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      In another realm, the fae are biding their time. Watching, and waiting for the opportunity to return to our world and plunge humans into a series of twisted games as payback for an action taken centuries ago.

      

      As the time of their vengeance draws closer, a dormant power awakens in an unlikely host.

      

      Sometimes, death is just the beginning...

      

      After her fortieth birthday, Cassidy Wright’s unremarkable life takes a sharp turn for the worse. Her husband left her, her only child flew the coop to attend an out-of-state college, and her favorite aunt died under mysterious circumstances. It’s not until an unsettling stranger delivers a letter at Aunt Sylvie’s funeral that things start to get weird.

      

      The letter reveals secrets that make Cassidy question everything she knows about herself and the universe...secrets that open her eyes to a world of magic and terrifying creatures. Will Cassidy step outside her comfort zone to seek the truth of her heritage and the role she plays in an upcoming battle to save mankind?

      

      Join Cassidy as she navigates middle age and magic in Winterdawn, the prequel to the new and imaginative Midlife Trials series brimming with vampires, sinister games, and romance.
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      In the past, cemeteries had never really creeped me out. Their manicured lawns, canopied by drooping live oaks and speckled with stone monuments, usually filled me with a sense of peace.

      Today was different. As I sat beneath the cloud-choked sky, squirming in an uncomfortable metal chair near the back row while mourners took turns sharing fond memories of Aunt Sylvie, the weight of unseen eyes crawled along my skin. I tried to ignore the sensation, keeping my gaze fixed on the current speaker standing near the edge of the family burial plot. The hairs on the back of my neck continued to rise.

      Maybe it’s the spirits of the dead coming to welcome the newest resident of Final Rest Cemetery.

      I envisioned a conga line of ghosts dancing in to greet my eclectic aunt in the afterlife and show her the ropes, and the image brought a smile to my face. While alive, much to the chagrin of our genteel family, Sylvie had acquired a colorful collection of friends from all walks of life. There was no doubt in my mind she’d find more of these colorful characters on the other side too.

      As her coffin was lowered into the rectangular space, the funeral director—a balding man almost as pale as the corpses whose ceremonies he arranged—invited family and friends to come up, toss dirt into the grave, and add any mementos to be buried with Sylvie.

      I brushed aside the loose strands of my blond hair, tucking them behind my ear as I brought a tissue up to dab my eyes. Though I loved my wild auntie and wanted to pay my final respects to the woman who’d served as my confidant from my teen years through motherhood, my body was a lead weight pinning me to the white folding chair. When I looked at the coffin, all I could think about was the phone call I’d received the day after Christmas, from a coroner in Colorado. Informing me that Sylvie was dead.

      A hiking accident, he’d said. As best they could tell, Sylvie had slipped on an icy rock and plunged over thirty feet to her death. Then, due to some sort of office mix-up, they’d cremated Sylvie by mistake.

      The glossy black coffin was a stark reminder that we didn’t even have a body to bury. All that remained of my vibrant aunt was a few pounds of ash.

      Not how I’d envisioned kicking off the new year.

      “Ready, Mom?” Shay, my eighteen-year-old daughter, gently elbowed me in the ribs.

      Tiptoeing through the line of silent mourners without turning into a bawling lump of mush would take every ounce of strength I could muster. I bit my tongue. Nope. No ugly crying in front of Momma and Aunt Carol. I just needed to keep breathing and remain seated until everyone took off for her celebration of life.

      I turned blurry eyes toward Shay and shook my head.

      With a subtle nod, she reached out and took my hand, wrapping her slender fingers around mine with a gentle squeeze. “We can sit here as long as you need to.”

      Despite college life enticing her to adopt a goth aesthetic with a blue-black pixie cut and onyx nose ring, my only daughter still maintained her kind and empathic heart.

      But it wasn’t her job to console me. “You go ahead. I’ll join you soon.”

      “I’m good waiting.”

      I sniffled, and my free hand found the snowflake pendant I wore around my neck. Years of serving as my emotional crutch had worn the surface of the silver charm to a flat, satiny finish, allowing the pads of my fingertips to glide without friction as I rubbed my stress away.

      “I’ll bet Auntie Sylv is up to some mischief up there.” Shay tilted her head to the cloudy sky. “Bet she’s treating it as her next great adventure.”

      “Probably pestering the powers that be to show her where the magical goodies are already.” Sylvie always loved to tinker in the mystical, collecting crystals and figurines and tarot cards the way other people collected wine corks or socks with witty idioms. “She deserves adventures. Sylvie was the best of our family.” I wobbled the last word as more tears burned my eyes.

      “Oh. C’mere. I didn’t mean to make you cry.” Shay wrapped me in a great big bear hug, enveloping my face in her oversized black sweater.

      “Making a scene, as usual.” The chunky knit cloth shielded my face but did little to muffle the familiar sound of my mother’s criticism. “So disrespectful. To the family and to you, my sweet granddaughter.”

      “We all grieve in our own way, Grandma.” Shay spoke with a level of confidence I’d never managed at her age when faced with Joan Wright’s disapproving glare.

      “A lady has the strength to master her emotions and the intelligence to know when it’s appropriate to release them.” My mother sniffed. “A true Southern lady, that is.”

      Shay’s arms tensed around me.

      I straightened with an irritated sigh. It was one thing to speak to me like that. I’d learned to tune her demeaning comments out. She’d better not make my baby girl cry, though, or the gloves were coming off.

      Lifting my head, I looked past her too-plump lips and tight skin stretched over sharp cheekbones and met her hazel eyes. Joan Wright had started chasing youth back when I was still in middle school. Now in her sixties, she was multiple face-lifts in and had her plastic surgeon on speed dial.

      Her idea of a proper lady meant going under the knife in the name of beauty. She was always forwarding me online coupons for fillers and injections, a not-so-subtle hint that my appearance had been weighed and found wanting. I sent those emails straight to trash.

      Bring on the wrinkles. As far as I was concerned, one of the best perks of turning forty so far was kicking the baggage of other people’s expectations to the curb.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re burying your sister today. Last I checked, tears are almost a requirement at a funeral.”

      “Cassidy Jane Wright, what has gotten into you?” Fanning herself as her voice grew loud enough to attract attention, my mother could have won an Oscar for performances such as this. “I raised you better than that.”

      Right on cue, Aunt Carol weaved her way through the line of folded chairs. She was like a bloodhound, capable of tracking the faintest whiff of drama from a mile away.

      She rushed over, waving a lace handkerchief in the air. “Well, if you ask me…”

      Nope. No one asked her a damn thing, but with her voluptuous frame blocking me in, there was no escaping her unsolicited opinion.

      “I think it’s so good Shay got that scholarship to study in Georgia.” Aunt Carol lifted the veil of netting on her black, wide-brimmed hat and regarded me with the same superiority in her blue gaze as her sister-in-law.

      “Mmhmm.” My mother smirked as Aunt Carol continued. “A little break from living with her mama is exactly what our little Shay Marie needs.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Maybe now that she’s flown the coop, Cassidy will start taking a little better care of herself. Tighten things up. Yoga, Pilates, a charity 5K or two.”

      My mother gave me a critical once-over, clucking her tongue as she shook her head. I’d been weighed and found wanting. I was used to that, but the heavy, shaky sigh she finished with stung, as if my personal failings caused her physical pain.

      Aunt Carol nodded like a dashboard bobblehead going over a bumpy road. “Exercise gives you endorphins. And happy people are more likely to land themselves a fine, upstanding young…well, maybe not young anymore, but certainly a man still in his prime.”

      “Chet might not have taken off like he did if you’d put even the slightest effort into your appearance.” Mama’s eyes glittered as she drove her favorite stake through my heart.

      I grated my teeth at her audacity. Using my ex-husband to provoke me was low, but I held my tongue so as not to invite more of her criticism.

      “I mean, bless your heart, you’re nearly as pale as Sylvie. When was the last time you got some sun or went to the tanning salon?” My mother waved her hand in front of my face, as if a wiggle of her fingers might be enough to magically alter my complexion.

      That was just plain silly, though. If she did possess that kind of magic, she’d have transformed me into a replica of my younger sister a long time ago.

      “You never had problems like that with Tiffy.” Aunt Carol tsked as she shook her head.

      Yep, called it.

      Mama exchanged a strange smile with my aunt. “Well, we all know why that is.”

      I frowned. That was a new dig. Not a particularly effective one, either, since I had no idea what she was talking about.

      I resisted the urge to tell them both to shove their helpful life improvement tips and sibling comparisons where the sun didn’t shine. Narcissism ran strong in our family, even the in-laws. When I was younger, I used to wonder how my uncle managed to put up with Carol, but as the years went on, I began to notice how Uncle James never went anywhere without a flask in hand. Not that I blamed him. If I had to live with Aunt Carol, I might have taken up the bottle myself.

      Shay called me from my dark thoughts. “Let’s go say our goodbyes.”

      We weren’t like them. Shay, me, and Aunt Sylvie. The three of us were like a rogue branch grafted onto the family tree.

      With Shay in her first year of college and my favorite aunt gone, there was no one left to help me deal with the rest of the family. That prospect was enough to bring tears to my eyes again before I blinked them away to peer down at Sylvie’s shiny black coffin. “I should’ve gone to Colorado, Sylvie. I’m so sorry.”

      If I’d known the last time she called would be the last time we’d speak, I would’ve dropped everything and made the trip out. Maybe I deserved to be stuck with the rest of this bunch as punishment.

      “Gonna miss you, Auntie Sylv,” Shay reached down and grabbed a fistful of loose dirt. “But don’t worry. I’ll be back every break to keep an eye on Mom.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      With a wave, Shay rained a handful of dirt on top of the casket.

      Someone tapped my shoulder.

      I turned, expecting Uncle James or my father, but the man standing behind me was a stranger. He cleared his throat. “Are you Cassidy Wright?”

      There was something odd about his face. At first glance, I couldn’t quite figure out what. But as I stared, the answer struck me.

      His eyes. They were too blue to be natural. Like sparkling sapphires. Light almost glowed from within them rather than from reflecting the sunlight above.

      Some type of fancy new colored contacts, I guessed. Probably hawked by a social media influencer. If so, I was surprised Shay hadn’t discovered them yet.

      The silence grew awkward, until I realized he was waiting for me to speak. “That’s me. Yes. Cassidy.”

      A smile revealed dazzling teeth. Like his eyes, they sparkled a little too bright to be natural.

      Reaching inside his suit jacket, he withdrew a thick envelope. “It was requested that I deliver this to you upon the death of your aunt.” His soft, smooth voice contrasted with his handsome, predatory appearance, soothing the alarm bells going off in my head. He handed me the envelope. “My condolences.”

      “Thanks.” My hand trembled as I took it.

      “My card is inside…should you need to reach me for any legal issues regarding your aunt’s estate.”

      With a nod of his head, the man turned on his heel and strolled away, leaving me confused and not entirely sure I wanted to know what was inside the very heavy envelope he’d handed over.
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      The funeral and wake had drained every last ounce of my social and emotional batteries. Each step from the driveway to my front door felt like slogging through mud. “Bad TV and takeout are on the menu tonight.”

      Shay, on the other hand, had more spring left in her step. Smiling as she skipped past me, she unlocked the door and held it open. “You had me at TV. I’ll order the pizza.”

      “None of that vegan fake cheese and cauliflower crust stuff, though.” I cringed as the memory of her vegan phase resurfaced. “I’m in mourning, so I need all the food groups. Fat, salt, sugar, and bacon.”

      “The works pizza with a side of cinnamon sticks?” She pulled her phone from her pocket and began tapping the screen as she made a beeline for the couch.

      “And a two-liter of soda.”

      The second I shut the door, some of the weight eased off my shoulders, as if I’d unloaded my problems on the porch before walking in. My home was my sanctuary, and no bad energy was getting past the threshold. At least not for the rest of the day.

      After the divorce, I’d taken my half of the money from the sale of our family home and bought this place instead. At one story and with only two bedrooms, the house wasn’t big, but it was mine. Mine and Shay’s. We’d decorated it together, painting the walls a pale, happy yellow and combining the couple pieces of furniture I’d taken from our old life with a bunch of funky thrift-store and garage-sale finds.

      The final result was an eclectic blend of furniture and art with an eye to comfort and color. Chet had been big into the sleek, modern, soulless look. This house was its counterpart. Warm instead of cold, and full of keepsakes and treasures that Shay and I had rescued from boxes in our old garage to finally put out on display.

      Heading into the kitchen, I tossed my oversized purse onto our ceramic-tiled dining table but missed. The bag smacked the tile with enough force to belch tubes of lipstick, receipts, and unopened mail from its half-open zipper. “Really? Was that necessary?”

      Weird. I’d tossed my bag at the table that same way for as long as I could remember, and never once missed.

      “You okay in there?” Shay called from the couch.

      “Better add some hot wings to that order.”

      Grumbling, I squatted to the floor to locate my runaway lipsticks.

      The thick envelope from earlier stuck out of the mouth of my purse like a giant tongue. I still hadn’t decided if I wanted to open it. In some strange way, I felt like reading the letter inside would be the final nail in her coffin. Unopened, a small part of her might remain here with me.

      This whole last year had been a struggle. First, I’d found out my husband wasn’t satisfied in our relationship and was leaving me for a “polyamorous” lifestyle—code for screwing as many women as he could.

      Now Sylvie was gone.

      Shay was here tonight, thank goodness, but in a few more days I’d be driving her back to school. What then? The rest of the family considered me almost as much of a black sheep as they had Sylvie. The eternally disappointing daughter or niece they were forced to put up with during holidays, graduations, and weddings.

      “What are you doing down there?” Shay’s shadow fell over me as I sat there, hovering over the envelope jutting from my purse.

      Swiping the remaining clutter back into my bag, I rose and set it on the table. “Just having a moment.”

      “Hey. Is that the creepy lawyer’s envelope?” Without waiting for a reply, she swiped it.

      “Give it.” I reached out, but Shay danced away, keeping the letter from my grasp.

      “Don’t you want to see what’s inside?”

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Can I?”

      “No.”

      Believing her guard down, I made another attempt to snatch the envelope back, but she was too quick.

      “What if you got a big, fat check?” With a hop backward to create distance, Shay waved the envelope in the air. “Maybe Auntie Sylv was a secret billionaire, and you’re inheriting her mansion on her private island.”

      I crossed my arms. “Not likely.”

      “You never know.” Shay seemed to sense the game was over, though. She stopped waving the letter, choosing instead to respond with an impish shrug as she brought the envelope to her heart. “Most ultra-rich people keep their finances close to their chest.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If Aunt Sylvie had that kind of money, she wouldn’t have lived here.” Like me, Sylvie had never enjoyed the humidity and bugginess endemic to Florida.

      “She was always heading out to Colorado lately, or other places. Travel isn’t cheap.”

      “It isn’t that expensive when she was only flying twice a year.”

      “She’s got a place out there.” Leveling me with a mic-drop stare, Shay finished off her rebuttal by slapping the envelope on the table. “How many people do you know who have two homes?”

      Sometimes, my daughter was too smart for her own good. I smiled at her valiant attempt to debate the facts and kept my voice neutral, so reality wouldn’t hit her too hard. “Aunt Sylvie was smart. I’m sure she got that cabin for a steal.”

      “Whatever. If you don’t want to find out if you’re a secret millionaire, that’s fine, but at least let me see if I’ll be one someday.”

      I snorted. “Planning my death already?”

      “Depends on how much I’m getting.”

      Shay winked before heading back into the living room, her finger already under the lip of the envelope. The sound of paper ripping bit at my eardrums as she flopped onto our peacock-patterned couch.

      Pain lanced my stomach. No turning back now. Whatever was in there, I’d have to face it.

      My fingers found the metal snowflake pendant, and I gave it a good rub for luck before heading in to join her.

      “Uh, Mom? You need to look at this.” Shay’s mouth hung slack as she stared at a letter. “Auntie Sylv isn’t really Grandma’s sister. And if I’m reading this right, Grandma isn’t really your mom.”

      “Haha, very funny.” I flopped onto one of the jewel-toned cushions next to Shay, my smile fading when her stunned gaze met mine. “You’re joking, right?”

      She handed me a page from the top of the stack. “Just…read.”

      Hey, Snowflake,

      I know you’re probably freaking out. Take some breaths. Remember, you can handle anything life throws at you. Hold onto that because the next part is going to go down like bad medicine.

      I glanced up from the page. “What kind of bad medicine? Are we talking that nasty cherry-flavored cough syrup that tastes like the liquid you’d get after fermenting a Fruit Roll-Up in rubbing alcohol for a year, or more like those antibiotics that give you a raging case of the runs?”

      “Mom.” Shay injected all the indignance of a daughter who’d returned home from her first semester at college into that one word—Mom—and tapped the paper with a blue acrylic nail. The nails were another new feature, compliments of the University of Georgia. “Keep reading.”

      After sticking my tongue out like the mature woman of forty I was, I complied with her demand.

      Enclosed, you’ll find your true birth certificate, the keys to my cabin, and some of the legal paperwork needed for you to take control of my estate. I’m sure this will come as a shock, but I’m your biological mother. I carried you in my belly for nine months and gave birth to you in a hospital in Jacksonville. Shortly afterward, my sister took you home, adopted you, and raised you as her own. The woman you’ve called Mama your whole life isn’t a blood relative to you at all. I was adopted as an infant too.

      I wish I could tell you why I gave you up. I have no answers. That probably sounds like a cop-out, but it’s true. Your father died in a car crash before you were born. I could claim grief made me do it, but that would be a lie. I wanted you more than anything, and until the day I die, I’ll never have an explanation for whatever force compelled me to hand my precious baby girl to someone else.

      I had hoped to be able to tell you all this in person, but something always held me back. The moment I’d form a solid plan, I’d be struck with a sense of dread that was so overwhelming, I just knew my confession would lead to something horrible happening. Writing this letter took me multiple attempts and weeks, and even then, I had to trick myself into believing that you’d never read it in order to get the words on the page. I’m sure that sounds like a copout. I wish I had a better explanation, but I don’t.

      “Well, I guess that answers my question. It’s a special blend of cherry cough syrup that doubles as a laxative.”

      I joked, but nothing about this situation was funny.

      The alternative, however, was screaming until my vocal cords went numb. And I didn’t want the neighbors to come knocking, asking for an explanation when I didn’t have one to give.

      At Shay’s irritated huff, I held up a hand. “I know, I know. Keep reading.”

      Now for the rest.

      I grimaced over that foreboding statement but continued without pausing.

      I know everyone thinks I’m a batty old lady, but I’m not crazy, and neither are you. We’re just different, and that scares some people. I don’t want to say too much here, since the lawyer is probably reading this, and I’m bound to keep the secrets of our kind.

      What I can tell you is that if you’ve started seeing things lately that don’t make sense, trust yourself. Whatever you’re seeing, it’s real.

      I am so sorry I cannot be there with you. I know this is difficult, but you’ve always had strength, whether you’ve realized it or not. My cabin in Colorado is now yours. Go there. Learn for yourself that you can trust your own eyes, even when everyone around you says otherwise.

      Remember, the snowman is the keeper of secrets.

      You will get through this, Snowflake.

      Love, Mom

      When I finished, I sank into the couch and stared at the letter in disbelief for who knew how long. “What the actual hell?” Not especially profound, but eloquent enough.

      Shay shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “Wine.” I dropped Sylvie’s letter on the coffee table as I sprang to my feet and headed to the kitchen. “I can’t do this right now.”
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      As I sped up the long stretch of I-75, heading toward Georgia in my ancient hatchback, I couldn’t ignore the cold shoulder in Shay’s distant, averted gaze. She’d hardly spoken to me since we left Jacksonville.

      After spending most of the previous night trying to convince me to confront her grandma and verify what Aunt Sylvie’s letter said, Shay was more than a little disappointed when I decided to do nothing.

      Was it the right choice? Beats me.

      When I was young, I always believed that reaching adulthood—real adulthood, not the ages when voting, drinking, or even lower car insurance were considered maturity milestones—was a time when a person had all the answers. Even thirty might be too young. But here I was at forty, still wishing I could turn to an adultier adult to give me the answers I needed.

      Deep down, I sensed the truth in that letter. I was so much more in tune with Aunt Sylvie. She, Shay, and I were always the outliers. That fact didn’t really change things, though. Joan and Ted Wright were the ones who raised me. Biological or not, they were my parents, warts and all.

      Shay thought I should upend my life and chase down the answers Aunt Sylvie had dangled in front of me.

      Normally, I’d do anything for Shay, but this wasn’t for her.

      Unlike my daughter, I no longer possessed that youthful appetite for adventure. As an adult, I struggled to justify taking off on a wild-goose chase for answers to questions I didn’t know existed until a few days ago.

      Still, I hated this silence between us. In a few short hours, I’d drop her off at her dorm, and lingering animosity between us just didn’t feel right.

      “You want to stop for some food?” I hoped tempting her with a delicious change of subject might break through her stubbornness.

      But she turned her head away, gazing out of the passenger window.

      “Well, I’ve got to make a restroom stop soon. So if you’re hungry, speak now or—”

      “Didn’t you just stop like ten minutes ago?” She fired the question back with an annoyed huff.

      “That was at least two hours ago.” Words, snarky or not, were progress. “Maybe I’m just trying to drag this trip out so I can steal a little more time with you.”

      “Better to waste time than use it for something productive, right?” Spoken with all the snark of a teenager who’d been biding her time, waiting for the right moment to turn my previous arguments against me.

      If I wasn’t so frustrated with the situation, I’d be beaming with pride.

      I gripped the steering wheel and inhaled a calming breath. “Let’s not rehash this conversation again.”

      “Why not?” She whipped around to face me.

      The last time I’d seen that angry look pinch her face, she’d been arguing with me over prom dresses. That felt like ages ago. But I would gladly debate the merits of a dress long enough to sit in without flashing the senior class rather than deal with the fight she was pushing for now.

      “We’ve already gone over this. I cannot just upend my life to go chasing…” I didn’t know exactly how to finish that sentence. Sylvie had laid down some really weird shit in her letter.

      “What life are you upending?”

      Oh, to be young and free of responsibilities again.

      Another calming breath helped me to temper my response. “I have a mortgage, bills, and a job, young lady.”

      “You can pay bills online and work from anywhere as long as you have a laptop, right?”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “No. It is the point. You’re making excuses because you don’t want to step out of your comfort zone and maybe have, I don’t know…an adventure.”

      “Cleaning out a hippie’s cabin in the frostbitten woods of Colorado isn’t nearly as exciting as you might think.” Though I had to admit, vacationing in a cabin in the snowy woods did sound divine. “I can just hire some movers to pack up her things before I put it on the market.”

      “Aren’t you even the teensiest bit curious about what she has up there?”

      I wanted to say no, but that would be a lie. I did wonder what Sylvie’s cabin might hold, but there were easier ways to find out.

      “Whatever’s there will end up in a storage unit in Jacksonville. If you’re so curious, you can rummage through it the next time you’re on break. I’m sure there are some cool crystals or witchy items you could use to decorate your dorm with.”

      Shay crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat with an impetuous huff. “You’re just afraid of what you’ll find there.”

      “Excuse me?” For all my efforts to remain pleasant, this girl was testing my last nerve.

      “Who discovers that their whole life has been a lie and then just shrugs it off so they can get back to writing about makeup tips for mature women?”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again. “Low blow.” Shay’s words stung more than I wanted to admit.

      The tree-lined road stretched ahead as I sat in uneasy silence with my thoughts.

      I’d once dreamed of being a novelist. I’d imagined myself sitting by a crackling fire in an old, rustic cabin, penning a bestseller that would solidify my place in the literary world. That would be my legacy. Instead, as my disgruntled daughter so bitingly quipped, I’d grown comfortable in my mediocre writing career. Sure, I got paid to do what I loved, but the content wasn’t exactly Pulitzer-worthy, or even worthy of remembering a week after reading.

      “Sorry.” Shay’s tone was soft, barely a whisper. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “You sure about that?” A little harsh, maybe, but my feelings were still raw.

      “All I meant was that you could write from anywhere. You have the freedom to take the trip and see for yourself what Auntie Sylv left for you in that cabin.”

      “How about asking whether I want to?”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not asking that. Because I know you. You like to play it safe. You don’t want to do anything that shakes up the system.” Shay’s voice was filled with a sincerity that I couldn’t ignore. “You don’t like ruffling feathers or drawing attention to yourself. Honestly, now that I’m thinking about it, you might be the most risk-averse person I know.”

      Truth hurt. Shay was right, but everything coming out of her mouth sliced like daggers aimed at my heart. As if, along with Mama, I’d been a disappointment to her all these years too.

      “Stop it. I can see the wheels turning.” Shay’s tone turned serious. “You’re doing that thing where you hear the worst of what I’m saying and not the truth. I want you to be happy. I want you to take a risk. Get out there and have an experience. One that’s just for you. Not me, not Dad, not Grandma. This is an opportunity to escape on your own and do something different.”

      She had a point. Not that I wanted to admit it.

      “And yeah, you might get there and find Auntie Sylv was a secret hoarder. Maybe she collected weird things like creepy Victorian dolls or old trash or pictures of men’s feet. Whatever. Even if the trip ends up being a bust, you’ll have a story to bring back.”

      I reached over and squeezed her hand. “When did you get so damn mature?”

      “I dunno. I guess I just had a really good example growing up. A mom who gave me confidence to get out there and live life.”

      “Even when she didn’t follow her own advice?” I snorted at her well-crafted attempt to butter me up.

      “You always put me first, and I love you for that. But now it’s time to put yourself first.”

      I caught sight of an exit sign ahead listing food and restrooms. “I am. We’re stopping for a potty break.”

      “I guess that’s a start.”

      Shaking her head, Shay returned her gaze to the trees lined up like a wall isolating the highway from the rest of civilization.

      I’d finally gotten her talking again and didn’t want us to drift back into silence. Like it or not, I had to keep the conversation going. “What if Aunt Sylvie’s cabin is filled with animal heads?”

      “Doubt that. Old hippie that she was. No way she has any dead animals or trophies on her wall. But if you do happen to find some, you have to send pics.” Shay slapped a hand to her mouth, stifling a giggle.

      “You’re assuming I’m going?”

      “How else are you going to find out what she has tucked away in that cabin of hers?”

      I took the exit, searching for the best bathroom options among the slim pickings, and found a clean-looking truck stop attached to a sandwich shop.

      “You sure you don’t want to eat?”

      “Nah. With all the food I ate this weekend, my jeans are starting to cut off my circulation. I’ll just grab a soda.”

      If there’s one thing the South is known for, it’s making too much food during crises. I was right there with Shay, and thankful for the extra stretch my yoga pants provided. “Grab me one, too, will you?”

      I didn’t wait for her answer. Nature was calling and since turning the big four-oh, it wasn’t a call I could afford to ignore.

      Scurrying across the parking lot toward the entrance to the truck stop, I was so focused on reaching my destination that I wasn’t paying attention. The door swung open as I reached for it, nearly taking off my hand.

      “Sorry. Please excuse me, darlin’.” His words came out in a gruff, deep Southern drawl.

      I offered a distracted smile, still focused on how fast I could get inside to relieve my bladder. “No, you’re fine, I should have—”

      My throat seized up.

      Horns. Those were horns protruding from the top of this man’s head. And his eyes were coal black, both the pupils and the irises.

      “Are you okay, darlin’? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He held out a hand toward me, but I jumped back, just out of reach.

      “Fine. I’m fine. Really. I just—” Pressing a hand to my pounding chest, I took a deep breath and blinked. The horns disappeared. His eyes became a plain blue. “Sorry. I’m having a day.”

      “We all have those from time to time. Sorry I spooked ya, darlin’. You take care, now.” From demon to perfect gentleman, he held open the door and waited for me to cross the threshold.

      What had Sylvie said? If I started seeing something weird, believe my eyes?

      I rushed to the bathroom. All I wanted was to hurry up and get back out to the car.

      Once finished, I washed my hands and sped back outside. Crossing the parking lot, I spotted the strange man filling his truck at the gas pump. The light over his pump was out, but I could still make out his silhouette. The horns were back.

      Sprinting across the pavement, I saw that Shay had beaten me back to the car. I wrenched open the door, slammed it shut, and locked us both in. “Shay. Turn around. Look at that guy at pump seven.”

      Shay twisted in her seat and, after a moment, shrugged. “Am I looking for something in particular?”

      “You don’t see anything strange about him?”

      “No.” Shaking her head, she turned back around and reached for her soda.

      Maybe I was seeing things. Losing my mind because of grief. That sounded plausible. Crazier things have happened to the grief-stricken. No one would believe me either way.

      Well, one person would have. Sylvie.

      “Did that guy say something to you back in the store?” Shay sipped her beverage and placed it back in the cup holder.

      “Just got a bad vibe. That’s all.” Reaching into my purse, I pulled the letter out again to reread it.

      What I can tell you is that if you’ve started seeing things lately that don’t make sense, trust yourself. Whatever you’re seeing, it’s real.

      “You’ve been through a lot this week. And I’m sorry if I was being too harsh earlier. I just want you to be happy, Mom.”

      Shay’s sincerity threatened to bring another round of tears to my eyes, but I stuffed my feelings down.

      Whether I wanted to or not, I needed to figure out exactly what Sylvie was trying to tell me. And that meant going up to her secluded cabin, deep in the snowy woods of Colorado.

      “No need to apologize. You’re right. I do need to get out and have an adventure.”

      After turning the key in the ignition, I reversed out of the spot and prepared to leave the truck stop behind. As I went to shift into drive, I stole one last glance at the man, or demon, at pump seven, and my fingers slid off the lever.

      At first, he looked like he was tipping an imaginary hat. Yet, in the blink of an eye, he was tugging on his left horn. Two blinks later, he reached up with his free hand and waved.

      Move along, nothing to see here. Just a friendly guy, waving goodbye after you exchanged a few polite words.

      A friendly guy…with black eyes and horns.

      A shudder ripped through me.

      “Hey, that dude who gave you bad vibes is waving at us. Do you want me to flip him off?”

      Shay started to raise her hand, but I leaned over and yanked it down before she could flash the one-fingered salute.

      “What? No! You know better than that.” I slammed the gear into drive, pressed on the gas, and zoomed out of the truck stop without looking back. “Let’s just get you back to college in one piece.”
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