
“What?”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“But you wanted to.”
“People don’t always say everything they think.”
She couldn’t exactly argue that. Not when she had a tendency to keep most of her thoughts to herself. The silence stretched out awkwardly, broken only by the sounds of the ute. “What are you studying at uni?”
“Psychology. How about you? Have you finished school? Going on to uni? Have other plans?”




Chapter Three


Aura studied him. Psychology? He didn’t seem the type. But then she didn’t really know him. Who knew what his ready smiles hid. For a few seconds she began to wonder at her sanity for having decided to help him. She pushed those worries aside. It was too late to be concerned about it now. “I finished year twelve last year. I’m doing veterinary science. There are always more positions available for vets than there are applicants to fill them.” 
“You’re going to base the direction of your life on job availability.”
“At least I’ll be able to afford to live.” And not have to worry about numerous sudden moves due to rent not being paid on time. Or empty cupboards because no groceries had been bought because there was no money for them.
Riley slowed, doing a three-point turn in a spot halfway between two corners. “Maybe I should give you my number for when job dissatisfaction gets to you later in life and you find yourself needing help to figure out where you went wrong.”
“Doing things because they sound fun and interesting doesn’t work.” Life had taught her that repeatedly. A pity her mum hadn’t learned the lesson.
He drove back towards Colin’s place for a few metres. “The key to life is balance.” He pulled up, parking on the side of the road, the ground angling away from the bitumen. “It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”
Her jaw tightened. He didn’t know what he was talking about. Opening the door, she got out instead of bothering to reply. Once the motorbike was back at Colin’s place she’d probably never see him again. Scanning the bushes along the side of the road, she tried to spot the motorbike. It was too well hidden.
Riley strode around to the back of the ute, unstrapping the planks on the tray. He slid them into place before heading for a clump of bushes and bringing the motorbike out, the helmet hanging from the handlebar.
When he started up the ramps, the motorbike on one plank, Riley on the other, she moved behind the motorbike and pushed against the seat. The ramps were on a sharp angle, the motorbike an effort to push up them. “Lucky the planks were on the ute.”
Riley finished pushing the motorbike up onto the tray. “Not the first time the bike has returned home on the ute.”
She held the motorbike while Riley strapped it into place and put the planks back, strapping them on too.
He glanced skywards.
She did the same. The sun was low on the horizon, the sky filled with colour. “That’s one thing you rarely see in the city.” The vibrant colours reminded her of the year her mum had taken up painting, spending far too much money to learn that all she was capable of doing was splashing colours across the canvas. When her mum quit the instructor had claimed, that unlike her mum, she had a natural talent and had tried to convince her to continue attending lessons. But someone had to be practical. The money her mum had made as a waitress hadn’t been enough to cover unnecessary things.
“We better get going before it’s dark.” Riley jumped off the tray of the ute, landing on the driver’s side, taking the helmet with him.
Aura remained on the tray. “What is your problem with the night?”
Riley gestured along the road. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re not exactly in the city out here. No streetlights and kilometres between houses.”
Once again he’d avoided the question. Not exactly saying that was his problem, only insinuating. She remained on the back of the ute, watching him before clambering off. He was already in the ute, starting the engine as soon as she closed the door, the helmet between them on the seat. The vinyl creaked as she tried to get comfortable on the aged seat, the noise competing with all the other ones.
“I’ll drive up to the next clear stretch before I turn around and then drop you at Blue Sky before I return to Colin and Judy’s place,” Riley said.
“Who will help you get the bike off the tray?”
“There’s enough flat ground around the house it won’t be a problem.” Riley slowed for several kangaroos
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