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Note to the
Reader

 


Hello Shadow Falls Fans,

 


The journey of Shadow Falls was
amazing. I hope you enjoyed the nine books and six novellas
starring some of our favorite characters. The Shadow Falls
series taught me so much. It’s where I dipped my toe into writing
young adult. It’s where I took my own journey down memory lane and
remembered the joys, pains, and regrets of my own teenage
years.

 


Thank you to everyone who emailed me to let
me know how the books touched their lives. Thank you to those who
left reviews and told others about the series.

 


I hope you’ll take the time to check out what
I’ve got in store for you next! At the end of the book, you’ll find
an excerpt and special announcement about my brand-new books coming
out soon.

 


Keep reading. Keep falling in love with
books.

 


C.C.
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 Chapter One

 


Kylie? Kylie? Kylie?

Kylie Galen heard her name being whispered,
but the sweet, peaceful sensation of sleep hugged her a little
tighter. If someone really wanted her at this
gawd-awful-before-sunrise hour—be them dead or alive—they were
gonna have to speak up.

Kylie! The tone, the pitch, and the
volume made her eardrums cringe.

Definitely louder. Had someone heard her
thoughts? Someone like a . . .

She opened one eye, trying to clear the
cobwebs of precious sleep from her mind. The voice, throaty and
feminine, struck a familiar cord, but not too familiar. Where did
Kylie know it from? Was this person standing on the other side of
the door, or was she standing on the other side of life?

Now opening both eyes, Kylie slipped one hand
out from the covers. If a ghost were present, the room would be
cold; a bone-and-blood-chilling kind of cold.

Wiggling her fingers, she detected the air
held a wintry feel, but considering it was December, wintry wasn’t
alarming. A ghost in her room? That would be alarming. Never mind
that she’d dealt with over twenty-five of those suckers before now.
Dead people still gave Kylie the heebie-jeebies.

“Hello?” Clinging to the covers, she sat up,
brushed her blond strands off her face, and waited for the voice.
Not one sound echoed behind her bedroom door.

Shifting her eyes left, then right, she saw
nothing but her slightly messy bedroom filled with rustic,
light-grained furniture suitable for a cabin, and her personal
items. Things like family pictures, Lucas-boyfriend pictures, and
the latest teen pregnancy brochure her mom had sent her. Mom who
still couldn’t say “sex,” but was always pamphlet-prepared.

Right then the room’s temperature took a
dive, but it still wasn’t quite ghost cold.

Socks, her regal tuxedo cat who rested atop
the dresser using Kylie’s bra and red top as a makeshift bed,
lifted his head. His gold eyes stared at her as if saying, “Not
again.”

Socks wasn’t a fan of ghosts, either. He
disliked them almost as much as Lucas did.

Kylie’s focus went to the window. Only early
Sunday morning darkness hung outside.

Huddled under warm blankets, she felt the
fuzziness of sleep fade, replaced by the realization of how
inconvenient another ghost appearance could be.

She and Lucas, her boyfriend, were going
hiking first thing that morning. It would be a full day of no one
but her and him. That meant no ghosts. Problem was, telling a ghost
“no” was like telling a dog not to sniff other canines’ butts.

Crappers! Today was special. Today
would be the first full day she’d spent with Lucas in what felt
like forever. Between his working for the Fallen Research Unit,
(FRU,) a enforcement equivalent to FBI, but overseeing
supernaturals, taking college courses, and being a part of the
Werewolf Council—which was demanding more and more of him—he’d been
short on time. Regretfully, time with her was always the first to
go.

In the last month he’d canceled more dates
than he’d kept. And because of his schedule, he hadn’t made that
many.

Not that she was complaining.

Okay, she was complaining. She missed him so
much her bellybutton ached. Even her two roommates Miranda and
Della had started feeling bad about going out on dates because she
never did.

Of course, Kylie understood the priorities of
work and school. She attempted to accept his commitment to the Were
Council—though that was the one she had the most difficulty
understanding. Especially after what she’d seen on Lucas’s computer
last week.

How could she not resent a group of people
who didn’t approve of them being together? The question that really
gnawed at her was how could Lucas not resent them?

That question led to another one. Where did
she fall on Lucas’s priority list? At the butt-end bottom of the
totem pole? Not that she really needed to worry over this. All of
it was about to change. They’d have today and then the Christmas
vacation.

Save him. Save him.

The words echoed from the walls and the
ceiling and surrounded her like an invisible cloud.

Kylie flinched inside and out. Desperation
oozed from the spirit’s two words and sucked the air right out of
Kylie’s throat and chest.

“Save who?” She fed her deflated lungs
freezer-cold oxygen. Yup, now the temperature had dropped to a
deadly chill. Dropped fast.

Kylie’s released breath sent swirling steam
rising from her lips, floating slowly to the ceiling like a helium
balloon losing oomph. A crinkly, crackly noise of ice
forming added a layer of eeriness to the moment.

She spotted the thin sheet of frost growing
on the window panes, spreading like a fungus. Then the frigid air
crawled under the covers like thousands of ants. Ants that carried
the feel of death and crept up on her feet, her legs, and
higher.

Her next breath brought in air so subzero
that her lungs nearly got freezer burn.

Crap!

Socks let out a pissy howl.

In the corner of the room, the dark corner,
she saw an apparition fade in and out. She faced it, knowing any
attempt to ignore a spirit was futile. If a ghost wanted her
attention, they got it. Some of their methods were less pleasant
than others.

She watched and waited, ready to identify the
person with the familiar voice. But what looked like a smear on
glass forming midair evaporated to nothing. The black chill in the
air died with it.

The ice on her window turned to condensation
and dripped down the cold glass, reminding her of blood oozing from
a wound. The spirit’s murky words replayed in her head. Save
him. Save him.

Who needed saving? Who was asking? Who in
hell had thought her being a ghost whisperer was a good idea?

The dark silence of predawn clung to the
ceiling as if forbidding noise. Not even an insect dared to sing.
Then a loud crack on the window had her butt bouncing off
the bed. A yelp sprang from her lips. Then she saw him.

Lucas.

He opened the window and lifted himself
inside in one easy jump. Why use a door when a window worked just
fine.

She pushed off the covers, bolted off the
mattress, and buried herself in his arms.

His were heat, ten degrees warmer than a
human, came against her. She loved his heat. She loved him. Loved
how he made her feel safe. Secure. Sexy.

“You’re early,” she said, her cheek still on
his shoulder, her arms around his waist.

“And you’re cold.” His words breathed into
her hair, and his embrace tightened around her as if to protect
her, to chase away the cold.

“You have company?” Discontent added the
tiniest edge to his three words.

She lifted her face and met his not-so-happy
gaze. His blue eyes, a shade darker than hers, still mesmerized
her.

“No, they’re gone.” Nudging away her concern
for the ghost, she let herself be happy. Happy he was here. Happy
she’d have all day with him. Happy that next week he would be out
of school, and he had taken two weeks off work.

Lifting up on her toes, she pressed her lips
to his. He deepened the kiss. His taste, the feel of his tongue
slipping between her lips, had her leaning in to him. The low
vibration of a male were that told his mate he enjoyed her
closeness hummed against Kylie’s skin, tingling, and stirring her
own desire to get closer.

Pulling back, his kiss still moist on her
lips, she smiled.

Then she saw his expression. Not a frown. Not
anger. Not even disappointment. Pre-disappointment. This was an
expression he got right before he had to let her down. The fact she
recognized it said she had seen it way too often.

“No,” she said, fearing she knew what had
brought him here early.

Now came his frown and undeniable discontent.
He didn’t want to do it, but it didn’t stop him from doing it. Over
and over again.

Yup, at the butt-end bottom of the totem
pole. Her hope that change was right around the corner melted into
a glob of painful goo in her chest.

She already knew who to blame. The almighty
Council. The hold they had on Lucas seemed stronger than even her
love.

“They just called.” His apologetic tone hung
heavy and bumped against her conscience for feeling like a
demanding girlfriend.

He glided a finger down her cheek. The soft
sweep brought on a sigh of loneliness.

“It’s some kind of emergency meeting,” he
said, his touch sliding away. Her patience sliding with it.

And how many of them had they had this month
and last? “It’s our day,” she said. “You promised—”

“I know. And it still will be ours. This
meeting can’t last past noon. We’re still going. Just a little
later.”

Half a day later. The plan had been to
leave at seven. “Can’t you just tell them ‘no’?”

“Not if I want to retain their respect and my
place on the Council. They’re harder on me because I’m young.”

It wasn’t because he was young. It was
because he was with her. That’s why he’d been writing the paper
about the consequences of attempting to stop weres of today from
living with and bonding with other species. Why was he forever
trying to justify it? Why did he want to be a part of something
where he needed to justify their relationship? How could retaining
their respect matter?

She dropped her forehead onto his chest,
trying to smother the spark of anger that came when she thought
about the Council. This was his quest. Being on that council meant
changing things for future werewolves. But at what price?

Couldn’t Lucas see that their expectations of
him were too much? He was constantly at their mercy. If she didn’t
know better, she’d think they were purposely trying to keep them
apart.

That’s when it hit. One of those long-due
epiphanies that made people want to slap their foreheads and say
“duh.”

Why wouldn’t they attempt to keep them apart?
After seeing the paper Lucas was writing on his laptop, maybe that
was exactly what they were doing.

She’d never told Lucas she’d seen his notes
because he had purposely kept it from her and because she knew he’d
be upset that she’d found it. She hadn’t meant to read it. It had
been there, and . . . and before she realized what it
was, she’d read most of it.

Considering how much she longed to say
something now, perhaps it had been wrong not to tell him. Even more
so because she saw how hard it was for him to fight the Council.
And the control they had over him infuriated her.

She recalled Lucas saying almost the same
thing about her ghost obligations. Not that any ghost had
interfered on their time a tenth as much as the Council. And unlike
his all-powerful board of weres, ghosts didn’t care who she
loved.

“I’m sorry.” He put a kiss on the top of her
head. “I know this has been a hard couple of months. Next semester
I’m only going to take one class. And next week I’ll be completely
free. No work. No school. Two weeks of just us. Except when we go
to New York with your mom.”

She stared at his chest, her worry spiraling
out of control. “What about when you start back at work, then
school?” What about next year when I leave for college? That
was her biggest concern.

He cupped her chin and gently brought her
face up to look at her. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

“I’m not mad, I’m just . . . I miss
you. I need . . . We need, more time. I was really
looking forward to today.”

“I won’t be long. And when I start back at
work and school, we’ll find more time.” He twirled a strand of her
hair around his finger and then tucked it behind her ear.

“I just . . .”

“I love you. You know that?”

His words held a promise that she could hear,
feel, almost touch.

“I know.” What concerned her was where their
love fell on his priority list. Was making the Council happy more
important to Lucas than she was? For the last two months, it had
kind of seemed that way.

He kissed her and left. The clunk of the
window closing somehow sounded sad.

She plopped back onto the mattress and looked
around the room, remembering the cold. She didn’t feel the ghost
now, but she gave it a shot.

“You have half a day. Tell me who needs
saving.”


 Chapter Two

 


Lucas Parker sat at a large wooden table that
was nicked and grooved with time, surrounded by eleven other
councilmen. The rock home sat on acreage in the Texas Hill country
and had been built in the early nineteen hundreds, making it only
barely older than some of the council members.

Their bodies, some stooped with age, were
mostly frail, yet their minds were sharp. Or Lucas had thought so
until these last few months.

His patience, like a used rubber band, had
been stretched to the brink of snapping. The Council didn’t take
kindly to snapping.

Checking his phone, he saw it was already
noon. He kept seeing the disappointment in Kylie’s eyes, kept
feeling his resentment growing toward the Council, kept hearing the
sound of impending doom for his own people. And that—the impending
doom—was what had him holding his temper.

Until about two months before, Lucas had felt
secure in his place on the Council. He’d seen progress. Then out of
the blue the Council started reconsidering every small change he
had implemented.

How many times could the Council go over the
same thing?

Glancing around the table, he sensed Jeremiah
Holmes and Sabastian Rozo were the culprits. The other nine
councilmen were at least more open to change.

What they refused to see was the lack of
change was already crippling their community.

Unable to remain silent, he leaned in. “Did
you not just state your concern that the were people no
longer respect the laws that govern us? How many more of our
brothers and sisters will you lose by forcing them to choose
between their wives and husbands or the were community? Why would
they want to be a part of a society that would not accept their
children? If we are to survive in this new time, we have to
adapt.”

Jeremiah slapped his gnarled hand on the
scarred table. His eyes grew instantly orange, the color of
frustration, anger, resentment. “They would not have to make a
choice had they chosen their mate correctly. In my day—”

“Which is exactly my point.” Lucas’s
frustration bounced against the rock walls. “This is not your day.
Our people do not live in your day. They live in today. Do we not
fear the rumors of groups of weres breaking off from our
union to create their own? Rules like this will not only encourage
it, but guarantee it.”

“And I say let them stray,” Sabastian spoke
up. “We have no need for their kind. What power will they have?”
The old man raised himself from his chair, speaking down to Lucas
as if he were a pup. “They will mate the infidels, and their
children will not change with the moon. Someday who we are will be
forgotten by our own people.”

“The fact that you see them as infidels
is—”

Antonio cleared his throat. “Sabastian’s
point is concerning.” Italian like Sabastian, Antonio sat across
from Lucas, meeting his gaze with something resembling empathy. But
his words said something else entirely. “Perhaps you should recuse
yourself from this vote.”

Lucas bolted up, his heavy chair crashing to
the stone floor. The clatter climbed the white walls all the way up
to the sixteen-foot ceiling and vibrated in the room like
thunder.

“Why would a member of this council recuse
himself from voting when it is the whole purpose of being a part of
the Council?”

Sabastian, with contentment in his aged gray
eyes and a barely-there smile on his lips, lifted his hands as if
to raise his point higher. “You deny you are prejudiced when you
are committed to a non-were girl?”

“I deny that my prejudices should be
considered. In fact, it is in part because of my different beliefs
that I am on this council. I am here to be the eyes and ears of the
new generation of weres. To unite us and prevent the Council from
losing sight of what it means to be a were in this time.”

“I fear that you have lost sight of what
being a were is about in any and all times.” Sabastian’s accusation
hung in the tension-filled air. “You live in the human world. You
study at the human schools.”

“As do over half our people.” Lucas seethed,
fearing things had gotten worse than he’d thought. His goal, his
life quest, of making a difference to his people felt
threatened.

Jeremiah stood. “Let’s not forget that the
girl you call your life mate is half human.”

“And her other half is chameleon which means
she has the blood of all kinds and can become any supernatural. On
top of that she is a protector. How can you discount her?”

Sabastian shook his fist at Lucas. “Because
she isn’t pure. Besides, you even work with the FRU, the very
organization who hunted our kind not so long ago.”

“That time is over,” Lucas spoke between
clenched teeth. “And holding on to hatred does not behoove us.”

“Sit. Everyone,” Antonio said.

Lucas snatched up his chair and dropped down
into it, but not once did he remove his gaze from Sabastian. Though
the tension in the room now came from all angles. His hackles rose.
His shoulders stiffened. He would not back down.

“How long has it been since you had a
sabbatical from the human world?” Jeremiah asked.

Lucas looked from one council member to the
other, unsure exactly how many of them were now against him. “The
truth I know is that to follow the old ways will destroy the union
of weres. It will divide us. Weaken us as a whole.”

Antonio spoke up next. “Perhaps Jeremiah is
right. Perhaps you need to commune with the wolf inside you. We
will postpone this vote. We will send you on a vision quest. If
afterwards you still feel our ways are outdated, we will hear your
argument.”

“I speak from my heart which is wolf,” Lucas
said. The last thing he wanted was to go away. “I do not need to
commune to know what’s right for my people. I speak for the younger
generation. Those who refuse to let their lives be controlled by
rules that were born from war and famine. In a time when we had no
allies but only enemies.”

“But is your head too filled with chaos to
listen to your heart?” Jonah, the eldest in the group, chimed
in.

Lucas stared at the old man. Jonah had been
one of his biggest supporters—the last person Lucas expected to
speak against him. Why was the Council turning against him?

 


• • •

 


Kylie went to the cabin that houses Holiday’s
office to talk to the camp leader about the ghost, but considering
Holiday was Fae and could read emotions, she picked up on Kylie’s
other frustrations faster than you could say “were Council.”

All it took was one little question. “What’s
wrong?” And Kylie started unloading.

She flopped into the chair in front of the
school leader’s desk. “I understand that being on the Council is
important to him and that it’s part of his identity.” She gripped
the hands of the chair. “But where do I fall on his list of
priorities?”

Holiday tapped the eraser of her pencil on
the desk. Thut. Thut. Thut. “I think you know
that answer.”

“I know he loves me, but . . .”
But it was two p.m. and she hadn’t heard a word, not one, from
Lucas. “It was supposed to be our day. And I know it’s not his
fault. I know he’s going to show up here any minute, and he’s going
to tell me how sorry he is. And I’m going to forgive him, because
. . . because that’s what I do. But every time it
happens, I get a little madder. A little more resentful.”

Holiday’s eyes softened, but her mouth
thinned. She tilted her head ever so slightly to the right. Kylie
recognized that look. It always came when Holiday was about to say
something that she knew might be hard to hear. And yup, the school
leader had a knack for saying hard-to-hear things.

Things you didn’t want to face. The fact that
she was ninety-percent right annoyed the devil out of Kylie.

“He’s living an adult lifestyle, Kylie. He’s
working full time, going to school, and working with the Council.
It’s hard to—”

“I know,” Kylie said. “It’s not his work or
school.”

“So it’s the Council?” the fae surmised.

Surmised correctly. Though Kylie wasn’t eager
to completely unload her Lucas issues.

“I . . . didn’t say that.”

Holiday just stared. She could stare the
truth out of anyone.

“Fine. It’s the Council!”

Holiday almost grinned. “What’s going
on?”

Kylie just blurted out, “Every date we’ve had
in the last two months has been canceled, delayed, or shortened due
to them.”

“Really?” Doubt filled Holiday’s eyes.

“I’m not exaggerating.” Kylie bit down on her
lip. “I don’t make any other plans anymore because that might be
the ten minutes he has for me.”

Holiday rolled the pencil in her hand.
“Relationships aren’t always fifty-fifty. Sometimes you have to
give ninety-percent. Then the tables turn and—”

“I know,” Kylie said. “And frankly, I’ve
given the ninety percent for over a year. And just saying that
makes me feel like a bitch. I don’t like feeling like a bitch. But
. . . what the hell, just call me a bitch. Because I
don’t like this. Don’t like that his being part of the Council is
always going to take priority over me, over us.”

“I don’t think that’s the case,” Holiday
said. “And I mean both the bitch part and about the Council being
more important to him.”

“I can’t help wondering what it’s going to be
like when I’m away at college. Right now, I’m available whenever he
has a minute. But when I’m at school, fifty miles away, it’s not
going to be like that. How little are we going to see each other
then?”

“When two people want to make things work
out, they make them work.”

“I know. And believe me when I say I know
Lucas wants them to work out. But . . . but the Council
and whatever they need takes priority.”

“You really feel that way?” Holiday asked,
doubt giving her words a different cadence.

“Yes. No. Yes. I’m beginning to.” She kicked
her right foot up and bounced her heels on the floor. “Seriously,
I’ve spent less than eight hours with him these last two months.
Last week he was called in seven times. The week before that it was
eight. Always on his day off. Always when we are supposed to be
together.”

“Seven times?” Holiday asked. “I mean, I know
the Council has demanded a lot of him lately. Even Burnett
mentioned it, but . . . Is something going on with the
Council?” The light from one of Holiday’s crystals reflected back
on the camp leader’s face. “Something that explains why it’s been
so busy?”

Kylie didn’t feel she should share what she’d
read on Lucas’s computer. Not when she hadn’t even told him she’d
seen it. “How would I know? He doesn’t tell me what’s going on
there. Half the time I worry it’s about me.”

“About you?” Holiday asked.

“Yeah. About him and me. They don’t approve
of mixed relationships.”

Holiday’s chair creaked as she leaned
forward. “I thought they had accepted it. Just a few months ago
Lucas told me that with his influence, the Council was close to
embracing mixed marriages.”

“I thought so, too. But . . . it
doesn’t feel like it. Anymore.”

Holiday rolled the pencil between her palms.
“Perhaps you’re reading more into this than there is.”

Kylie slid down into the seat. “Maybe.” But
she didn’t believe it. Then her fear spilled out of her. “The
Council is trying to break us up.”

“What?” Holiday asked.

“They only invade on his time when he’s
planning on being with me. They don’t want one of their members to
be bonded with a non-were.”

“Why would you think that?”

Kylie didn’t answer because then she’d have
to tell about reading Lucas’s notes.

Holiday cocked her head to the side, and her
green eyes studied Kylie as if . . . “What are you not
telling me?”

Kylie had to think fast. A conversational
U-turn was all she could come up with. “I had a ghost pop up at an
ungodly hour this morning.”

The camp leader reached back and pulled her
hair over her right shoulder, threading her fingers through it.
“Did he or she communicate with you?”

Kylie nodded. “It was a woman. She couldn’t
manifest completely. Her voice sounded familiar, but for the life
of me, I couldn’t place it.”

“What did she say?” Holiday, also a ghost
whisperer, leaned closer. The fae never hesitated to help solve
Kylie’s issues with the dead.

“She called my name several times and then
said, ‘Save him.’ She said it twice and she sounded . . .
desperate. Like it could be serious. I asked who she thought needed
saving, but she left.”

“And she hasn’t tried to reach you again
today?”

“No. With my luck, Lucas is going to be back
and when we’re together she’ll drop back in. You know how much he
loves it when ghosts stop by.” Kylie frowned.

Holiday smiled. “He’ll get used to it.
Burnett has.”

“I sometimes think Lucas is a smidgen more
stubborn than Burnett.”

“That’s not possible.” Humor flavored the
fae’s words.

The sound of determined steps clunking on the
porch filled Kylie’s ears.

She titled her head and listened to the
cadence. Lucas? She turned vampire and sniffed the air,
testing it for a familiar outdoorsy scent. Yup, it was him.

“I should go,” Kylie said. “Thank you.” She
stood and started for the door.

“Kylie?” Holiday’s gentle way of saying her
name had Kylie pausing.

She looked back over her shoulder.
“Yeah?”

“I know it’s your nature to avoid conflict.
But . . . things like this can fester. Talk to Lucas
about how you’re feeling. I’m sure you two will work it out.”

“I will.” Kylie stepped out of Holiday’s
office door at the same time Lucas stepped into the cabin’s main
door. He carried a bouquet of daisies and an expression that begged
for forgiveness.

His eyes said he was sorry. His posture said
he was sorry. His bad boy charm said he was sorry.

She was such a sucker for that charm—a sucker
for Lucas.

“I know you’re mad.” He held out the yellow
flowers and inched closer, cautiously optimistic and armed with
male charisma. “And you probably want to kick my ass, and I’ll let
you.” The slightest smile appeared on his lips, and he braved it by
taking another step. “But you’ve got to forgive me.”

“Don’t do that,” she said.

“Do what?” he asked, now so close only the
bunch of daises came between them.

Make it hard for me to talk about our issues.
“Be cute.” She felt her anger evaporating.

“Oh.” He smiled in earnest. “I can’t help
that. I was born cute. Just like you were born beautiful.”

He leaned in and brushed his lips against her
forehead. The softest of kisses, the hardest kind to refuse. The
easiest to get lost in. “Let’s go hiking.”

“I thought I was going to get to kick your
ass?”

“You can.” His words came with a chuckle. “We
hike for an hour. You kick my ass for an hour. We make out for an
hour.”

“What makes you think you’ll be able to make
out after I kick your ass?”

“Ouch.” His lips pressed against hers. Moist.
Sweet. Promising. When he pulled back, he whispered the words. “I’m
so sorry.”

If an apology could be perfect, he’d just
delivered it. Her need to have the talk lessoned, but she heard
Holiday. Things like this can fester.

Mind made up, she inhaled. Somewhere between
the hiking, ass-kicking, and making out, they were going to
talk.


 Chapter Three

 


Five miles and one sunset later, Kylie and
Lucas lay stretched out on a blanket, holding hands and staring up
at the bowl of a night sky, the new stars, and the half moon. She
had changed into a werewolf, so she could commune with nature as
much as Lucas.

When in were mode, her sense of smell
increased nearly four hundred percent. The moist earth smelled
richer, the trees and their fallen leaves smelled crisper, and the
pheromones of the man she loved smelled even more irresistible.

He rolled over onto his side. Propped himself
up on his elbow and stared at her with honest affection.

Leaning down, Lucas’s lips met hers. His
taste exploded on her tongue. His soft vibrations stirred her
desire. His hand slipped under her shirt.

Tempting.

Teasing.

Tantalizing.

Quickly realizing they hadn’t talked, she
caught his hand. Threading her fingers with his, she felt their
palms touch, melt against one another.

He lifted up and met her eyes. “What is
it?”

“We need to talk.” Her heart did a jolt. She
hated conflict. Hated talking about conflict. Hated confessing that
she’d seen Lucas’s laptop and read something she shouldn’t have.
But more than anything, she hated that there had to be secrets
between them. Why hadn’t he just told her what was going on with
the Council?

And while she suspected this was just a bump
in the road, it was a bump she’d run into before. One that had
almost severed their relationship and her trust.

It had been his need to be on the Council
over a year before that had caused him to agree to the engagement
his father had arranged. Sure, he hadn’t planned on going through
with it, but keeping it from her felt like a huge betrayal and
spoke to how far Lucas would go to secure his place on the
werewolves’ governing body.

He squeezed her hand. “I told you, I’m only
taking one class next semester.”

She bit down on her lip. “It’s not your
school and you know it.”

He inhaled. He exhaled. He closed his eyes.
After a few seconds, he opened them. “The Council is just going
through a rough patch.”

She saw and heard his tone slip from the
truth. Not really a lie. He didn’t lie. But he excelled at not
telling her things. Of keeping them to himself.

Dropping her hold of his hand, she sat up,
pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them. “What kind of a
rough patch?”

“It’s nothing that won’t get worked out.”

“What needs to be worked out?” Her grip on
her legs tightened.

“Just things. You need to trust me
Kylie.”

That word. The “T” word echoed inside her.
She didn’t trust the Council. And as hard as it was to admit, when
it came to the Council, she didn’t completely trust Lucas.

Lifting her chin, feeling the spike of anger,
she didn’t hold back. “What if I can’t?”

A scratchy sound escaped from the back of
this throat. He sat up. “What do you mean you can’t?”

Hurt echoed in his tone, and she hated
knowing she was responsible, even when she felt justified. “I know
how far you’ll go to secure your place there.”

From the look in Lucas’s eyes, she suspected
he knew she referred back to the whole engagement chaos.

“Damn it, Kylie. That’s in the past. Way in
the past. Bringing up old shit is crazy.” He groaned and pressed a
hand to his forehead. Then he looked at her. “I admitted I was
wrong. I said I was sorry, but if you need to hear it again,
I’ll—”

“Stop.” She shook her head. “I’m not
. . . I don’t need you to apologize again. It’s not what
you did, Lucas; it’s the reason you did it. It’s how far you’ll go
to make the Council happy. It’s the fact that you hide things from
me where the Council is involved.”

“I don’t . . .” He stopped short of
lying. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

“You keep things from me.” She sucked in her
bottom lip. It tasted like his kiss, and she wished they weren’t
mad right now. They had so little time, and spending it in anger
was just wrong.

“I just don’t share everything. And
. . . and it’s not just me. You don’t share all your
ghost stuff with me.”

“Because you don’t want to hear about it.
Besides, it doesn’t involve you.”

“And you think the Council stuff involves
you?”

That stung. “Yeah, I do.” Her grip on her
legs grew tighter as if to hold off her anger.

“Well, you’re wrong.” His shoulders
tightened. His defense of his almighty council never weakened.

She looked down at the blanket, trying to say
what needed to be said while holding her fury back and not using
words as weapons. “I saw your notes that you presented to the
Council.”

“What?” His tone, slightly accusatory, had
her anger bulldozing through her resolve.

“The notes about justifying mixed marriages.
It was on your laptop.”

“You snooped in my computer?” Anger hung on
his words, then slipped off and sank into her skin. Into her
heart.

“I wasn’t snooping. You left it on the
screen.”

“When?” he asked, the one word oozing
accusations.

“Last Monday when you asked me to meet you at
your cabin. I went there, remember? And you weren’t there.
Then you called me, when I was already at your cabin, to tell me
you had to run off to another emergency meeting. Your computer was
on the kitchen table. When I sat down, I . . . I wasn’t
snooping. It was there and I started reading it.”

His chiseled features tightened. “You
shouldn’t have—”

“Fine, I shouldn’t have read it.” Anger, like
tiny little soldiers, marched around her heart, bumping into her
better judgement. “But in my defense, I didn’t think you had
secrets.”

“It’s not a secret.”

“How can you say that? You’re upset I read
it. You were keeping it from me. What is your definition of a
secret?”

“I wasn’t . . .” He closed his
eyes, took a deep breath as if he knew conversation was out of
hand. “Look, I knew it would hurt you to think I’m still having to
fight that battle. So I just—”

“Kept it secret,” she said. “And yeah, it
hurts me. It hurts me that you are so loyal to these people. It
hurts me that you hide things like this from me. It hurts me that
you can’t see what your precious council is doing.”

He looked hit. “What are they doing?”

“They’re trying to break us up.”

He shook his head, slow at first and then
faster. “That’s absurd.”

“Is it?” she asked. “Why is it that they
never hold an emergency meeting when you have to work, or when you
have classes? I can’t remember you ever telling me that you had to
leave work or class. It’s always when we’re together.”

He practically rolled his eyes at her.
“That’s because they have my schedule.”

His answer took a few laps around her
ribcage, scrubbing against nerves, knocking loose more anger until
her chest swelled with pressure. “Oh, and I’m not on your
schedule?”

He frowned. “Of course you are, but I don’t
tell them when we’re together.”

“And why is that?” She shot to her feet,
needing to move. Too angry to sit still.

He bolted up from the blanket she’d brought.
“Woah. Stop! I’m completely lost here. Where the hell is this
coming from?”

“From the obvious,” she snapped, even when a
voice told her she needed to take a step back to think before she
spoke. There was no stepping back now. “You don’t tell them about
us because you know they would have a problem with it. Yet
. . . what do you believe they think you’re doing when
you’re not in school or work? Isn’t it logical that they would know
you would be with me?”

“It’s illogical to think they are conspiring
to break us up.”

“So I’m illogical now?”

“I didn’t say . . .”

“I know what you said.” She took two steps
away then turned back. “You admit they are against mixed marriages,
so do you think they haven’t concluded that you and I are going to
get married? Or have you kept that a secret from them?”

“Damn it!” He cupped his hands behind his
neck and looked confused, angry, and flustered. Those eyes,
slightly orange, met hers. “It’s bad enough I have to fight with
them, I shouldn’t have to fight with you, too.”

“And I shouldn’t have to fight to spend a few
hours with you.”

Her anger faded to a different emotion. Hurt.
His inability to see what was happening hurt her. The kind of hurt
that left a bruise. The kind so ugly you couldn’t hide it.

He stood there, feet planted slightly apart,
too silent, too still. “You know how important being on that
council is to me.”

“Yeah, I know.” Her voice echoed what she
felt inside. Defeat, loneliness. “What I don’t know is how
important I am to you.”

“Shit!” He unlocked his hands from behind his
neck. “How can you even think that?”

“How can I not? We’ve barely seen each other
for two months.”

For one second she thought she’d finally
gotten through to him. “Just let me complete this damn sabbatical
thing.”

It took effort to wrap her head around what
he said. “What sabbatical thing?”

“They’re sending me away for a vision quest
over the Christmas holidays.”

“This Christmas?” Her words, so tight,
slipped off her lips and cracked in the air.

He nodded, and she saw the apology in his
eyes, probably another perfect one, but she was too far gone to
care.

“For how long?”

He scrubbed a hand over his mouth before
answering. “The entire two weeks, but when I get back, they have
promised to listen to my views. And all these—”

“You’re supposed to spend that time with me.
You even told my mom you were going with us to New York.” Now it
was her tone that rang of accusations.

He tried to reach for her, and she jerked
back.

“Kylie, I know this has been hard and
. . .”

“And what?” she snapped. “You’re sorry? If
that’s all you have to say, I don’t want to hear it. Because I’ve
heard it over and over again.”

He ran both hands through his hair. “Kylie,
please—”

“Don’t you see what they’re doing?”

“Don’t do this,” he said.

“Me? News flash!” she snapped, her tone so
loud the birds fluttered away. “It’s not me, Lucas. It’s your
precious almighty council doing it. Tell me, what’s going to happen
when I go away for college? When are we going to see each other
then?”

“We’ll figure it out.” He sounded confident,
but she didn’t believe it, buy it, or feel one iota better hearing
it.

“How? When we can’t find time now and we
still both live at Shadow Falls?” She bent down, snatched up the
blanket then stuffed it back into her backpack.

He reached for her arm.

“No.” She yanked free. “Go on your
sabbatical, Lucas. And while you’re there, spend some time thinking
about us, too. About if you have time for me in your life. I’m
tired of being at the butt end of your totem pole.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” he accused.

“No. I’m finally being honest with myself.
Frankly, I’m furious that I’ve put up with this for so long.”

She swung around and started back down the
path. The walk back felt a hell of a lot longer. Her future a hell
of a lot bleaker. Her heart a hell of a lot heavier.

 


• • •

 


“What happened?” Holiday asked the next day
when Kylie walked into the office. Kylie didn’t even have to say
anything, the fae’s empathetic antenna picked up on the trouble the
second Kylie walked in.

“It’s so wrong.” Kylie had spent most of the
night reliving the argument. She saw where she could have maybe
said something different, but she mostly blamed Lucas.

Holiday’s exhale of breath sounded heartfelt,
a verbal band-aid for emotional wounds. But it was going to take
more than a band-aid to fix this.

Holiday’s shoulders released. “I admit when
you told me this, I thought maybe you were exaggerating. But I
spoke to Burnett about it, and he said he’d been suspecting the
same thing.”

So everyone suspected it but Lucas. He
didn’t see it because he didn’t want to see it.

Now that Kylie had told Lucas about what
she’d read on his laptop, she didn’t mind telling Holiday. “He was
writing notes to present to the Council about why they shouldn’t
rescind the law that allows mixed marriages. They don’t approve of
it, and I think they’ll do anything to break us up.”

Holiday’s eyes filled with empathy. “Did you
talk to Lucas?”

The question had Kylie’s emotions bubbling to
the surface. “Yeah. He got upset that I’d read his notes. Even
accused me of snooping. I wasn’t, I swear. He left the notes on his
opened laptop on his kitchen table.”

The hurt bumping around in Kylie’s chest
tightened. “Even worse is that he refuses to believe they’re doing
this on purpose. But it’s so apparent that they’re trying to break
us up. And it’s working.”

The lump in her heart climbed up her throat
and made breathing painful.

“Then you can’t let them win.” Holiday’s
voice held an edge of steel.

“How can I fight this when Lucas won’t even
admit what they’re doing?”

“Why don’t you two go somewhere over the
Christmas holiday? Burnett said Lucas is taking two weeks off. Take
the time to—”

“Can’t! The Council made other plans.” Kylie
dropped into the chair across from Holiday’s desk. Her hope of ever
solving this oozed out, leaving her to feel empty, helpless.

“What plans?”

Kylie pulled one knee up, needing something
to hold on to, to keep from feeling as if everything was falling
apart. “We were supposed to spend it together, but those plans are
dead because the almighty Council is sending him away on a
sabbatical.”

Holiday’s roundish eyes rounded a bit more.
“The whole two weeks?”

Kylie nodded. “And he still refuses to accept
what they’re doing.”

Holiday slumped back in her chair. “I’ll have
Burnett talk to him.”

“No,” Kylie said. “I don’t want
. . . Lucas is private, and . . . he’s not one
to really listen to other’s input. If this is going to work, he has
to figure it out for himself. Or maybe, deep down, he does know
it.” She attempted to swallow another lump of pain. “He knows and
is ignoring it because he realizes that he has to make a choice
between me and the Council.”

She bit down on her lips so hard she almost
tasted blood. “I’m scared it’s a contest I’ll lose.”

“Kylie, Lucas loves you. I’ve never been
surer about anything.”

The words, as well-meaning as they were,
ripped another piece of her heart out. “I know he loves me. But
. . . maybe loving me is getting in the way of his life
quest. Maybe love isn’t enough.”

“I don’t believe that for one minute. Love is
always enough. And I’ve known Lucas for years. People always come
first to him.”

“I want to believe that but . . .”
She touched the ring that hung on a necklace. It was Lucas’s
grandmother’s engagement ring. He’d given it to her and told her he
knew they were too young to be engaged, but he wanted her to wear
it around her neck to remember she belonged to him.

Kylie tightened her hand around the ring. The
gold felt cold against her palm. She’d never doubted that she would
one day wear that ring on her finger.

Until now.

She looked up at Holiday. Steam slipped from
the fae’s lips. Only then did Kylie notice the cold. The unearthly
kind of cold.

“Is that your ghost or mine?” Kylie asked,
hoping it was hers. It didn’t matter that she really didn’t feel up
to dealing with a ghost while dealing with her broken heart. The
spirit’s voice had been ringing in her head, the desperation in her
voice clung to Kylie’s conscience.

“I’m not sure. But I’m not working with one
right now. So, I think . . .” Holiday pulled her jacket
from the chair and slipped her arms into it. Then she looked
around. “Show yourself and speak up. We can’t help you unless you
tell us what’s going on.”

The cold started slacking off.

Holiday looked at her. “Did it not feel the
same as your ghost?”

“I don’t know.” Kylie pulled the sleeves of
her hoodie down over her hands. “She didn’t hang around long enough
for me to get a sense of her.” Frustration swelled inside Kylie’s
already frustrated soul.

“So you haven’t heard from her again?”
Holiday asked.

“No. Just early yesterday morning. I’ve asked
her to come back like six times. I got nothing.”

Kylie sighed. “She seemed so desperate. She
pleaded for me to save someone. Which means there’s someone in
trouble out there who I’m going to let down because she won’t
. . . or can’t . . . tell me anything.”

Holiday stood up, came around the desk, and
hugged Kylie. Hugged her tight and soft at the same time. “It’s
gonna be okay.”

“Which one? The ghost issue or the Lucas
issue?”

“Both.” She gave Kylie another squeeze.

“I hope so.” Kylie absorbed the calm and
peace from the fae’s touch. She needed it to help counter the chaos
in her life.


 Chapter Four

 


Tuesday, Lucas worked the dayshift with the
FRU so he and Burnett were together, staking out a mischievous Fae
who was using his power of persuasion to swindle elderly humans out
of their life savings.

Sitting in the passenger seat of Burnett’s
Mustang, Lucas, in an all-around shitty mood, remained quiet.

His phone beeped with a text. Pulling it out,
he found himself hoping and half expecting it would be Kylie.
Sooner or later, she had to come to her senses. He understood her
being upset about his schedule. He was just as upset.

He looked at his phone’s screen. It wasn’t
Kylie. It was Chantel, the Council’s secretary, informing him that
he needed to be present for yet another meeting at five p.m.

This was just freaking fabulous. No doubt it
would only add fuel to Kylie’s farfetched assumptions. Not that he
would tell her about this. He’d already said too much. Stuck his
foot so far into his mouth that he’d bruised his liver. Or was it
his heart?

He even considered being the one to apologize
first, but he couldn’t. She wasn’t talking to him. He pressed back
into the seat, his shoulders now rock hard.

“Everything okay?” Burnett asked.

The two-word question told Lucas that Kylie
had been talking to Holiday. Or maybe it wasn’t the question, but
Burnett’s trespassing tone—as if he was stepping on private
property. The vampire wasn’t normally a trespasser.

Lucas knew Kylie and Holiday were close, but
he preferred to keep his dirty laundry in his own basket.

“I’d be better if Kylie wasn’t going around
telling everyone about our problems.”

Burnett had the decency to look guilty.
“Girls talk.”

“And now you’ve gotten your marching orders
to set me straight, right?”

The vampire flinched. “I don’t take marching
orders. But yes, Holiday mentioned Kylie spoke with her.”

Lucas pressed his palms down his legs. “And
you feel you need to address this with me?”

“I’m never one to meddle, and if you prefer
not to hear my thoughts, I’ll keep them to myself.”

“Thank you.” Lucas went back to mulling over
his problems.

Burnett went back to staring at the home
where William Walton lived.

“I’m sorry.” Lucas exhaled through his teeth.
“It’s just frustrating.”

“Any problem with a woman is,” Burnett said
matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, but this one . . . It’s
ridiculous.” Lucas blurted out. “She’s upset that the Council has
been requiring so much of my time. And now she’s got it in her head
that they are plotting to come between us.”

“And you don’t agree?” Burnett asked.

“That they are taking too much of my time,
yeah. That they are plotting to break us up, no.”

His boss and part owner of Shadow Falls
leaned back in his seat and stretched out his legs. “I thought it
was clear that they preferred you to find a were mate.”

“Prefer, yes. But if the Council has a
problem, they deal with it. They don’t conspire or concoct
underhanded plans.”

“Yet Kylie doesn’t seem the type to jump to
unmerited assumptions.”

“I know. Which is why I’m waiting for her to
come to her senses.”

“Was that her texting?” Burnett fidgeted with
the steering wheel almost as if playing nonchalant. Which he was,
but why was it bothering Lucas now?

“No. It was the Council.”

The vampire glanced his way. His left eyebrow
arched up. “They need to see you again?” The look on Burnett’s face
said it all.

“Not you, too.” Lucas moaned.

Burnett shifted in his seat and stared out
the window. “Holiday says they’re also sending you on a two-week
sabbatical tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” He said in lieu of saying, “So
what?”

“And you don’t find this suspicious?”

“They’re being difficult. They don’t agree
with my ideas on certain issues, so they’re hoping some time with
my inner wolf will change my mind.”

“Will it?”

“No,” Lucas said.

“But you’re going to do it?”

“Yes, because I have their word that
afterwards they’ll listen to my reasoning.”

Burnett started rolling up his cuffs, another
indifferent–looking move that felt off. “Do these issues have
anything to do with mixed relationships?”

Lucas’s shoulders hardened to the point his
tendons in his neck felt stretched. “Yes, but it’s always the main
issue. That doesn’t mean . . . You just don’t know how
the Council works.”

“No, but I know how you work.” He shouldered
back in his seat as if the car was too small.

Lucas stared at him. “What’s that mean?”

“Just that I know if they told you that you
had to break up with Kylie to retain your place on the Council,
you’d tell them they could kiss your ass.”

“Exactly. So why can’t Kylie see that?”

“But they haven’t told you that,” he said, as
if that was supposed to mean something.

“And your point is?” Lucas’s tone lost a bit
of patience.

“That they know how you work, too. They know
if they gave you the ultimatum you would choose Kylie. So they
haven’t forced your hand.” He gave the steering wheel another pass
with his palm. “At least not verbally. They have other ways to get
what they want.”

“So you’ve bought in to Kylie’s conspiracy
theory?”

“I haven’t bought in to anything. This is my
own logic talking. One that perhaps you refuse to see because then
the ultimatum would be real. And I don’t think you want to have to
choose. They know that, too. So they are making that choice for
you. Or should I say, they are forcing Kylie to put the ultimatum
out there. Making her the bad guy.”

“That’s ridiculous. Kylie is as important to
me as Holiday is to you. There is no competition between her and
the Council. Down deep she knows that.”

“And yet how often have you allowed the
Council to intrude on your time? Time that you’d have spent with
Kylie.”

“I told you, it’s just a rough patch. It
won’t always be like this.”

Burnett shrugged, not so much as if he agreed
with Lucas, but as if to say, “Believe what you want.”

And Lucas would. Non weres just didn’t
understand the Council.

Burnett settled back in his seat and went
back to staring out the window. “Here he is!” The vampire popped
his knuckles and slowly eased forward, his eyes never moving from
the man parking a new Mustang.

“At least he has nice taste in cars,” Burnett
muttered.

Lucas watched the perp walking to the house.
He waited for Burnett to tell him the plan.

The misbehaving fae, looking a bit too
confident, glided up the walkway. Burnett pressed a hand onto his
thigh and looked at Lucas. “I can tell by looking at him that he’s
going to run.”

“Then I’ll catch him.” Lucas’s mood was
conducive to a hard run and maybe even a fight.

 


• • •

 


Lucas had gotten what he wanted. He’d chased
the guy for two blocks just to draw it out. Not that it helped his
mood. Now after practically no sleep, he moved in the predawn air.
The sun threatened to rise, but the night’s darkness clung to
trees. Insects played their morning chorus. A few owls called to
the night as if trying to beat the sunrise.

He hadn’t gotten home until almost one in the
morning. The time with the Council grew so tiring that both Kylie’s
and Burnett’s belief that the calls were ploys almost seemed
possible. Almost.

During a meeting break, deciding to be the
bigger person, he’d texted Kylie. Want to talk to you before I
go. Miss you.

She hadn’t texted back. Damn, that stung.

Somewhere around three in the morning, after
tossing and turning, he made up his mind that he wasn’t leaving
without seeing her. At four, he gave up trying to sleep and started
there.

He got to the turn-off to her cabin. A skunk,
followed by four baby skunks, pranced across the path. Their
nose-to-butt positions and coordinated pace created a black and
white chain. The mother glared at him and hissed. In unison, all
the babies did the same.

“Not a lover of skunk meat,” he said and let
the creatures pass.

He moved up to Kylie’s window as he did so
often, and put his thumbs under the lip of the window to push it
open. It didn’t move. Was it really locked?

She never locked her bedroom window. And to
do so could only mean one thing. She didn’t want him entering.
Didn’t want to talk to him. Didn’t want to see him. Didn’t want to
say goodbye.

Since when had she become so irrational?
Angry, he shot around the cabin to the front door. Grabbing the
knob, he found it was locked, too.

Not wanting to believe it, he gave it another
try. Still locked. His fury faded, and concern took up residence in
chest. Was she that mad? Sure, this time away from her was
inconvenient, but it wasn’t so bad that it would affect what they
had. They were life mates, and they were in this for forever.

Right?

When the thread of doubt wrapped around his
heart and started choking the life out of what he believed to be
true, he became even more determined to see her.

He could not, would not leave until he spoke
with her.

He looked to the right and saw Miranda’s
window was opened an inch.

As far as he was concerned, that was an
invitation.

When he lifted it, he heard her bedroom door whoosh open. Had some heard him?
He pulled himself up. Miranda sat up in her bed, sleepy-eyed and
not overly concerned and just a bit guilty. Had she left the window
open on purpose?

Della, however, looked slightly more than
disturbed.

The vampire with sensitive hearing stood in
the doorway in her signature pissed-off pose. Leaning more weight
on her right leg, she had one hand placed high on her hip. Her
chin, angled up a quarter of inch higher than normal, sent a
don’t-mess-with-me message. Even worse were her eyes, a potentially
dangerous lime-green color, typical for vampires in attack
mode.

“You’ve got balls,” Della said.

“Yup. Two of them,” he grumbled and walked
right past her, only slightly worried the vamp would turn on
him.

She didn’t. “Good thing I kind of like you,”
she hissed to his back.

He walked up to Kylie’s door, praying it
wasn’t locked. But if it was, he was knocking.

It wasn’t. He pushed it open and walked
in.

She rested on her side, and her soft breaths
came and went in even intervals. Her hair, long and blond, lay
scattered on the pillow. When she slept she looked younger, and his
mind took him back eleven years to when he’d lived beside her for a
brief time. He’d climbed into her window back then too. She hadn’t
known it then, but he’d loved watching her sleep. Loved trying to
figure out just what kind of supernatural she was. Wondering why he
even cared. Until then, until her, he hadn’t liked girls, but he
sure as heck liked her.

She shifted slightly. Her eyes remained
closed, lost to slumber. Just seeing her, he became lost as well.
Lost in everything he felt for her, lost in fear of losing that
everything. How the hell had things gone so bonkers, so fast?

How could she sleep when this thing between
them kept him awake? Taking another step, he paused just to study
her again. He’d never met anyone more precious, more touchable,
more honorable.

Or smarter.

Too smart to believe . . . Or was
he the fool?

Could she be right? Could the Council be
doing this to just rip them apart? His doubts tap-danced on his
conscience. Pushing that thought aside to be analyzed during his
commune with nature, he moved in. The only real truth that mattered
was Kylie and him.

He lowered himself onto her bed, keeping his
moves stealthy—something weres did naturally. She stirred. He
studied her pattern. She was chameleon now. She’d told him that she
preferred to sleep in chameleon mode.

Her ability to turn into any supernatural was
amazing, but she never abandoned her true self. She was as proud of
her chameleon heritage as he was of his werewolf culture.

He leaned down and pressed his hand against
her cheek. “Hey.”

Instead of rousing slowly as he’d imagined,
she shot up, a gasp leaving her throat. Her baby blues blinked at
him, then she glanced at the window.

“I used Miranda’s,” he confessed and frowned
that Kylie had felt the need to lock him out. “I know you’re mad,
but . . . you can’t be that mad. You can’t refuse to see
me. We’re meant to be together, you know that.”

“I don’t think your council would agree.” The
words came out raw, and hearing them added a heavy weight to his
heart.

Were things that bad? “I don’t care
what they agree with,” he said. “I love you. And when this vision
quest is over there are going to be some changes. I promise
you.”

Her eyes brightened, from hope or hurt he
didn’t know. His chest cavity shrunk. His sore heart throbbed,
bumped against his sharp ribs, slammed against his conscience, and
tried to mess with his life plan. The weight in his chest
tripled.

No. No. No. He refused to accept that.
They were life mates. They would be together. Nothing was going to
change that.

“I promise things are going to get better.”
He went to touch her again, and she flinched.

“You promised me we would go hiking all day
last Sunday. You promised me that we’d be together for the
holidays. Why should I believe this promise? Answer me, Lucas.
Because I can’t answer it, and it’s killing me.”


 Chapter Five

 


“Because . . .” Shit!

Until right then, that moment, Lucas hadn’t
let himself see how much he’d hurt her. He’d been a fool—a fool to
let the Council steal away his time from Kylie. A fool to take her
love and patience for granted. Not that he really thought the
Council was trying to break them up, but in his quest to make peace
for his people, he had neglected the most important person in his
life.

He looked at her, hugging her knees on her
bed, the bed he so often slept in with her, the bed where they’d
made love. She looked so soft, so innocent, so hurt.

“Kylie, all you have to do is tell me you
don’t want me to go and I’ll stay.”

Surprise widened her eyes. She sat up a
little straighter. “You would?”

“Yes. If that’s what it takes to make you
happy. And I’m sorry I’ve let this go on so long. I’ve been
blindsided by trying to fix things with the were community.” He
leaned in to press a kiss on her cheek.

She turned her cheek. Okay, that hurt.

“And what about what you want? What makes you
happy?”

“You are my happiness.”

She blinked. “No. You want to fix things.
It’s your life quest. If I take that away, you’ll resent me for
it.”

“I’d rather resent you than lose you.”

Her eyes widened and grew instantly wet with
emotion. She scooted away from him, just an inch, but that tiny
space seemed to mean something, and it wasn’t good.

Had he said the wrong thing? “I didn’t mean
. . . I just meant—”

“Stop. I know exactly what you mean. The last
thing I want is for you to resent me. Resentment doesn’t belong in
a relationship. You have to go.”

He searched for the right thing to say. Not
that he was overly confident. He obviously sucked at arguing. Since
they seldom argued he hadn’t realized how bad he was at it until
now.

His mind spun, wanting to make this terrible
feeling go away. “Fine, I’ll go, but tell me that you aren’t going
to get angry. And when I get back I promise to change things. I
swear I’ll make this right.”

When he saw doubt in her eyes, and anger, he
threw out more words to fix it. “The Council has given me their
word that when I return they will listen to my points. Things will
settle down.” He would damn well make sure of it, too.

She didn’t say anything. She breathed in.
Breathed out. She shook her head. “They won’t stop until they break
us up.”

His stomach clenched. “I know you believe
that. I even see why you would have come to this conclusion, but
. . . the Council doesn’t work that way. They give orders
and expect you to follow. They lead with an iron fist, not
trickery.”

Her face tightened, her eyes, her mouth. He
could swear her heart did the same. Tightened as if to close him
out. Again, he’d chosen the wrong thing to say.

“Then believe what you want.” She jumped out
of bed and moved to the window. She gazed out, just so she didn’t
have to look at him. Her posture came across so angry, he felt
lost, helpless.

Should he just keep his mouth shut?

She turned. Tears slipped down her
cheeks.

Anger and hurt slipped into his heart.
“Kylie, I just—”

“No, go Lucas.” She pointed to the window.
“And when you get back, we’ll decide if I really fit into your life
plans.”

He held his hands in the air, unsure how he
could fix this. “Don’t say that. We’re life mates. Nothing is going
to come between us.”

She inhaled a shuttered breath. He felt each
little catch. Every little hiccup of sound chipped away at his
dreams, his life plans. His sanity.

“I won’t let them come between us.”

“They already have. Go.”

He felt slapped, cornered, baffled. How could
she say that? How could . . . “I said I wouldn’t go if
you asked it. So ask it.”

“And to ask it would destroy your life quest.
I refuse to do that. So just go.”

He reached up, running his hand through his
hair. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“Then don’t say anything.”

“You are being unreasonable,” he said, his
frustration spilling out of him.

“Maybe I’m unreasonable. But I’ve put up with
this for . . . too long. I know I have some fault for not
speaking up earlier. But you, Lucas Parker, are blind. And until
you see this for what it is, I don’t think we can get past it.”

“What this is, is a mistake on my part. I get
tunnel vision sometimes. I’m apologizing. I won’t let it happen
again.”

“How? How can you stop that you don’t think
exits?”

He stood there trying to find the right thing
to say, but not even sure there was a right thing. “Kylie, this is
crazy. Every time I open my mouth, I’m making it worse.”

“It’s not what you’re saying, it’s what you
refuse to believe.”

His frustration shot up along with his blood
pressure. “You want me to lie to you and say I believe something
that I don’t? Fine, I’ll lie. They are trying to break us up. Does
that make you happy?”

He heard the frustration in his voice and
regretted it the moment the words left his lips. Regretted it more
when he saw that his words caused the person he loved even more
pain.

Her chin shot up just a notch, a sure sign of
her anger. And Kylie Galen didn’t do anger. Not often anyway. But
shit! He’d come here to fix things, not to make them worse.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to
. . .”

She pointed to the window again. “Go.
Please.”

“Not until . . .” He caught her and
pulled her close. “You are my everything. You are more important to
me than being on that Council.”

The sigh that whispered off her lips told him
she still cared. He kissed her then. She didn’t resist. She even
kissed him back. But he could taste her salty tears on her lips.
Feel her hurt and lingering anger in how she held herself. How she
didn’t lean against him completely. How she ended the kiss a second
too soon.

He pulled back. “I love you. I give you my
word that when I get back it won’t be like this anymore.”

She didn’t say anything, but she nodded. He
knew he wasn’t out of hot water. He’d have to prove to her that she
meant more to him than anything. Not a hard task, because nothing
was truer.

“I’m not going to have my phone, but you
could dreamscape and we could communicate.”

She blinked. Her lashes still webbed with
tears. “The last time I tried to do it, I . . . couldn’t
make it happen.”

“Try again. I’m going to miss you.” He
hesitated again. “Do you not want me to go?”

“You have to go,” she said, but the hurt in
her words ricocheted and got him right in his heart.

 


• • •

 


Friday night, after two days of suffering
from Lucas withdrawals, Kylie hid away in her bedroom, trying once
again to dreamscape and attempting to push away the anger she
felt.

She failed at both things.

Yup, she was still totally, completely,
over-the-moon pissed at the guy who she loved with all her
heart.

This afternoon, she’d even gone to Holiday
asking for help on the dreamscaping. Holiday offered her two
reasons why it might not be working. One was the anger she nursed
deep in her heart toward the person with whom she attempted to
connect, the other was her recent shifts into a paranormal that
wasn’t gifted with that talent.

Not fair, she wanted to rant to whoever set
these stupid rules and hadn’t given her a handbook. She punched her
pillow and groaned words her mother would wash her mouth out with
soap if she heard them.

The loud knock on Kylie’s bedroom door had
her bolting off the bed. She yanked the door open to find her two
roommates.

“What?” Kylie asked, her frustration ringing
so loud in her one-word question, she cringed. Just because she
felt like crap didn’t give her the right to toss handfuls at anyone
who crossed her path.

“Wow! The princess didn’t want to be
disturbed,” Della mouthed off. She looked at Miranda standing next
to her.

“Sorry,” Kylie muttered to her closest
friends. But holy shit, she didn’t like this place she was in. A
place where she couldn’t get past the anger. Where everything and
everyone irritated her and turned her into a “b with an itch” on
roller blades.

“You should be,” Della said, never one to let
anyone off the hook.

To her credit, she was just as hard on
herself.

“Stop!” Miranda gave Della a pointed
elbow-jab in the ribs. “Kylie’s going through a hard time. We have
to give her some pissy-tude wiggle room.”

“Pissy-tude wiggle room?” Della asked. “All I
said was—”

“I know what you said,” Miranda snapped. “I
was here. But watch and learn . . . vamp. This is how
good friends are supposed to behave in hard times.” Miranda turned
to Kylie. “I’m sorry you’re hurting. Come here.” The witch moved in
and wrapped Kylie in a warm embrace.

Kylie let the witch hug her. A caring,
I-gotcha kind of hug. It felt good. She just wished the arms
holding her were Lucas’s. Or not, her anger sparked, again. The
high-low sparks of anger were making her dizzy.

At least she wasn’t alone. Kylie and Della
were . . . her best friends—the glue that kept Kylie
sane. And right now she needed a lot of glue.

Miranda gave her another tight squeeze then
let go.

“Better?” she asked Kylie.

“Yeah, thanks.” And she meant it.

“Huggers!” Della smirked which caused Miranda
to swing around and embrace her.

“Oh, gawd!” Della muttered mid hug, but
didn’t resist.

Kylie could even tell the
tough-on-the-outside but tender-on-the-inside vampire enjoyed it.
Not that Kylie would dare tell Della. The girl would have a shit
fit.

Della finally pulled back. “Can we move past
the mushy stuff? I’ve got a game and Diet Cokes waiting.” She waved
to the kitchen table. “It’s time we laugh.” She cut her gaze back
to Miranda. “Which, by the way, is better than hugging.”

Five minutes later, they were in the small
green kitchen. The fridge hummed in the corner, a few dirty dishes
littered the brown-and-cream fake granite, which could use a good
scrubbing. But it had been Kylie’s day to clean house. And she’d
been too busy sulking.

The three of them had found their spots
sitting around the table, sipping fizzy, problem-solving soda and
watching Della shuffle a small deck of cards. In truth, it wasn’t
really the soda that brought on peace, but the company. Yet since
the drink always accompanied these round table meet-ups, the sizzle
of carbonation set the stage for the on-coming healing
laughter.

“What kind of game is it?” Kylie asked, her
angst leaking out of her a little at a time. Socks, the cat Lucas
had given her, made soft, furry figure eights around her ankles,
trying to find a way to sneak up onto Kylie’s lap.

“It’s called Silly Girl Talk,” Della
answered. “Sort of like Truth or Dare, but without the dare. You
get it as we go.”

Della gave the cards another shuffle. Her
cat, Chester, curious of the ruffled noise and cards, jumped up on
the table. The vampire ran her hand over his head and down his
back, then set him on the floor.

She dealt them each a card. “We take turns
pulling a card and answering a question. Unless you draw a card
offering a free pass or with other instructions.” She placed the
deck in the middle of the table.

Kylie picked up and read her card and
snickered. What non-sexy part of your boyfriend’s body do you
find incredibly sexy?

She didn’t mind answering that one.

Because it was the vampire’s game, she went
first. Della picked one card from the deck, squealed and showed the
free pass card. “But I’m saving it and will answer this one.”

She sat up straight. “Oh, I forgot to say, no
lying! And since I’m vamp and can hear your heart, I’ll know.”


 Chapter Six

 


Kylie watched Della read the chosen card
aloud. “What was your most embarrassing moment involving bodily
functions?”

They all laughed.

“This is gonna be good,” Miranda rubbed her
hands together.

Della cringed a little and then answered,
“Well, Chase and I had just been together for a while. You know
that stage where you don’t want them to know you fart or even go to
the bathroom. He’d cooked me chicken fingers, but his chicken
fingers gave me gas. The kind you can’t hold in no matter how tight
you pinch your butt together.”

She sucked in her cheeks. “And when it ekes
out, silently of course, it’s the worst smell in the world.”

Their laughter rose to the ceiling again. Oh,
yeah, Kylie needed this.

“So,” Della continued, “I stayed next to
Baxter, his dog, and any time I couldn’t hold it in, I’d look at
poor Baxter, and ask Chase what the hell he was feeding his
dog.”

The lump of pain in Kylie’s chest lessoned.
This is what the round-table discussions always did—add a thin
layer of Novocain to a broken heart.

“Then . . .” Della went on, “Chase
couldn’t stand it anymore, and he put the dog out. I didn’t have
anyone to blame then.”

“Poor Baxter,” Miranda snickered.

“I tried so hard not to do it again, but it
happened. Chase figured it out and burst out laughing. He brought
Baxter back in and invited me to step outside. He was teasing, but
it still stung.”

This, this kind of deep belly laughter, was
like getting an emotional cleansing. That Novocain became more
effective.

Kylie’s turn was next. She drew a card that
read everyone had to answer her question. Della moaned, Miranda
seemed anxious. Kylie read the non-sexy-part-of -boyfriend’s-body
question and went straight to answering it. “It’s his belly button.
Lucas has a dimpled little hole. He can’t stand me to touch it, but
it’s so cute.”

She chuckled, but the laugh lost its luster,
the Novocain became less effective when she envisioned Lucas
shirtless. Unexpectedly, her anger slipped down a notch, while her
need to have the stubborn werewolf close slipped up ten
notches.

“That’s gross.” Della appeared to pick up on
Kylie’s mood, and jumped in to answer to put the humor back in the
driver’s seat. “Don’t you dare tell Chase I told you this, but he
has a heart-shaped birthmark under his right armpit. It’s kind of
sexy.”

“Armpits are grosser than belly buttons!”
Kylie said with forced tease, hoping to push back the ache.

Miranda sighed when they looked at her. “I
love that groove, a little indention between his shoulder and
chest. It’s perfect to rest my head on. It’s like a sexy pillow
made for me to lean on.”

“So Shawn has sexy pillows on his chest?”
Della’s words rolled out with her laughter.

“No.” The humor in Miranda’s voice dropped,
shattered around her, almost taking the humor out of the room.
“Perry does.”

Kylie saw a flash of pain pass over the
witch’s eyes. Miranda had sworn Perry was history. She was dating
Shawn, the young warlock who worked for the FRU, but Kylie had a
feeling Miranda’s heart was clinging to history.

Truth was, Kylie had a soft spot for Perry
more than she did for Shawn. Not that Shawn wasn’t nice. He just
wasn’t as fun to hang with as a certain class-clown shapeshifter
who would do anything to help someone. Like mooning a crowd just to
stop people from staring. Only a true friend would show their ass
for you.

It wasn’t just about her and Perry’s
friendship. Shawn didn’t mesh with Miranda like Perry did. But
considering Perry had taken off and hadn’t even called Miranda,
Kylie didn’t blame the witch for moving on. Or trying to.

“He also has sexy earlobes.” A sad smile
brushed across Miranda’s lips and jarred Kylie’s heart. Kylie saw
Della’s smile slip off her face. Most everyone at Shadow Falls
missed Perry.

“Don’t tell me about you sucking on them,”
Della said as if attempting to rekindle the humor.

The game continued, eventually bringing more
laughter to the table. A few minutes later, it was Kylie’s turn to
draw another card. She read it aloud. “What’s the sweetest thing a
boy ever said to you?”

The question tumbled around her head. The
answer shot south and made a direct, and painful, hit to her
heart.

“Lucas told me . . . right before
he left. ‘You are more important to me than being on that
council.’”

Kylie’s eyes stung, her vision became a
watery blur. “I was so mean to him, guys! I said some things
. . .” She hit her forehead with her palm. “God, I’m
terrible. I love him and I acted like . . .” Tears rolled
down her cheeks as the anger she felt evaporated. “I acted like I
was going to break up with him. What the hell’s wrong with me?”

“Not a damn thing,” Della said. “Lucas hasn’t
been the best boyfriend lately. You were just standing up for
yourself after months of taking crap.”

“He’s working on his life quest. I should be
more understanding—at least more patient. Or I should have spoken
up earlier and not waited until I was so mad. Why didn’t I say
something earlier?”

“Because you’re way too nice,” Della said as
if the answer was obvious.

Miranda spoke up. “Some people avoid
conflict.” She waved a hand between Kylie and herself. “Some of us
kick its ass,” she pointed to Della. “Some real bitches wallow in
it, and then wear it like red lipstick.”

Miranda scooted over and put her warm hand on
top of Kylie’s. “But what’s important is that you make things right
when he comes back. He loves you and, unlike someone else I know,
he hasn’t run off and disappeared. He’ll be back and you can fix
it.”

Kylie pulled in a slow breath. “I will. I’m
gonna fix this. I have to.”

She hadn’t completely absorbed that unhurried
breath when it felt like an icy thick cloud swallowed the
kitchen.

The cold bit into Kylie’s skin like claws.
And not just hers. Through an opening of frozen gray mist she saw
Miranda’s eyes go wide with fear before she hugged herself.

“Shit,” Della’s voice rose.

But the cloud-like fog grew thicker, and now
Kylie couldn’t see the pissed-off Della, or the frightened Miranda,
she couldn’t see the end of her nose.

“What do you want?” Kylie snapped,
recognizing the feel of the spirit to be the same one who’d visited
a few days past.

Save him! Save him! Save him! The
voice, still slightly familiar, roared so loud, Kylie covered her
ears. Unfortunately, the words didn’t come from the room, but
inside her head.

“Save wh . . . who?” Kylie’s voice
trembled, her teeth chattered. “Who are you?”

Her questions hung in the air, then faded as
fast as the cold and fog vanished.

Flustered, Kylie spoke again. “I can’t help
you unless you tell me who you are and who I’m supposed to
save!”

Kylie brushed the frozen tears off her cheek.
“Ghosts!” She glared up at the ceiling addressing whoever was in
control of this. “Why do that they have to be so darn dad-blasted
cold and difficult?”

 


• • •

 


Lucas had started his campfire and now sat on
the earth. The warm orange glow pushed back the night’s darkness.
The Council had picked a national forest located fifty miles from
Houston for his commune with nature. His location was in the most
secluded area in a park that was over a hundred and fifty thousand
acres.

The wisp of cool wind whispered through the
pine trees and sent embers of flames dancing midair only to float
to the ground. Fortunately the earth held the moisture from last
night’s rain, making his fire nonthreatening to the trees and
animals.

Surrounded by the December cold and the
forest, brown from winter, he used a rock to remove the skin, fur,
and intestines from the rabbit he called his dinner. The cool wind
whispered from the trees.

His stomach ached with emptiness; he’d been
here two days without eating. His heart ached with emptiness; he’d
been here two days without seeing Kylie.

He silently gave thanks to the animal that
would fill his belly and pushed away his hunger. Maybe then he
could push back his resentment with the Council for insisting he be
here, and find solace with nature. Normally, it wasn’t so hard.
Normally, he wasn’t worried about his life mate. Normally, their
life together was without question. Not that he questioned it now.
But Kylie seemed to.

Was that the reason she hadn’t contacted him
with her power of dreamscape?

The Council’s hope that his time away from
the human world would bring his thinking more in line with their
views was failing miserably. Instead, he had used the hours here to
mourn the time he had missed with Kylie at the Council’s
insistence. He had relived the numerous times he had seen the
disappointment flash in her eyes. He cursed himself for letting it
go on.

Perhaps his quest to bring together the
disjointed were society had been too big a goal. Perhaps he didn’t
belong on the Council. They expected him to put their mission
before anything else. He couldn’t do that.

Suddenly certain, he made up his mind. He’d
give them these two weeks, and then they’d talk. Instead of them
making demands on him, he would put the demands back on them. He
would have a life outside the duty of the Council. He would make it
clear he planned to marry Kylie. He would only be available on
certain days.

If they couldn’t–or wouldn’t–accept his
terms, he’d walk.

Would it hurt to leave without completing
something he felt was his life quest? Yes, but losing Kylie would
be worse.

Since he had been seven and peered through
the fence slats to see the precious girl swinging in her backyard,
he had sensed she was meant to be his. Even when he didn’t know
what supernatural mark she carried, he felt propelled to protect
her from any pain. And now he was the one hurting her.

He held the meat above the fire with a stick,
listening to the sizzle and savoring the smell, and considered what
Kylie believed to be true. A theory even Burnett gave credence to.
Lucas still doubted their accusations against the Council, but the
more he pondered the reasons for all the so-called emergency
meetings, the more his doubts grew.

“It will change,” he vowed and pulled the
meat from the fire, kicking some moist dirt to smother the
flames.

He ate his fill, then remembering the coyotes
he’d smelled and finally spotted hanging back a couple of hundred
yards, he carried the bones and leftover meat away from his fire
and tossed it out to them.

Lucas didn’t fear them. They knew what he
was. He sensed their objective was not to feed on him, but to feed
their own curiosity.

Unsure what other animals lurked nearby, he
headed to the stream about a half mile from his camp to clean the
smell of smoke and meat from his body. He inhaled the scent of
decaying leaves and listened to the scurry of small wildlife that
braved the night. He got halfway to the water when he caught a new
scent. A scent that could mean danger.

Vampire.

But that wasn’t all. The scent of a were came
with the next cold breeze.

He stopped walking, stood amongst the trees
and listened. To his right, he heard a slight crackling of leaves
crumbling beneath someone’s steps.

“What do you want?” he called.

No answer came back.

“I’m not here to seek trouble,” he spoke with
determination and no fear. Showing fear was an even bigger weakness
than feeling it.

The slightest flicker of a sound echoed in
the distance. Then the whooshing sound of something riding through
the air, flying toward him, had him tensing. The object wasn’t a
person. It was something small, something like . . .

Pain–hot, raw pain–struck his shoulder as an
arrow buried deep. Missing his heart only by inches. Hitting the
cold earth, he sought cover behind a tree. Gritting his teeth,
fighting hard not to growl in pain, he tried to think.

He got back up on his haunches, waited,
listened, planned his best defense, all while ignoring the thick
coppery smell of his own blood as it oozed from the wound and
flowed down his arm.


 Chapter Seven

 


“Come with me! Come with me!”

Finally asleep after hours of tossing and
turning, Kylie heard the voice, felt the cold, and sensed she was
being taken.

Not physically. Yet she recognized this
sensation. Her soul let go, left her body, and took flight on a
journey. Ghosts often pulled her into their visions, where through
them she lived bits and pieces of their old life in hopes of
explaining who they were and what they wanted.

Where was this spirit taking her? Was the
ghost finally going to reveal her identity, and the identity of the
person Kylie needed to save?

She felt a cold kind of numbness as her soul
became one with another’s. Then visually she became aware of her
setting. Eager to find answers, Kylie started looking around.

The room was small, with only a bed and
dresser. Then something wiggled in her arms. She looked down to the
baby she held. A blue-eyed infant with dark hair cooed up at
her.

“Don’t worry, I will keep you safe. I will
always be here for you.” She heard the words leave her mouth,
though they were not really her words, but rather the voice of the
ghost.

“You will see him when I allow it.” A voice,
a deep male voice, spoke from another room. Footsteps neared. “He’s
mine. I will raise him as I see fit.”

“You would take your own child from me and
let that wild dog raise him?”

Kylie looked around, hoping to see a mirror
so she could know the spirit’s identity. None were in sight.

“That wild dog is my son’s mother, and just
because you don’t agree with our lifestyle does not mean he will be
abused.”

While Kylie had yet to see the man, the
voice, like that of the ghost’s, tickled her memory.

“Please, Son.” Kylie heard the words come
from her lips. “The life you offer is not a life for a child. If
raised by rogues, he will forever be marked, and any chance for a
normal life will be gone.”

Kylie looked back down at the baby to check
his pattern. Her heart jolted when she saw he was wolf. Then the
shape of the infant’s eyes, his chin, seemed strangely familiar.
Could it be . . . ?

Footsteps rushed into the room. Kylie raised
her gaze to see the face of the man. Her heart tumbled. It was
Lucas’s father as a young man.

“Give him to me!” Mr. Parker demanded.

He took the infant Lucas from her arms. The
baby started to cry. Mr. Parker stormed out with him. Kylie felt
herself leaving the body, floating toward the ceiling. She clung to
the vision and was able to glance back. There in the room stood
Lucas’s grandmother, looking angry, and lonely. She suddenly gazed
up. “Save him. Save Lucas!”

“From his father?” Kylie asked.

“No. From the Council,” she said, but
suddenly the woman didn’t stand in the room, but in the midst of
trees. Lots of trees. Pine trees. “Hurry. Hurry before it is too
late.”

The words grew distant.

Mrs. Parker glanced away, then she dropped to
the ground covered in a thick carpet of pine straw, her shoulders
slumped over. She looked defeated. “I promised him I would always
keep him safe, and now I can’t.”

Kylie started floating up higher, the woman
got smaller, older, and she became nothing but a speck on the
landscape of pine trees.

Then that image melted away, and Kylie saw
Lucas. He lay on the ground, his eyes closed, his bare chest and
head covered in blood, and while not visible, she knew. He was
dying. If not already dead.

Already in protector mode, Kylie woke up with
a jerk.

“Lucas!” she screamed.

Bolting out of bed, still in her flannel
pajamas, she slipped her feet into her tennis shoes, grabbed her
phone, and rushed to the window to open it.

Her bedroom door slammed open.

“What is it?” Della asked, standing half
asleep in her doorway.

“The Council is trying to kill Lucas.”

“Where is he?” Della asked.

“I don’t know. Lucas didn’t tell me where he
was going. She didn’t tell me either.”

“She?” Della asked.

“His grandmother. She’s the ghost. I need
. . . I need to talk to Burnett!”

She jerked open the window.

“Wait,” Della said. “I’ll come with
. . .”

Kylie didn’t wait. She jumped to the ground
and took off running. When Chameleon mode didn’t offer enough speed
to meet the urgency she felt raging inside her, she turned vampire
and flew into the woods, heading to the cabin of her go-to person
when in trouble.

Burnett would know what to do. He had to.
Kylie couldn’t lose Lucas. He could not die.

 


• • •

 


“You need to slow down!”

Burnett, shirtless and wearing only jeans
that weren’t even buttoned, stood in the doorway. Kylie had
obviously woken them up. She didn’t care.

“Didn’t you hear me? I can’t slow down. She
said we need to hurry.”

“Kylie.” Holiday, wearing a pink fuzzy robe,
moved around Burnett, pulled her into the living room and pressed a
calm touch to her arm. “Just slow down long enough to tell us what
happened. What was said. What you saw. She may have given you a
clue.”

“I just saw the room and then she was in the
woods.” She looked at Burnett. “Go see the Were councilmen
and make them tell you where he is!”

Burnett ran a rough hand over his face. “They
don’t make themselves accessible to the FRU. But I can reach out to
. . .”

“You can’t just reach out!” Kylie
demanded, air not quite getting to her lungs, her lips and hands
tingling from raw nerves. “You have to find them. You have to stop
them before they kill Lucas.”

Burnett looked at Holiday, his expression
echoing the same hopelessness Kylie felt. The caterpillar of fear
she squirming inside her ripped out of its cocoon and turned into a
winged creature slamming into her ribs, making her soul rage with
anger.

“I’m going to try to make some contacts,”
Burnett said. He flew out of the room, flew back in dressed, and
then bolted out the door.

No sooner had the door closed, then it
whooshed back open. Della rushed in, her expression one of a
best friend who would fight for her and stop at
nothing to help.

“What can I do?” The vampire’s stance
indicated that she was ready to take on the world.

Kylie stood there wishing with all her heart
she had something to tell her, but she had nothing. She felt as
hopeless as Lucas’s grandmother had looked. If only . . .
if only she had someone who could give her answers. Someone who
could—

Then she realized she did have someone. She
ran out, went straight to flight, not even offering an explanation.
Air hit her face, her hair tossed back by her speed. There was no
time for politeness.

Everything in her soul said this was urgent.
That Lucas was already facing danger. That if she didn’t do
something, and fast, he would be lost to her. Gone.

The love of her life would not share this
life with her.

She refused to accept that. But how could she
get to him in time? She really needed a miracle.

Flying lower, she continued to the one place
where miracles happened.

 


• • •

 


Lucas ripped off his light blue shirt. The
arrow still buried in his shoulder, he moved from tree to tree,
heading back to his campsite. He listened to locate his attackers,
using the large pine trees as a shield. Fury, not fear, boiled
inside him. Who had shot him? What vampire and werewolf traveled
together?

He shifted to another tree, inhaling
deeply.

The scents were not familiar. Was he just an
easy target, or was he “the” target? He pushed the question aside
to focus on staying alive, on finding a plan to bring down his
unnamed enemies. On not letting the pain take him down.

Blood spilled from the wound. As much as he
longed to pull out the arrow, he knew if he did, he might not be
able to stop the blood flow. And that could be fatal. He needed to
get back to the fire, hoping a few dry branches were still hot
enough to cauterize the wound. As painful as that sounded, there
was no way around it.

He darted to another tree, only to have an
arrow whiz past. It missed. But the next one might not. He needed
to be more cautious. To make sure his moves from tree to tree were
unexpected and still led him where he needed to go. He hugged the
tree closer, accidentally ramming the arrow deeper into his
shoulder. The deep, hot ache had him grinding his teeth.

When the pain became manageable he started
moving again. Dashing between trees, he went back and forth, slowly
making his way to where he needed to be. A couple more arrows
whizzed by.

“Wasting ammunition, aren’t you?” he spoke
aloud.

He could almost feel the shooter’s
frustration. Which was good. A flustered shooter never aimed as
well as a calm one.

The smell of his fire hung in the air and
assured him he grew closer to the camp. He ran behind another tree
and saw four sets of cold eyes staring up at him. His breath
caught, then released when he realized it was nothing but the
coyotes. Yet the fact that he’d missed their scent was
discouraging. This was no time to let down his guard.

The four larger-than-usual animals crouched
close to the ground, studying him. The leftovers and bones he had
tossed them lay almost devoured. Coyotes and wolves were not always
friends, but neither were they always enemies.

The largest of the four creatures, tan and
gray in color and obviously the alpha, started forward.

“No.” Lucas held up his hand. The coyote
stepped back. The arrow came flying between the trees, barely
missing the animal.

The creature lifted his snout and growled.
Not at Lucas but into the dark. Then the creature hurried to
Lucas’s side. Lucas extended his hand. The coyote smelled it,
licked some blood that had flowed down his arm, then lowered his
eyes and head in a submissive gesture.

Behind that animal the three others did the
same.

Lucas crouched down, stared the animal right
in the eyes, accepting the superior role offered to him. I’m in
a tough spot, and if you could help me out that would be greatly
appreciated.

The coyote looked back at his pack. Let out a
low sound, and they quickly darted off into the night.

Leaving Lucas alone and in a hell of a bad
spot.


 Chapter Eight

 


He slowly let out a deep breath, found his
footing, stood, and searched the distance for any last glowing
embers from his fire.

Before standing, he heard loud growling in
the distance, then came a yelp, from either an animal or one of his
attackers. He couldn’t tell. But then he heard loud footsteps
running, and the thudding of coyote feet racing after them.

Lifting his nose, he smelled blood. Vampire
blood.

Knowing this might be his best chance, and
hoping it was the vamp wielding the bow and arrow, Lucas ran toward
the scent of his campsite.

Aware he was out in the open, he saw several
still-smoldering sticks. Not wasting any time, he reached up and
yanked the arrow out. Blood gushed rapidly. Kept gushing. Biting
back the groan of pain, preparing himself for more, he grabbed the
largest smoldering stick by its cooler end and pressed the hot part
into his wound.

The pain–or was it the smell of his burning
flesh–made him retch. But with no time to linger, he tossed the
stick down and moved away from the smoldering ashes. He spotted the
only weapon he had–the sharp rock he’d used to clean his dinner–and
shot back into the woods. He wasn’t running away now, but giving
chase. If he was going to die, it wouldn’t be sitting down.

 


• • •

 


Kylie didn’t slow down until she got to the
falls. The half-moon, bright in the sky, painted the magical place
in silver. Even in December the temperature held a spring feel.
Green plant life clung to the landscape.

She rushed through the sheet of water. Unlike
being here in daytime, only a cavern of darkness greeted her. No
sun reflected off the cascading water to create patterns of color
on the cave’s walls. Yet peace still filled the space.

Here, at the sacred falls, was where most of
the death angels were known to hang out. But she wasn’t looking for
just any death angel. She was looking for her father.

“Hello,” she said, feeling her way and
stepping from the pool of water up onto the rock floor behind the
falls. Even in here, the temperature wasn’t cold, but she trembled
for other reasons. Fear. Not for herself, but for Lucas.

“I need help.” Her voice echoed and was
nothing less than desperate. “Daddy, are you here?”

No answer. She dropped to the hard stone
floor, hugged her knees and started praying. Prayed her father
would show up and with all her heart begged to everything holy that
Lucas was okay. That the vision she’d had was just a warning.

“You said you would always watch over me,”
she spoke to her father-turned-death-angel, even though all she saw
was blackness. “You said I would always be your little girl. You
promised. Where are you now? I need you!”

The only sound filling the blackness was the
rushing water and the cracking of her heart breaking bit by bit.
She hugged her wet legs, hugged them tight, then dropped her
forehead to her knees.

Just as she was about to give up, a peace
consumed her. She opened her eyes and saw the bright apparition
that took on the shape she knew as her father.

Magically, now color danced on the walls.
“Please, Daddy, help me.”

“I have child,” his voice resounded with
peace. “I’m the one who allowed Lucas’s grandmother to come to
you.”

“But she didn’t tell me where he is. I can’t
help him.”

“She said she showed you.”

“But . . . All she showed me was a
room and . . . a forest.”

She remembered. “The trees were mostly pine
trees.”

The brightness, floating mid-air moved closer
until she was consumed by the presence of greatness. “Think, Kylie.
Is there a—”

“The piney woods.” Her mind raced. “The Sam
Houston National Park.”

“Then go. And be careful, child. I will watch
over you, but my powers now are not meant to protect.”

“Thank you, Daddy!”

She flew out from the cave, slowing down only
seconds to pull her phone from her pocket and call Burnett. He
didn’t answer, so she left a message. “He’s at Sam Houston National
Park. I’m going there now.”

She flew, fast, hard, not caring that her
departure would set off the camp’s security alarm. Only one thing
mattered. Finding Lucas. Finding him alive.

 


• • •

 


Lucas moved quickly on the hunt for the
vampire, following the scent and disregarding his pain. The night
clung to darkness, but occasionally moonlight spilled through the
trees. He spotted a trail of blood. Several feet later, he found a
large pool of blood. Beside it was a clean arrow. His would-be
killer had stopped here.

His raised his foot to move on, but heard a
rustling in the brush a few feet off.

Lifting his face, he took in the air, testing
it, tasting it to know what he had found. The closest scent wasn’t
vampire, but coyote. He moved in slowly, dreading what he might
find.

A slight whimper had him heading toward a
path of tall grass and less dense brush. There, crouched down in
the weeds, was the Alpha coyote. The animal tried to stand but
dropped back down, an arrow spiked through the top of one leg.

Beside him was a female coyote. Her gaze
filled with sorrow. A coyote mated for life. Lucas’s gut clenched.
An injury of this caliber, in a coyote’s existence, meant
death.

The female let out a whimper that sounded
like grief.

Lucas knelt down and gave the injured
animal’s side a soft stroke. “If I survive, I will come back and
care for you. I promise.”

The female whined and rested its head beside
her mate. The male’s golden, pain-filled eyes gazed up as if to say
he held no blame toward Lucas, but would hold him to his
promise.

Lucas took off, his pace faster now. Ten
minutes into the hunt, he heard growling. Had his other clever
coyote friends found the injured vampire?

Ignoring the pain that throbbed in his
shoulder and the fresh blood flowing now from his wound, he pushed
himself to run. He slowed down only when the coyotes’ howls were
close, only a few feet behind a thick line of trees.

Almost dizzy, and out of breath, Lucas eased
in, heard the distinct growls, and knew his friends must have the
injured vamp trapped. Keeping himself hidden, he peered around the
wide trunk. He spotted the large male vampire, the bow and arrow
held tight in his hands as the two other coyotes circled him.
Drawing closer. And closer.

The blood gushing from the vampire’s neck
made Lucas’s own loss of blood appear minimal.

“Put down your weapon,” Lucas called out in
the same growling tone of the coyotes. “Do as I say and I will call
off my friends. Do nothing and I will let them tear you apart and
fight for the big pieces.”

Lucas moved in ever so cautiously. In his
condition, he couldn’t afford to let his guard down. Now closer, he
noted the vampire looked half dead, but had enough will to live to
toss his bow away.

“Back,” he told the coyotes who listened and
inched a few steps away. He refocused on his enemy.

“Who are you? Why are you here?” Lucas kicked
the bow farther away just in case the vampire tried to reach for
it. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

Right then, the vampire’s chin dropped. His
eyes didn’t close, but the life in them vanished. Lucas knew he was
gone.

“You did this to yourself.” Lucas’s words had
barely left his lips when the wind brought another scent. A
familiar one. His hackles rose.

Before he could turn around, he heard it.

“You are the stupid one,” the deep voice
spoke behind him. Before Lucas could react, he felt something crash
into the back of his head. Felt himself fading into
unconsciousness, blackness, nothingness. Then he felt his soul
prepare to leave his body.

Thu-thump. Thu-thump. Thu . . .
thump. His heart worked to beat, to hold on to life, but the
muscle grew weak.

Weaker.

His last thought was of the thing he would
miss the most in this life.

His joy.

His love.

His Kylie.

Thu . . . thuummmm
. . .


 Chapter Nine

 


Arriving over the state park, Kylie
inexplicably felt a deep sense of loss. The Eastern sky now offered
the barest of light. Enough that Kylie spotted the pine trees
reaching up to the sky. Even with her vampire scent and speed, the
park loomed so large, and her faith grew small.

But she wouldn’t let that slow her down for
one second.

She pushed herself to fly faster, to cover
more area. Taking in buckets of air to attempt to catch
his scent, her chest expanded with oxygen and raw
pain. Her lungs screamed No more! Her heart screamed
Never stop.

Then the sound of growls and yelps of coyotes
split the early morning dawn. As she drew closer, she first caught
the scent of smoke. Then blood. Then . . . Lucas.

Lucas’s blood.

No!

She moved lower, zigging and zagging between
the trees, dodging limbs, clinging to hope. Praying. Praying.
Praying.

Her next gulp of oxygen caught another scent.
Vampire. Vampire blood. Then another trace hit. Somewhere in the
dense forest loomed another were. Maybe even two.

Friend or foe, she didn’t know.

Her gut said foe.

The growls and howls suddenly stopped, and
she had to let the scents lead her. She cared not for the odor of
the other weres, nor for that of the vampire. She sought only one.
Lucas.

He needed her. She could feel it. Taste it.
Knew it like a vampire knew how to fly, how a Were knew how
to change with the moon, how a protector knew how to save.

She dipped down even lower, afraid she might
miss him. Then she saw movement. There walking between the trees,
she spotted two males. Her nose told her they were the weres. She
heard their laughter and without knowing why, it incensed her. Fury
coiled up inside her.

Had they hurt Lucas?

Then the mirthful sound ended. They stopped
walking and looked skyward. Their scowls found her, and she scowled
right back.

She passed them when Lucas’s scent led her
away. She heard a howl. Thinking it was time she landed, she hit
the ground with a loud thud. Her tennis shoes sank into the damp
ground, mud rising up over the rubber soles.

She ran through the dead brush, thorns
clinging to her red-checkered flannel pajama bottoms. Some speared
through the fabric and sliced her skin. Ignoring the slight pain,
she held her face high to follow the scent of the man she loved.
Moving past a line of trees, she saw two coyotes. And they saw
her.

They growled, bared their teeth, defending
their ground.

She changed into werewolf quickly, hoping to
calm their moods. One of the coyotes shifted, and she saw what they
surrounded. Saw Lucas. Saw the blood oozing from his shoulder and
from his head.

Time stopped as she took in the sight. He lay
there, so still, so lifeless. She let out a cry and shot between
the animals, prepared to fight if she had to.

She didn’t have to. They parted, and even
bowed down as if they sensed she meant no harm. Dropping to her
knees, tears slipping from her eyes, she began to pray harder.
Hands trembling, she touched the base of his neck searching for a
pulse.

His skin warmed her finger tips, but it
lacked the true heat of were.

Pressing against his pulse point, she felt
nothing. A moan that came from the very bottom of her soul echoed
in the forest.

She rubbed her hands together, looked up, and
pleaded for the healing heat. Then she gazed again at the boy, now
almost a man, who had captured her heart when only a child. The boy
who had protected her from bullies, whose smile and blue eyes had
stolen her breath and never strayed too far from her thoughts
through the years.

“You can’t die,” she said. “You can’t
die.

“You. Can’t. Die!”

Her hands started tingling, growing hot. She
pressed them to his chest, above his heart. “Come back to me.
Please. I don’t know how to be me without you.”

She closed her eyes. Inhaling a calm breath,
she pushed her panic back and brought to her mind healing thoughts.
Images of love. Soft music. Energy.

The sound of dry twigs being crunched beneath
someone’s feet sounded behind her. She didn’t stop. Didn’t move.
She focused on healing. Even at the prospect of danger.

“You’re too late!” A deep, menacing voice
spoke and caused the tiniest hairs on the back of her neck to stand
and sting with warning. The sense of danger surrounded her.

Lucas was still not breathing. “Please!” she
screamed.

Suddenly a hand latched on to her arm and
yanked her away. She went to strike, to fight, to kill and forgot
she held no power to defend herself—not with Lucas gone. As a
protector she could only protect others. Her heart sank to the
bottom of her rib cage. How could she have failed? How could she
stop trying? She attempted to yank free to return to Lucas.

Roughly, her attacker swung her around to
face him. Before she even got a good look at him, she felt his palm
slap her cheek. The sting burned her face, her heart, and her soul.
The powerful blow knocked her to the ground.

Refusing to give up on Lucas, she rose up to
go to him, but before she found her footing, the werewolf had her
again. Yanking her around, he put his face in hers. She smelled his
sour breath. She saw his yellowed teeth. Saw his smile, not one of
comfort or sympathy, but one that said he loved hurting others.

“Kill her,” an older-sounding voice spoke up. He moved in and Kylie saw him. “She is
the infidel that caused it. It is because of you, he had to die.”
His gaze went to the Were. “I said kill her!”

“As you request.”

The younger were’s free hand caught around
her throat. He shoved her against a tree. His hold tightened. She
felt her airway shrink, her tight tendons bruise, her knees give.
Her lungs begged for air.

Her soul begged to live.

Black spots, like fireworks, flashed in her
vision, blinding her from seeing her killer’s face. Was this it?
Her next thought swept over her with comfort. Lucas would be
waiting on the other side.

She welcomed the end, but then she dropped
like dead weight to the ground, her knees hitting hard. Tiny sharp
rocks cut through the flannel and into her skin. The fireworks
stopped. Her vision cleared. She gagged, then blinked and saw her
attacker sprawled out on the ground before her. Blood oozed from
his lips. His head cocked to an odd angle. His neck had obviously
been broken.

By who?

She attempted to pull air into her sore
throat. Her lungs, still burning, refused the air, but she forced
herself to move to Lucas. Praying she wasn’t too late. Then she saw
him. Her hero. Her life mate. Not on the ground where she’d left
him, but standing. Alive.

Joy opened up her throat and vanquished the
pain in her heart. His eyes met hers, then he turned and grabbed
the old were.

Lucas held him against a tree by his throat.
“Why?” Lucas growled out the question.

“You are destroying the way of our people.”
The man’s voice came out graveled, but his lungs still got air.
“You are poisoning our ways.”

“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.” Lucas
inched forward, and Kylie saw the old man’s face redden.

Forcing herself to her feet, she stumbled to
him. “Lucas.” It hurt to speak, but her words mattered, so she
forced them out. “Don’t. Let him die in jail. Killing him is too
easy.”

Lucas’s gaze, orange and angry, focused on
her. Yet faster than she drew her next breath, affection chased
away the ugly emotion in his eyes. Even the brightness paled.

“You’re right!” He dropped his hand from
around the old man’s throat. The were collapsed on the ground in a
helpless heap that looked all loose skin and brittle bones.

Lucas wrapped his arms around her, held her
so close that she absorbed his heat. His love.

She put her hand on his chest. His heart
thumped against her palm. Tears filled her eyes, remembering that
only minutes before, death had taken him, that his heart had
stopped.

“You brought me back, didn’t you?” he
asked.

“I had to.” Her voice trembled with emotion.
“I can’t live without you.”

He kissed her. The words, I love you,
were whispered in her hair.

Before she could answer him, he jerked away
and gazed upward. His posture changed. The rock-hard tightness in
his shoulders accompanied by the bright glow of his eyes said he
was prepared for trouble.

She pushed the soft feel of his kiss away and
prepared herself to fight beside him. To die for the man she
loved.


 Chapter Ten

 


As quick as Lucas’s change came on, it left.
He met her gaze, and before he spoke, she’d gotten the scents.
Landing beside them were Burnett, Chase, and Della.

“Thank God,” Burnett said then looked at the
dead werewolf at his feet and the dead vampire slumped against a
tree. Then his tight gaze shifted to the older were still crumpled
up in an aged, defeated lump.

“Sabastian Rozo, I assume,” Burnett said.

The old man looked up but didn’t speak.

“How did you know?” Lucas asked.

“Thanks to a few of my were friends, I was
able to track down the Council. While they all swore they knew
nothing of an attempt on your life, Jeremiah Holmes’ heart told me
different.”

“They sent me here so they could kill me?”
Lucas asked.

“Those two did. The others admitted to their
attempts to break up you and Kylie,” Burnett spoke the words
hesitantly, as if knowing Lucas wouldn’t take it well. “The others
knew nothing of the attempt on your life. They told me where they
had sent you. At the same time, I got the text from Kylie.”

“We came as fast as we could,” Della said.
“But looks as if you two had it in the bag.”

“Thank you,” Kylie said to her roommate and
then turned her gaze on Burnett and Chase. “Thank you.”

Over Chase’s shoulder, about a hundred feet
away, Kylie saw a glimmer of light flickering in and out as if
moving between the trees. Her father? She searched her soul and the
answer came. It was.

Thank you, Daddy. She spoke from the
heart, knowing he could hear her, knowing that if not for him,
she’d have lost Lucas.

Lucas moved back to her side, put his arm
around her, and spoke directly to Burnett. “She brought me back. I
was almost to the Light.”

“That’s Kylie for you,” Della said. “She’ll
save any stray dog,” she teased. “Well, this dog is thankful.”
Lucas looked right at Kylie.

She leaned against him. “But then you saved
me. So I say were even.”

“Sounds fair.” He reached up and stoked her
cheek.

“Ugh.” Della said. “They’re gonna get mushy
now.”

“Mushy isn’t always a bad thing,” Chase added
to the conversation and moved in to drop his arm around her
shoulder.

“Are either of you hurt?” Burnett asked.

“Kylie’s magic took care of it.” He looked at
her. “But Kylie might be—”

She shook her head. “My throat barely hurts
now.”

Lucas still lifted her chin to check. And
frowned. “You’re bruised.”

Kylie pushed his hands away. “I’m fine.”

Burnett nodded, but frowned as well. “I’ll
call the FRU to take care of these two.” The hard-as-steal on the
outside, but soft-as-marshmallows on the inside vamp pointed to the
bodies. “And I’ll personally give Mr. Emerson a ride to his new
home.” He glared at the old werewolf.

“I did it for my pack,” Sabastian mouthed
off.

Burnett focused on Lucas. “You want to make
it to the northeast corner that banks up to the lake, and I’ll have
someone meet you there to give you a lift home. Then I’ll need to
bring you both in for an official interview.”

Lucas nodded. “Can you give us a little time
to . . . talk? We’ll call when we are on our way.”

Burnett looked like he was about to say no,
but then stopped himself. “Not too long.”

Lucas looked at her. “Walk with me?”

“Forever,” she whispered and laced her
fingers with his. After a quick nod goodbye to the others, they
started out.

They moved in silence for a while then he
stopped. “How did you find me? Burnett said he found out through
the Council, but you already knew.”

She squeezed his hand. “Your grandmother and
then my dad.”

His eyes widened. “She’s still watching over
me?”

Nodding, she saw emotion in his eyes.

“I sometimes think I feel her.”

They started walking again. Lucas, held her
hand so tenderly, she felt his love and sent up thanks again that
he was there. Alive.

Once they were completely out of sight of the
others, he twirled her around and pulled her in for a kiss. Sweet.
Soft. Sexy.

When the kiss ended, he brushed her hair from
her cheek. “I love you, Kylie Galen. The thing that went through my
mind when I felt myself dying was you. Both when you were in first
grade, and now. Please don’t ever question my love for you. Or the
fact that you are mine. And I am yours.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “For the things I
said. I was just upset.” She pulled him close and kissed him.

When the second kiss ended, he stopped as if
to get his bearings.

“What?” she asked.

“I need a favor.”

“Anything.” She ran her palm across his
chest, still marveling at the feel of his heart. She looked up.
“What do you need?”

“To see if you can heal one of my coyote
friends. They fought for me.”

“They were still helping you when I got here.
They were standing guard around you.”

“The pack leader took an arrow. His mate is
at his side, already mourning him.”

“I know how she feels,” Kylie said. “Let’s
see if I can save him. And save her.” She slipped her hand in to
his.

Lucas led her to a spot where the brush was
more tall grass and fewer thorns. They only walked a short way
before she spotted the animal, grey and tan and his gray mate
resting beside him, licking his leg. The male lifted his head
slightly and growled at Kylie.

“She’s a friend.” Lucas knelt beside the
animals.

Dropping to her knees, Kylie held her hand
out to be properly sniffed. Both coyotes seemed to relax. She
studied the injured animal and looked at Lucas. “We’re going to
need to pull the arrow out.”

Frowning, he knelt lower and looked the
animal in the eyes. “This is gonna hurt, but I swear it’s for your
own good.”

The coyote whimpered as if he understood.
Lucas then looked at female. She lowered her head as if in
agreement.

Amazed at what she was seeing, she asked,
“You can communicate with them?”

“Maybe. I guess. It almost seems that way.”
He grimaced and then looked back at his injured friend. “Let’s get
this over with.”

Lucas put his hand on the creature’s snout
and with a move almost faster than she could see, yanked out the
arrow. Blood spewed from the wound. The coyote yelped then fell
back onto his side to the ground, his breathing labored.

Kylie rested her hands on the animal’s soft
fur and felt them heat. Felt the healing warmth flow into the
creature. Closing her eyes for one second she gave thanks for her
gifts. There had been a time when she saw them all as a curse. Now
she knew them for the blessings they were.

She pulled away, and the coyote lifted his
snout. He looked at Lucas and Kylie as if confused. Then he bolted
to his feet, and he and his mate took off. He was only a few feet
away when he stopped and glanced back. His gold eyes stayed on
them, and the small dip of his head could be understood as a thank
you.

“You’re welcome,” Kylie and Lucas said at the
same time.

Lucas glanced at her. A look of guilt filled
his dark blue eyes.

“What?” she asked confused.

“I’m so sorry. I was wrong about the Council.
I should’ve known better than to question your wisdom.”

“I already forgave you,” she said. “And I’m
not always right.”

“Just 90 percent of the time.” He pulled her
to him, their sides pressed against each other. He wrapped his arm
around her. She buried her head in that spot on his shoulder and
remembered Miranda talking about Perry. Kylie supposed Lucas had
pillows, too.

“Oh, about that 90 percent, it’s more like
99.” She chuckled.

His laugh, deep and sexy, washed over her
like a hug.

His hold on her tightened. “You don’t need to
worry. I’m quitting the Council.”

She pulled her head off his shoulder and sat
up a little. She didn’t look at him, but at her shoes. “Why?”

“Why? Because you were right. They did all
this just to break us up.”

She gazed up at the sky turning an array of
colors with the morning sun. Her mind raced for the right thing to
say. She found it then and looked at him. “I didn’t fall in love
with a quitter.”

He looked baffled. “Kylie, they tried to kill
me.”

“Two of them did. And I’m guessing both will
be put in prison for it.”

He shook his head as if he didn’t believe
he’d heard her right. “They want to rescind the law that allows
mixed marriages.”

“That’s why you need to be there.” She bit
down on her lip. “Not every day. Not at their whim. But your life
quest is to make change happen. You can’t do that if you quit.”

“You’d give them another chance?” he
asked.

“No, I’ll give you one. I’ll give you more
than one. We’re going to work this out. I know it’s going to be
hard, especially when I go away to college. But we can do it.”

He caught her, rolled her onto her back and
kissed her. She ran her hand under his shirt and did what she had
been wanting to do since the previous night. She dipped her finger
into his belly button.

He let out a playful yelp and caught her
hand. “What the heck?”

She laughed. He laughed. They lay there on
the ground, holding on to each other and watching the sun rise.
Only when the sky turned blue did they agree it was time to go.
Lucas called to let Burnett know they were heading to pick up
spot.

They walked the rest of the way out of woods,
two werewolves, hand in hand. Together. The way she knew they’d be
forever.
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Her dad’s job is with the dead . . . and
he’s bringing his work home with him.

 

Once again, seventeen-year-old Riley Smith
is the new kid in school and her dad’s career has her back to being
dubbed a freak. Truth is, she’s a much bigger freak than her
classmates think. The only company she keeps these days is the
dead who follow Dad home from work. She can see them. She
can speak to them. And Fate seems to think she can help them solve
their last problems so that they can move on to the other
side. Which is odd, because with the loss of her mother and
her father’s alcoholism, she’s got enough problems of her
own. 

 

But nothing could prepare her for
the next tormented young spirit who darkens Riley’s
door. The young woman’s death wasn’t the accident everyone
believes. Soon Riley finds herself face-to-face with the killer and
her only protection comes in the form of another spirit, Hayden, a
boy her age with a heart-melting smile and understanding eyes that
make her feel safe. If she can escape becoming the
killer’s next victim, Riley knows she’ll have to help Hayden move
on too, but what if she can’t let him go?


Chapter One

 


Can I go to jail for this?

The question snakes through my mind as I make
my way down Dead Oak Street. The sound of my tennis shoes smacking
against the cracked sidewalk fills the cold, almost-dark night. I
pull my hoodie closer and hold my purse to my side like a
weapon.

A full moon makes its appearance early,
hanging in the sky that’s still clinging to a spray of gold left
over from the sunset. I chose this time purposely, hoping everyone
would be in their houses eating dinner, doing homework
. . . not out watching for strangers trying to slip
something into their mailbox.

Getting caught isn’t an option. Never mind if
it’s illegal—though it shouldn’t be, I’m doing them a favor—it
would bring questions down on me that I’m not prepared to answer.
That I’ll never be prepared to answer.

I catch an address on the street curb. My
heart thumps and vibrates against my breastbone.

Three houses to go.

I keep moving and, staring down, remember the
old song lyrics, Step on a crack, break your mother’s back.
Since my mom’s dead, I don’t have to worry. But what was the second
chorus? Step on a line, break your father’s spine.

Maybe I should avoid lines. Dad has enough
crap on his plate. Crap I wish I could help him with, but I don’t
have a clue how to do that.

Taking a deep breath, telling myself this
favor is almost done, I keep walking toward house number thirteen.
Why did it have to be an unlucky number?

Homes on each side of the street line up like
dollhouses and seem to be watching me. Some of them are dark, and
have almost a menacing look. Others have gold light leaking out of
their windows like love lives there. Through one, I see a TV airing
the evening news. Through another, I spot a family of four having
dinner. I wonder what it would be like to have that. To be part of
a family. To be more than just “Dad and me.” The before-mom-died
memories are so few, and even those are vague. Considering I was
four, I guess I’m lucky I have any at all.

Only one house to go.

I see the house. It’s dark as if no one’s
home. The mailbox catches my eye. It’s leaning, looking tired and
old. The metal door flap is hanging open.

This might be my lucky day.

I reach into my purse and pull out the
envelope.

The tightness in my chest releases. I can do
this.

I take the last few steps, avoiding cracks
and lines. A dog barks from across the street. The barking rings
like a warning, announcing a stranger is present. And I’m the
stranger.

The yowling grows loud as if the animal is
approaching. I accidently let the envelope slip from my fingers. I
look over, hoping I’m not about to be mauled. The dog’s in the
middle of the road, yelping, alerting the neighborhood.

I stomp my foot, and the canine scurries back
across the street.

Heart pounding, I kneel down, snatch up the
letter, and slip it into the mailbox.

Done. Problem solved. I can go home now.

And so can you, Bessie.

I look up at the bowl of darkening sky. Right
then I see a shooting star race across the night, leaving a trail
of glitter in its wake. I smile. I know what it means. A rightness
enters my chest.

Before I take my first step away from the
mailbox, I hear something . . . someone.

“What are you doing?” The girl’s voice rings
out.

The rightness is shattered.

I freeze and pray her words are for someone
else. Then I see the dark shadow sitting on the edge of the porch,
almost hidden behind the hedges. It’s from house number
thirteen.

The air locks in my throat, a jolt of
pin-prickling pain races under my skin.

I am so caught.

The figure pushes off the porch, walking
toward me.

I consider running, but my feet feel nailed
to the sidewalk. Panic fills my empty stomach.

Even worse is that when she gets closer, I
recognize her. Dark hair, light olive skin, dressed in black.

I don’t remember her name, but I have two
classes with her. English and History. She keeps to herself. Not
coming off as shy so much as . . . a loner. Maybe even
someone with a chip on her shoulder.

I saw her roll her eyes at some girls who
were being loud and obnoxious in History today. I wanted to roll my
eyes too. Their behavior was out of line.

“What are you doing?” she asks again.

Yup. I am so caught. So screwed. My mind
races, seeking an answer she’ll believe. One that would completely
avoid the truth. Not that she would believe the truth. Sometimes I
still don’t believe it.

I gulp down the knot of panic in my throat.
“I, uh . . . A piece of mail had fallen out of your
mailbox.”

That sounded convincing, didn’t it? I pray
she believes me. Pray she hadn’t seen the envelope in my hand
before I’d dropped it.

Her brow pinches. “Oh.” She stares at me,
recognition widens her light green eyes. “Aren’t you the new girl
at school? Riley, right?”

I nod. The fact that she remembers my name
when I don’t recall hers makes me feel slightly guilty. “Yeah.
Sorry I don’t recall yours.”

“Kelsey,” she spouts out matter-of-factly,
not in an insulted kind of way, more like in a don’t-give-a-damn
way. Then she continues to stare at me suspiciously. “You live in
the neighborhood?”

“Two blocks over,” I say. “I was just
. . . taking a walk.” I swallow, again feeling the need
to get the hell away from there. Away from her.

“I should . . . go.” I’m ready to
step away when I hear a truck pull into the driveway across the
street. Doors open and slam closed, and male voices boom out.

I look over. The streetlight is on, and I
recognize one of the two boys. Jacob Adams. Tall, light brown hair,
and an oh-so-confident way of carrying himself that most teen boys
his age don’t have. He laughs at something the other guy says, and
the sound seems swallowed by darkness.

The fact that I know his name says something.
It says he’s one of the best-looking boys at school. But it’s not
just that. He’s also one of the few kids who’s actually spoken to
me my first ten days of school. Not a whole conversation, but just
a quick introduction and welcome to Catwalk, Texas. Surprised the
hell out of me.

The two boys, almost too loud for the night,
go inside the house, and silence falls on the street again. I can
hear the streetlights buzzing, spitting out voltage. I feel a
similar nervous buzzing inside me.

“So that’s why you’re here.” Kelsey makes a
disapproving noise from the back of her throat.

I don’t understand what she means at first,
and then bam! I get it. She thinks I’m stalking Jacob. I
start to deny it but then realize I could use this. It’s a
plausible reason for being there. One that has nothing to do with
the real reason. And really, what do I care if she believes I have
a thing for Jacob. I kind of do.

“Don’t waste your time,” Kelsey says. “He’s
going out with Jami Holmes. Popular, big boobs, and a
cheerleader.”

Yeah, I kind of knew that too, which is why I
wouldn’t have bothered stalking Jacob even if I’d known where he
lived. I try to think of something to say, but nothing comes out.
So I just shrug.

She reaches into her mailbox and pulls out
the envelope I just placed there along with two or three other
pieces of mail. “But he is nice to look at,” she says. “If you like
his type.”

“Yeah,” I say like a confession, and wonder
if that’s what she was doing, hiding on her front porch. Stalking
Jacob.

She holds the mail in one hand and gives me
one more look. “See you around.”

It feels as if I’m being dismissed. I can
take a hint. I walk away. As I hurry back to my house, I wonder if
Kelsey is kin to Bessie? Bessie is black and Kelsey‘s skin is much
lighter, though her dark hair and olive complexion could mean she’s
of mixed race. We’re all melting pots. Dad swears he’s part
Italian.

I’m a block from my house when I feel it. The
sensation of being watched. The fine hair on my arms stand up. My
skin tightens. My next breath brings in the scent of
. . . I inhale again . . . of jasmine.

I don’t think it’s Bessie.

I speed up, hoping whoever it is will take
the hint. Right now, all I want is to get home. Not that it feels
like a home yet. We’ve only been in this place two weeks.

The temperature drops, chills start at the
base of my neck and slither down my spine. A new scent—this one
spicy, earthy, like aftershave—fills my next breath of air.

I hug myself, watch my feet move, and
increase my speed. One foot in front of the other, faster, and
faster.

 


• • •

 


By the time I cut the corner to my block, the
strip of gold has faded from the sky and the moon hangs bigger and
brighter. I look down the street. Dad’s car is parked beside my old
Mustang in the driveway.

Crap. He’s probably worried. I start jogging,
my feet slapping against the pavement. The second I reach the
driveway, my phone rings.

It’s probably Dad. I check. Duh, of course it
is. No one else calls me. Well, Shala, my best friend who I left in
Dallas a year and two moves ago, occasionally calls. But like Carl,
the one-time love of my life, she’s moved on. She found a new best
friend, leaving me pretty much friendless.

Moving when you’re in high school is hard.
Everyone already has their confidants and cliques. Add to that what
my dad does for a living, and in their eyes that makes me a freak.
Or at least a freak’s daughter.

Not that I’m pissed at Dad or consider him
strange. I’m proud of him. Very few people can do his job. I’m not
even really pissed at the kids either. Truth is, I’m not just a
freak’s daughter, I’m a bigger freak than they could ever guess.
Than anyone could guess. But that’s my secret.

I bolt inside. “I’m here.”

Pumpkin, my red tabby, rushes me, meowing. I
pick him up.

Dad walks out of the kitchen, his cell phone
in his hand. His dark hair is disheveled as if he ran his fingers
through it one too many times. He needs a haircut. Normally, he’s
as groomed as a guy giving the six o’clock news—camera ready.

Another sign that things are going downhill.
Again.

“Where were you?” he asks.

“Walking.” It’s not an out-and-out lie, but
the twinge of guilt tugs on my conscience.

“Alone?” he asks.

“Yeah, just checking out the
neighborhood.”

“I prefer you do that when it’s light,” he
says. “Or at least leave a note. You scared me.”

“It was light when I started out. And you’re
a little early. But I’m sorry.” I put Pumpkin down and go right for
a hug. He hesitates, then puts his arms around me.

His smell is so familiar, so comforting. How
long has it been since I hugged him?

“Seriously, don’t scare me like that.”

“I won’t.” I keep my cheek on his warm chest.
Even with his life in chaos, he hasn’t stopped parenting. I
appreciate that. Not that I’m one of those kids who needs a lot of
parenting. Shala used to say I needed to lighten up. That I acted
like a nun.

I reminded her that I wasn’t the virgin, but
she wasn’t referring to sex. She meant stuff like drinking, smoking
weed, and skipping school. Stuff most kids do. I’ve never been like
most kids.

To make her happy, I finally played hooky a
couple of times.

“You okay?” my dad asks when I pull back.

I guess the hug was a little too much. “Yeah.
I got dinner ready.”

He follows me into the bright yellow kitchen,
but frowns and puts a hand on his stomach. “I ate one of those
twelve-inch sub sandwiches, when I should have stopped at six. But
I’ll sit with you while you eat.”

“You should eat a little something,” I say.
“It’s beef stew.”

“If I get hungry, I’ll fix myself a plate
later.” He grabs two waters from the fridge and sits at the table.
I’m not hungry either. The earlier panic took a bite out of my
appetite, but I snag a bowl and dish myself a small helping from
the crock-pot.

“How’s school?” Dad unscrews his water and
pushes the other toward me.

“It’s okay. The new semester starts next
week.” I run my spoon around the chunks of beef, carrots and
potatoes before I take a bite. Pumpkin leaps up on the table,
landing with feline grace.

“Down,” Dad orders.

Of course, Pumpkin doesn’t obey. He’s a cat.
I pick him up and set him down. Then I drop a piece of beef from my
bowl onto the floor.

Dad sees me and shakes his head. “You’re too
soft.”

Guilty. I hate disappointing people or
even pets.

“You still planning on taking auto tech?” he
asks, and almost sounds disapproving.

“Yes. Why?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I wonder if there are
even any other girls taking it.”

“I don’t care. I’m not scared of boys.”

“You should be. All teenage boys are dogs. I
know. I used to be one.”

“I’m not afraid of dogs either.” As sad as it
is, I kind of agree with him. I mean, look how fast Carl moved
on.

Dad frowns. “I don’t want my little girl to
grow up to be a mechanic. You’re going to college.”

I roll my eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with
being a mechanic. They make a killing. But for your information I’m
not interested in being a grease monkey. And I am going to
college.” I say that with confidence, because I’ve already
researched school loans.

The one time I brought up getting a school
loan, he said no, that he could afford it. But I know after his
time on the unemployment list, money is in short supply.

Which is part of my reason for taking auto
tech. I don’t want Dad to have to fork out money to fix all the
little things that go wrong on an old car. The more I know about
the Mustang, the more independent I am. And I kind of like my
independence.

But eventually going out on my own means I’ll
be leaving Dad alone. Who’ll watch out for him?

Pumpkin paws at my leg, wanting another
taste. I ignore him.

“Besides, you probably already know
everything the class covers,” Dad says.

“Because I had a good teacher. But I could
still learn a few things.” I smile. He’s right. I spent a lot of
time under that car—with Dad. He put himself through college
working for a garage. Together we redid the Mustang’s engine. It
was my fifteenth birthday present. Our neighbor had put a for-sale
sign on the car, and the moment I saw it, I wanted it.

Not because I’m a car freak, or a Mustang
freak. But I’d seen a picture of one my mom used to own. Honestly,
I didn’t plan on getting my hands dirty working on that car. At
first Dad insisted, and then he didn’t have to insist. Not because
I enjoyed working on the car, but because of how much I enjoyed
spending time with him.

It was our first real bonding experience.
Before that, I’d always gotten a feeling Dad didn’t know how to
parent a daughter. My first bra and the whole starting-my-period
experience almost killed him. And not once has he said the word
“sex.”

Working on that Mustang gave us something in
common.

“Speaking of cars,” Dad says smiling, “I’m
about to make your day.”

“Really.”

“Yup. I got your insurance card in the
mail.”

“Yes!” I do a little victory dance in my
chair. When he lost his last job, he had to cut the insurance on my
car, so I haven’t been able to drive it for almost two months.

“So I can drive it to school tomorrow?” I ask
and squeal a little.

“Yeah.” He chuckles. “You and that car.”

Thrilled I don’t have to walk to school
anymore, I dish a big bite of stew into my mouth and taste it for
the first time. It’s good. “You sure you don’t want a bowl?”

“No.”

He sips his water. I eat. The almost empty
echo in the house reminds me how big it is. All our houses in the
past have been small, older. They seemed to fit us better.

“Have you made any friends at school?” Dad
asks.

I almost lie then decide against it. “Not
really.”

A sudden puff of steam rises from my bowl. A
chill runs down my spine. I continue to eat and ignore it. Pumpkin
hauls ass out from under the table and darts under the sofa.

Dad frowns. “You should put yourself out
there more. Make some friends.”

I point my spoon at him and force my eyes to
stay on him. Just him. “Says the man who never puts himself out
there.”

“I’m around people all the time.”

“Dead people don’t count.” I lift a brow and
take another bite.

“Not just dead people.” He turns the water
bottle in his hand. “Did you get into the honors classes you wanted
for next semester?”

“I think so,” I say. Good grades mean a
possible scholarship. I’m going to need one.

My next intake of air brings with it a hint
of jasmine. I remember smelling it earlier.

Dad leans back in his chair. “There’s an
antique car show going on downtown this weekend. I thought we’d go.
Hang out. Talk cars with people.”

“Great idea.” I finish my last bite of stew
and go rinse out the bowl and put it in the dishwasher. Then I pull
out containers to store the leftovers.

I hear his chair scrape across the floor.
“I’ll put the stew away.”

“I can do it.” I take a deep breath. The
jasmine scent is stronger now.

“Don’t you have homework?” he asks.

“Yeah, but it’s not—”

“Then go. You do too much around here,” he
says. “You should be hanging out with girlfriends and not taking
care of a household.”

“I don’t mind.”

He steps closer and brushes my hair off my
cheek. “I swear you look more and more like your mom every
day.”

I’m surprised at his words. He hardly ever
mentions her. Right then I see a familiar sadness in his light
brown eyes. I go in for another hug. A short one.

When I pull back, I look at him. “You still
miss her, don’t you?”

“A little.” He turns back to the crock-pot,
away from me. Maybe away from what he’s feeling.

I fill Pumpkin’s food bowl. The cat comes
running. I stare at Dad’s back. Even his posture seems extra
sad.

“How was work today?” I ask, wondering if
that’s the problem. Hoping that’s the only problem. He swears it
doesn’t affect him, but I know it does.

“The same.” He moves to the counter and lifts
the lid off the crock-pot. A big puff of steam rises. He looks
back. “Go do your homework. I’ll close up the downstairs. I think
I’m going to retire early with a book.”

I stand there and watch him pour the stew
into two bowls. “Did you get a new client today?”

He frowns up at me. “I told you, a mortician
should never bring his work home with him.”

But Dad does bring his work home with
him. Or maybe his clients just follow him. Like right now.

The young woman stares at Dad, looking as if
she’s walked out of the yellowed pages of an old photo album. She
appears confused and lonely, wearing an orange sundress and jasmine
perfume.

Dad can’t see her, can’t talk to her.

But I can.


Chapter Two

 


Before I go upstairs, I give Dad a shoulder
bump, afraid three hugs in a night might be too much. Then I grab a
handful of cookies and head upstairs. Once I’m at the landing, I
turn and look to see if she’s followed me.

She hasn’t. But Pumpkin has.

The woman will find me sooner or later. They
always do.

It started happening about a year and a half
ago, right before we moved from Dallas. At first it freaked me out.
Like really freaked me out. But then I realized not one ghost had
done anything to hurt me. I’m not sure they could.

Or maybe I just want to believe that.

Most of them just want to talk. Some of them
need something. A favor. But that’s okay, because I always ask a
favor of them too.

So far, none of them have been able to help
me. But I still help them. And it’s not always easy either.

Like the favor for Bessie.

She’d bought life insurance six months ago,
but neglected to tell her daughter.

I couldn’t go up and just tell the family
that Bessie had insurance. So I copied and pasted the insurance
logo from their website so it’d look legit. I printed a label,
addressed the letter to Bessie, put the policy number at the top. I
wrote the letter as if it was a reminder to her that they were
still waiting for her to pick up a copy of the policy.

I was going to just mail it, but since I’d
stolen the logo I feared sending through the US Postal Service
might make it a federal offense. Instead, I spent an hour last
night drawing a postmaster seal to make it look like it had been
mailed. Then I spent another thirty minutes forging the company
president’s signature which I’d found on the website.

I thought it looked quite convincing. It’s
one thing I’m good at: drawing, copying things. Not usually forging
signatures. But now I realize that if anyone questions it, Kelsey
might be able to point a finger at me, since she’d seen me outside
the house.

Great! Something else to worry about.

I get to my bedroom door and leave it
open.

Returning to my bed, I sit. Wait.

I’m barely situated when she appears. She
looks pretty in the dress. Her hair is blonde, hanging in a nice
neat wave. Confusion mars her lovely face. I’d had a spirit, an
elderly man, last year that hadn’t realized he was dead. Giving
that bit of news was loads of fun. Not.

I’m hoping this won’t be a repeat of that
case.

“You can see me, can’t you?” she asks.

I nod. When it first started happening, I
tried pretending I didn’t. But something always gave me away.
They’d move. I’d jump. They’d talk. I’d listen.

I discovered it’s easier to just deal with
them, to get them to pass over. That’s the best part. Seeing them
go. They are all different. Bessie was that falling star. Some of
them become a bolt of color. I can’t really explain the feeling,
but when I see them cross over, there’s this sensation like
. . . I did something really good. Like I’ve just checked
off one item on Destiny’s to-do list.

Truthfully, this isn’t anything I would have
chosen. But that’s kind of the point. I didn’t choose it. It chose
me. And for that reason it feels like fate. As if turning away from
it will screw up some underlying purpose for my life. This doesn’t
stop me from sometimes resenting it.

The woman gets tears in her eyes. She’s
young, but older than me. Maybe in her twenties.

“Is he your father?” she asks.

I nod.

“He’s a nice man.”

They all tell me that. That he respects them
when he drains their blood, and when he fills them back up with
embalming fluid. They say when he gets them ready for the funeral
he takes his time. Looks at photos of them and tries to get it
right. They tell me he even talks to them, but he never answers
them when they talk back.

I get up to close the door, so Dad won’t
notice me talking, but then I hear it. The sound. That little
noise.

My chest fills with a heaviness. I lean
against the door frame and fight the tears stinging all the way up
my sinuses.

Who knew the sound of ice filling a glass
could be so sad? Sad because I know he’s pouring himself a drink.
Probably the first of many tonight.

This morning I had to wake him up before I
went to school. Normally, he beats the sun up. He looked as if the
sun had already beaten him up, but at least he went to work. Would
he tomorrow? Is he going to mess up and lose this job, too?

He’s a good man. He’s the only family I have.
I love him, but I’m pretty sure he’s an alcoholic. And I don’t know
what to do.

He’s so proud that he’s hiding it from me.
He’s so afraid to let me down. And he is. He’s letting himself down
too.

Anger stirs my gut. I’m tempted to storm
downstairs and rip open his secret, try to stop him, but I’m afraid
he’ll just drink more then. At least if he’s hiding it from me,
he’s not drinking all the time.

I shut the door and turn to face the ghost,
but she’s gone.

That’s fine. I’m not really up to talking
right now. I need to figure out how the hell I’m going to help my
dad.

 


• • •

 


Two hours later, I’ve finished my cookies, my
homework, and my pity party. And I’m no closer to figuring anything
out. I go to take a shower. A short one. Wet but clean, I step
across the hall with a towel wrapped around me. I can’t help
stopping to listen for the sound of the fridge spitting out more
ice. Thankfully, only silence whispers up the stairway.

I try to tell myself that he’s okay. He’s not
drinking too much. But from what I’ve heard about alcoholism, even
one drink is too many.

He’s never told me he’s an alcoholic. I read
about it in Mom’s diary. I found the small leather journal in a box
tucked away in a closet when we moved last year. There were only a
few months’ worth of entries, but I treasure every word.

The older I get, the more I ache to know
everything about her. Did she hate fish like I do? Did she cry at
the drop of a hat when she was on her period?

When I told Dad I’d found her diary, he’d
seemed upset, but he didn’t ask me to return it. And I didn’t
offer. I kept the photographs, too.

Dad had given me a few photos a couple of
years before when I’d asked him about her. I still wonder why he
didn’t give them all to me then. Does he still miss her that
much?

I step back into my room. Pumpkin stands on
the edge of my bed, his orange hair puffed up around his neck, his
ears tucked back to his head. I know what that means.

“She’s back,” I say and turn around. Then I
see . . . not her, but him. I almost scream. Air bubbles
up in my throat.

I don’t even know why I’m so startled, except
I was expecting it to be the same woman in orange. It’s not.

He’s standing there, a good foot taller than
me, dark brown hair, blue eyes. Young. My age. Eyes wide. Eyes that
are checking me out.

I suddenly feel naked. Oh, hell, I am
naked except for a strategically placed towel.

“Get out!” I look down to make sure all of my
important parts are covered. Unfortunately, the towel is small, and
either my top or my bottom is going to be a little compromised.

His eyes lift up, wide with surprise, and he
. . . smiles.

Smiles.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi? You don’t say hi, when someone
yells for you to get out!” I scowl at him.

“Sorry,” he says, which is better, but he
doesn’t sound sorry. He doesn’t look sorry. He looks happy. Like
I’m a present that’s already unwrapped.

“I said get out!” I even stomp my foot like
an angry two-year-old.

He fades. Only then do I realize another
reason I was so startled. He was different. For a fraction of a
second I thought he was . . . real. Alive.

All of the spirits in the past looked like
faded photographs, aged and kind of yellowed. He wasn’t faded. He
was . . . bright. He was . . . too young to
die.

I hurry to my closet, shut myself in there,
take a few deep breaths, then pull on a pair of sweats and a
t-shirt.

When I step out, I look around. He’s not
there. Pumpkin peers at me from under my bed skirt.

“Is he gone?” I ask my cat as if he might
answer.

Then I smell it. That same scent I got
earlier when walking home. Aftershave. Or deodorant. They all come
with their own scent. Each different, like a fingerprint.

But this one is almost familiar. It’s a boy
smell. A cute boy smell.

Carl used to smell similar after he showered.
I used to really like that scent. When I take another deep breath,
I also detect a hint of jasmine.

Oh, crap! Does that mean I have two spirits?
I’ve never had two at a time. I’m not sure I can handle that.

 


• • •

 


“Have a good day, Sweetie.” Dad squeezes my
shoulder and picks up his briefcase and lunch bag. “Be careful
driving. I left the insurance card on the coffee table. You have
enough lunch money?”

“Yeah. Thanks,” I say without enthusiasm and
spoon some Lucky Charms into my mouth. I’m still pissed at him.

Although I didn’t have to wake him up this
morning—he was packing himself some stew for lunch when I came
down—he appears to be dragging. I’m not an expert on hangovers, but
I saw Carl moving around like a sloth a couple of times after
indulging in too many beers.

When Dad walks out, I spoon-chase a pink
marshmallow around my bowl, then just drop the utensil with a thump
on the table. What am I going to do about him?

I sit there listening to Pumpkin crunch on
his kibbles. Then bam, I realize I’m not relying on the
go-to source that’s helped me through most of life’s issues—my
first period, sex, how to use a condom—hey, I wanted to make sure
Carl did it right.

Yup, Google had saved me. I run upstairs, sit
at my desk, and type in “alcoholism.” Ten minutes later, I’m more
confused than when I sat down. It’s not that there’s not any
advice. There’s too much.

And reading it makes me aware that I have no
proof that Dad’s drinking. Or that he’s really an alcoholic. I only
read it in a diary written before I was born. Yeah, I heard the ice
last night, I know he lost his last two jobs after showing signs of
irresponsibility—sleeping late, calling in sick—all of which he’d
never done before.

But is that enough to draw this
conclusion?

Other than the two job losses that he swears
were due to other issues, I have no proof. I’ve never seen him so
much as consume a beer. Never seen him stumbling, slurring his
words. Never even smelled it on him.

I need proof. But maybe I don’t have it
because I haven’t looked for it.

Snagging my backpack, I run downstairs, drop
it on the table, and rummage through the cabinets. Nothing. No
liquor. No evidence.

I turn around and stare at Dad’s closed
bedroom door. I move toward it, reach for the knob. Turning it is
so hard. This is Dad’s room. He’s a private man. Invading his space
feels . . . wrong on every level.

Something else feels wrong, too. Silence. So
silent I hear the living room clock counting time. Tick. Tick.
Tick. It seems to be the only sound in the house.

My heart starts to keep beat with the tiny
sound. The slight thump in my chest makes me realize I’ve stopped
breathing. My gaze shifts to the clock on the living room wall.

If I don’t leave for school now, I’m going to
be late. That’s all the motivation I need to let go of the
doorknob. Later.

I cut off the kitchen light, throw my
insurance card in my backpack, and fly into the entryway.

And come to a rubber-sole-skidding halt.

He’s standing in front of the door, blocking
it, looking too bright, still smiling. I inhale to confirm his
scent. It’s there. Still familiar. The aroma takes me back to being
close with Carl. Back to being intimate with Carl.

“You going to school?” His voice is deep,
almost husky.

“Yeah,” I manage, and rub my thumb and index
finger on the backpack strap hanging off one shoulder.

He leans against the wall, as if he plans to
stay there and visit with me for a long time. “What grade are you
in?”

“Twelfth.” I realize in my haste to leave, I
forgot to brush my teeth. With my luck, I’ve got a green
marshmallow stuck to my pearly whites. I run my tongue over
them.

His smile widens. “So am I.”

Am, not was. He’s speaking in the
present tense. Does he not know he’s . . . dead?

The way his blue eyes study me reminds me of
how he stared at me almost naked last night. As if he might be
envisioning me like that right now.

“We need to . . . set some rules.
You can’t just . . .” I’m tongue-tied, nervous, cute-boy
kind of nervous. That’s so wrong. Talk about two people being
incompatible. “You can’t just pop—”

“What’s that saying about rules are meant to
be broken?” He grins.

I frown, tighten my eyes, and glare at
him.

“Just joking,” he says teasingly. “What’s
your name?”

“Riley.” I hitch my backpack up higher on my
shoulder. “Yours?”

He pauses one second. “Hayden.”

It’s different, sort of like him, so I guess
it fits him. “I . . . gotta go.”

He tucks his hands deep into his jean
pockets. His shoulders round. The muscles in his arms bulge out
just a bit. Yup, it’s definitely cute-boy kind of nervous that I’m
feeling.

“Okay,” he says.

Pumpkin hisses behind me.

“Stay away from my cat,” I mumble and motion
for him to step away from the door.

He inches to the side but not quite enough.
Not that it matters—he’s not flesh and blood. I switch my backpack
onto my other shoulder and head out. I’m one foot out the door when
I realize what happened. I felt him. Not like a person, but
a light touch as if someone brushed a feather across bare skin. And
. . . he wasn’t cold. Why wasn’t he . . . ice
cold like the others?

I shut and lock the door. Run my hand over my
tingling shoulder. Then, with my heart doing double time, I hurry
to my car.

I start the car and drive away. Riding
shotgun is the question: What makes this boy so different from all
the others?

 


 


 


 


The Mortician’s Daughter: One Foot in the
Grave

is available now for pre-order!

 


Click here to pre-order!
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This Heart of
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A new heart saved her life—but will it help
her find out what really happened to its donor?

 


Seventeen-year-old Leah MacKenzie is
heartless. An artificial heart in a backpack is keeping her alive.
However, this route only offers her a few years. And with her rare
blood type, a transplant isn’t likely. Living like you are dying
isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. But when a heart becomes
available, she’s given a second chance at life. Except Leah
discovers who the donor was—a boy from her school—and they’re
saying he killed himself. Plagued with dreams since the transplant,
she realizes she may hold the clues to what really happened.

 


Matt refuses to believe his twin killed
himself. When Leah seeks him out, he learns they are both having
similar dreams and he’s certain it means something. While
unraveling the secrets of his brother’s final moments, Leah and
Matt find each other, and a love they are terrified to lose. But
life and even new hearts don’t come with guarantees. Who knew
living took more courage than dying?

 


This Heart of Mine is a haunting,
poignant tale about living and dying, surviving grief, guilt, and
heartache, while discovering love and hope in the midst of
sadness.
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C. C. Hunter is the New York
Times bestselling author of over thirty-five books,
including her wildly popular Shadow Falls and Shadow
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awards and rave reviews for her novels, C.C. is also a
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In February 2018, Wednesday Books will
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