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PRAISE FOR ASHLEY FONTAINNE


“…a psychological horror story that keeps you flipping pages frantically to see what will happen next…the parallels and horror elements reshaped from mythology were impressively shifted into new contexts and put to great use in this timely exploration of online personas and buried trauma, making everything fresh and relevant for teenagers now.” ~ K.C. Finn for Reviewers’ Favorite



“What sets this book apart is its refusal to conform to easy tropes: it’s messy, raw, and unapologetically horrifying…a spectacular, genre-blurring novel…fiercely original and hauntingly beautiful read.” ~ Jamie Michele for Reviewers’ Favorite



“The plot is completely unpredictable, as wild twists and turns pull the rug out from under your feet...This book is a masterpiece, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. If you like supernatural thrillers, I highly recommend this one!” ~ Pikasho Deka for Reviewers’ Favorite


“I absolutely love this woman’s style and plots. Have to read anything and everything she writes. Awesome talent! Thanks, Ashley Fontainne, for creating such memorable works!”


~ Janelle Taylor, New York Times bestselling author



“Ashley Fontainne proves with Number Seventy-Five that she’s a talent to watch.”



~ Raymond Benson, author of The Black Stiletto series



“Ashley Fontainne has written her best and most compelling book to date. A multi-layered thriller with strong characters and emotions that grab the reader from page one to the shocking ending. Murder, betrayal, and lies bind a Southern family in a very Fatal Agreement.”



~ Elaine Raco Chase, bestselling author



“A gritty, realistic, deftly crafted novel, Ruined Wings is a simply riveting read from beginning to end…a significant, relevant, and highly recommended addition for personal reading lists, as well as community and academic library collections.”



~ Midwest Book Reviews



“Ashley Fontainne has penned a captivating story with her prime character torn between deep personal anguish and a new danger to the people he has sworn to serve and protect…This is a must read for anyone who likes getting the hell scared out of them, which is what Ashley Fontainne does best in her writings.” 



~Arkansas Hall of Fame writer Del Garrett, author of While the Angels Slept 



“…hooked me into this story from the very first line. Tidwell is an empathetic character that readers will root for in his rise to heroism. Tidwell is reminiscent of Craig Johnson’s Walt Longmire: rugged, aloof, extremely broken, and far more complicated than what he appears to be on the surface. As for the plot, fans of Frank Perretti’s This Present Darkness Series will enjoy it. Though Fontainne’s story has an obvious Christian message, I believe the story’s pervasive darkness and eventual redemption can be appreciated by the secular reader as well, especially one who is into paranormal thrillers. Overall, Many is profoundly engaging and emotionally wrought. At times, I’d even say it is outright terrifying. Ashley Fontainne is truly a master of the description required for the short story, revealing just enough to draw the reader into the plot.” ~ Timothy R. Baldwin for Readers’ Favorite 



PRAISE FOR ANDREA EMMES

“Narrating in a tone that combines dry humor and sorrow, Emmes’s performance captures the struggle of making the best out of an awful situation. Emmes expertly delivers a melancholy tragedy of a scorned woman who is desperately trying to find a brighter side to it all.”


~ AudioFile Magazine on “Suburbia Made Me Do It” ~ Earphones Award Winner


“Emmes’s engaging rhythmic cadence captures the ear while keeping the sinister elements present but under the surface. Emmes portrays an array of characters ranging from charismatic to those who are on the edge of a mental breakdown.”


~ AudioFile Magazine on “Reclamation”


“Like a friendly litigator making her case to a jury, narrator Andrea Emmes advances the author’s thesis…in an affable, clear style, Emmes explains why some app designers are unapologetic about racist stereotypes.”


~ AudioFile Magazine on “Technically Wrong”


“Andrea Emmes is amazing!! She puts so much life and soul into her readings that I had tears pouring down my face at times. She was able to bring across the feelings and emotions of the characters perfectly and her performance was flawless!”


~ Brian’s Book Blog on “Fatal Agreements”


“Narrator Andrea Emmes perfectly captures the spunk and determination of the story’s brilliant young protagonist.”


~ Parents’ Choice Foundation on “Max Einstein – The Genius Experiment”



CHAPTER ONE

Christmas Eve ~ December 24, 2025
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Bridget Marie Higgins


On the long car ride from Hot Springs to Pea Ridge, and again in the parking lot, Gram told me to behave, smile, not speak unless spoken to, and to thank her brother for the gift no matter what it is. I’ve followed all her rules, but it has been hard.

The old people at Shady Grove Rehabilitation Center scared me. The ones who could walk crowded around me, saying I’m a pretty girl and look like an angel, tried to touch my hair, and called me names that aren’t mine. A few of them cried when Gram led me away. Some were in wheelchairs, like Gram’s brother, Norton, others asleep in recliners, but now that the room is almost empty, it’s easier to be a good girl and not fidget even though there’s no tree or decorations and the place smells weird.

In my hand are the purple and pink socks from my uncle I opened earlier, and I stroke the soft material while sitting on a couch watching a parade on a huge TV. I’d rather be playing games on Gram’s iPad, but it died on the ride here, and she forgot the charger.

This place is freaky and scary. I want to go home, but I live with Gram now at her home in a tiny bedroom full of smelly quilts and creepy dolls, and when first grade ends in May, we’ll move to the farm where she grew up. She said it’s a big place with a large backyard. I’ll be in a different school for second grade, and we’re going to look at it after we’re done here so I can see how wonderful it will be. She thinks new friends, a new teacher, cooler weather here in the mountains of northwest Arkansas, and living with her brother is just what we need.

But I don’t want or need any of those things. I just need Mommy and things to go back to how they were before Ed came to live with us. The man at the funeral home said she’s in Heaven now along with my daddy, but the man was wrong.

Ed was not my daddy, and if there was such a place as Heaven, he wasn’t there.

I don’t want to think about him, so I squeeze the socks harder. It’s quieter since most of the old people have left or are sleeping in their chairs. The only noise is the TV and Uncle Norton and Gram talking in their heavy southern accents. Sometimes they use words I’ve never heard before. She told me earlier he’s hard of hearing, so both their voices are loud. They are sitting at a table on the other side of the room, but their words are clear, as if they are sitting right next to me. I hear my name, so I stop paying attention to some singer on a flowery parade float and listen to Gram and Uncle Norton, turning my head enough so I can see them.
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“Oh, Norton. I hope and pray the move will be good for Bridget. She needs a fresh change of scenery and no more teachers, friends, or their parents, looking at her with pity or saying something hurtful by mistake or on purpose. You know how cruel children can be sometimes.”

“Brutally honest little monsters, sis. Sometimes.”

Gram removes her glasses and rubs her nose. “I know a thing or two about grief pulling you into darkness and isolating you from the world. First, when Jerry passed when Conor was still in high school and then after Conor’s fatal wreck. My poor son never got to meet his one and only child.”

Her hand trembles while brushing a tear from her cheek, and I notice how sad she is now that she thinks I’m not paying attention.

“Losing my husband was hard, but I had Conor there to be strong for and let him lean on me while grieving. When Conor died, I wanted to crawl into the casket with him. My God, there is nothing worse than burying a child, except maybe burying both parents at such a young age.”

My uncle nods, sending a chunk of thin white hair over his left eye before he brushes it back into place. “Edward may only have been Bridget’s stepdad, but it doesn’t matter since he’s the only father figure she’s ever known.”

“Precisely. She’s still so traumatized she refused to step foot inside the house and get anything from her old room. She sat on the porch, shaking like a wet cat. All she wanted was Peggy’s iPad, but I couldn’t find it. I looked everywhere.”

“Ethel, stop whipping yourself into a frenzy. You’re doing the right thing. Lordy, grief is difficult enough for us old folks, so I can’t imagine how hard it is for a child. Bridget’s what—six?”

“No, seven. She’ll be eight in February.”

“Oh, that’s right. Praise Jesus she has you on her side. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve never made it through the loss of my wife and daughters. God rest their souls.”

They smile at each other, and tears fill their eyes as the skin wrinkles on their foreheads.

“I remember watching you sink into a pit of grief after Conor passed, and the only thing that pulled you out was moving to Hot Springs when Bridget was born. You and Peggy bonded over the birth of Conor’s daughter and your communal grief, just like you and Bridget are bonding now. Once you get settled in at the farm and she makes new friends, she’ll grab the hand you’re offering and climb out of her own grief pit.”

It’s hard to keep from squirming in the cushions because this man I barely know and must call uncle is wrong. I don’t want to move or make new friends. I want my old life back, including my comfortable bed, the fancy clothes Mommy bought me, and her iPad.

“I hope so, Norton. She’s still not eating enough to sustain a baby bird and, as you noticed earlier, isn’t saying much. She is finally sleeping through the night now rather than waking up screaming, which is a blessing, but there’s still dark shadows underneath her eyes, and she’s suddenly so stubborn. I’m concerned she’s not processing their deaths.”

“Ethel Mae Higgins, have you forgotten what a fusspot Conor was when he was a little tyke? Lord, I remember some wicked battle of wills between him and Jerry. Conor was a stubborn, quiet, intelligent boy who learned from watching and listening to his surroundings and burying his head in books, and when he set his mind to something, he was more stubborn than an old mule. Maybe Bridget inherited that from him. She certainly got his beautiful auburn hair and skin.”

“Maybe you’re right, except for the part about books. These days, kids learn by using digital versions on iPads. I’m supposed to be the adult teaching her things, yet she’s the one who showed me how it works. You should’ve seen her manipulate the screen on my iPad and phone and show me things each could do that blew my mind. It’s so weird to watch such a young one handle things we never dreamed would exist when we were children.”

He scowls while waving his hands in the air like he’s shooing bugs. “And wrong, if you ask me, but people don’t care about the opinions of us older folks. Do you monitor her time online, Ethel? If not, you certainly need to because the interwebs are full of predators just looking for their next victim. The news reports things like that all the time, and that girl, well, she’s a beauty now, so she’ll catch the eye of some sicko and then—”

“Enough, Norton. I’m fully aware of the dangers of the digital world, and I’ll watch her like a hawk when she’s online. Her teacher told me about parental controls and a lot of other safety measures I can take when she goes back to school after Christmas break. Lord, parenting at this stage in my life won’t be easy, and it’s certainly more difficult in this decade than it was when I was a young mother. At least this time around I’m not working and can devote all my attention to raising her. I can always pad my financial nest egg received after Jerry’s death by doing hair again from home—but only when Bridget’s older.”

“If you’re that worried about her mental health, maybe you should take her to speak with a grief counselor.”

No way. Mommy took me to a counselor before and I did not like her, or the nosey questions she asked me, and hated the way she looked at me.

“I’ve already spoken with two different ones referred by friends, and they each said to wait until after the move and settling in, so Bridget won’t have to switch therapists.”

“Oh, clever idea, Ethel. Don’t you fret none. I may be stuck here for another two weeks, but I’m only a phone call away and a superb listener if you speak up.”

“I know, and I appreciate that more than mere words can express.”

They hug, which muffles their voices. I wish they’d stop talking so Gram and I can leave because I’m tired of sitting here like a statue. If the food on the large table near the entrance didn’t smell so yucky, I’d get up and eat because I’m hungry.

Instead of ending the visit, the two of them continue talking about the guardianship hearing in January and what Gram’s lawyer thinks will happen. My fingers dig into my palms while I wiggle around on the couch to find a comfortable spot. I don’t understand some of what they’re talking about, and that makes me feel stupid.

Gram sighs. “There is a possibility of a legal fight with Ed’s parents, and one I’m not looking forward to dealing with, but they won’t win.”

This catches my attention, so I stop fidgeting.

“A fight?” Uncle Norton sounds confused.

“Yes. His parents are angry that the trust he set up named Bridget as the sole heir. There’s a provision that if Peggy and Edward died at the same time while Bridget’s a minor, I’m trustee until she turns eighteen.”

“Why are they upset about that? They seemed to love Bridget the times I’ve been around them.”

Gram takes a deep breath before explaining that Ed never legally adopted me, which is why my last name is still Higgins. She also says my icky stepfather’s parents are super mad because all the money will go to me instead of them. Why do they need money? They’re adults and can make their own, but I’m just a kid with nothing! Ugh. I never liked them anyway. Gram mentions more than a million dollars after the house I grew up in sells.

Well, this is something I didn’t know.

Norton slaps his knee. “Oh, Ethel, our precious one is financially secure for life!”

“I know, but I promise you if she understood any of this, she’d give it all away just to have them back. So would I, for that matter.”


“Every person who has lost a loved one feels the same way, especially when the death is sudden and under tragic circumstances. Does she know what really happened that night?”


Oh, no. Should I listen or get up and go to the bathroom down the hall? Will Gram tell the truth or lie? Chills run up my back and arms, but I ignore them and remain on the couch.

“If you mean about the fire, no, and I had no intention of telling a young child about the gruesome way her parents passed on. All I’ve told her so far is that there was an accident and Mommy and Daddy passed away. God, that was hard. She sobbed for hours. Her teacher, Miss Carson, mentioned I should go into more detail because it would be better to hear it from me in a loving, calm, environment, and give her a safe space to have an emotional reaction, rather than by a child at school, some random stranger, or on the news.”

“Children are resilient, Ethel, and I agree with the teacher. Bridget needs to know more than the basics that her parents are dead. If you gloss over the truth until she’s older, it would re-traumatize her and might make her resent you for hiding it from her for so long. Didn’t she sense something was wrong when there were two urns at the funeral and no caskets with bodies?”

More chills burst from my skin. Yes, I noticed, but after reading a news article about the fire and explosion on Gram’s iPad the night before the funeral, I wasn’t surprised.

“I waited for her to ask, but she never did. Of course, she was still in shock about their deaths, and she’d never been to a funeral before and didn’t know what to expect, so perhaps those reasons are why she didn’t sense something was amiss. She spent the entire service staring at their pictures at the front of the altar, crying silently as her tears soaked the front of her dress.”

“Poor thing. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to help you, but regardless, I’m glad you plan to tell her. She should hear it from you, not anyone else.”

“I opted to wait until after Christmas, and before school break is over, to sit down and fully explain, which I’ll do that tomorrow night. Lordy, I hope and pray she accepts the glossed-over truth without all the gory details and doesn’t ask me questions because nightmares will plague her the rest of her life if I tell her they burned to death and then their bodies blew apart in an explosion. I thank the Lord every single day Peggy texted me that Bridget had a stomachache and asked me to come pick her up from the party. Had I lost her, too, I’d fall back into that pit of grief and sink to the bottom.”

“A miracle for sure. I mean, less than fifteen minutes before the fire, right?”

“Yes. God almighty, what a horrific tragedy but also a miracle that precious little girl is still here with us. Okay, enough sad topics. You said you’ve got another two weeks before the doctor discharges you, right? Hip’s all healed?”

“Yep, and boy-howdy, I can’t wait. I may be sixty-seven, but to the older women in here, I’m a prized young stud. Some of them look at me like they’d devour me in one bite, and I’d be concerned if they had any teeth. Makes me shudder.”

“Ha, you’re single, still have your own hair and teeth, and now, a new hip. Guess in an octogenarian’s eyes, you’re a catch. Should I worry about you being alone at the farm until we arrive in May? What if you slip and fall again or a woman still capable of driving pays you an unexpected visit?”

“Still enjoy using deflection and snark to handle stress, I see. Don’t you worry none, sis. We’ll get Bridget through this. We will. All it will take is time and showering her with our love, staying in church and close to the Lord…and maybe a new puppy.”
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There’s a strange buzzing sound inside my head after listening to things I shouldn’t have, some of which I still don’t understand. What I do understand is I would give away everything I have so Mommy would come back to life and hug me again, read stories to me in her sweet, soft voice, and snuggle close to me while watching videos like we used to do before Ed came into our home.



I would give anything for Mommy to come back, even if it meant Ed would be in our lives because I miss her so much, even though I’m still mad at her for sharing my secret. She broke her promise, and mommies aren’t supposed to break promises to their daughters.


If she had listened to me, believed me, kept her promise, then she’d still be alive. I feel so alone and scared.

At the funeral, the pastor said God will comfort us in our time of need, but I hate God for taking Mommy away from me.

I want her back. Now. My chest feels tight, and my ears burn. I bite my lip to keep from screaming.

The final parade float was Santa Claus and his reindeer, but I barely noticed because I’m so angry, but now the dead iPad vibrates and the screen lights up.

Skin prickling with excitement, my fingers shake while picking it up and bringing it closer to my face. The light in the room dims, making the colors on the screen in front of me brighter.

A Christmas Fairy dressed in a beautiful, soft pink dress with matching wings, green holly in her long, silver hair and all along the edges of a flowy gown, a blue Christmas ball in one hand and a slender wand in the other, dances around the screen, tapping the wand on the heads of sleeping children, immediately bringing to life the wishes from their dreams. She stops, floats in the air, rises out of the screen, hovers inches away from my nose, and looks right at me with a huge smile on her face.

The sweet aroma of Mommy’s perfume makes a few tears fill my eyes because the fairy’s face kinda looks like Mommy, but much prettier.

“Want to share your wishes with me, little one?”


It is Mommy. Her lips didn’t move, but I heard her voice inside my head.


For the first time since she died, I feel warm, calm, and peaceful. I wanted her back and here she is.


I nodded once while thinking, “You’re a Pretty Christmas Fairy now Mommy. Oh, please visit me when I’m sleeping tonight. Please?”



CHAPTER TWO

Christmas Day ~ December 25, 2025

[image: A grey rectangular object with yellow text  Description automatically generated]

Claire Renee Foster


Flames lick across my skin, making a weird crackling noise as the dermis chars. Oh, God, I’m on fire, but why doesn’t it hurt? What’s going on? Why is everything dark? Piercing wails of sheer terror mixed with pain bore into my brain, yet they aren’t mine. My screams remain trapped inside me, unable to escape my clenched lips. I need to open my eyes and flee from danger, but my muscles will not obey instructions to run or open my eyes. 

Why can’t I move or see?

My eyelids flutter open. It takes a few seconds to adjust to the harsh light. A weird, loud, and fast beeping from the right makes my skin crawl. Fresh waves of fear flood my mind—I don’t recognize my surroundings. I’m in a bed with my arms strapped down, left one swathed in a white bandage beginning just below my elbow and all the way up past my shoulder, but the trajectory of my vision is skewed because I can’t see out of my left eye, and that’s when I sense the bandage covering it.

Why am I tied down? Was I kidnapped?

Shit.

My tongue feels swollen to twice its normal size and stuck to the roof of my mouth. I swallow hard and try to control my breathing while looking around, noting the still beeping monitor, willing my thumping heart to slow down before it explodes from my chest. Beds flank me. The one on the right is empty, but there is a small body covered in bandages lying still on the left and appears unconscious, or more concerning, dead. The floors are spotless and there’s a large digital clock above the door. Traces of bitter antiseptic and stout bleach fill my nostrils, making it hard to breathe. It takes a few seconds for my groggy brain to register the stench of burnt human flesh. My God, what a disgusting odor.

Conclusion: I need to control my skyrocketing blood pressure because I’m in a hospital even though I don’t know why I’m here or the extent of my injuries—or why I feel no pain given all the bandages. Think, idiot. My brain is a black void other than the nightmare. Wait, maybe I’m still dreaming? That must be it and makes sense—dreams always jump from one weird scenario to another, and a person can’t feel physical pain in a dream.

“I pushed the button for the nurse, Miss Claire. She’ll be here soon.”

I turn and look to my left again at the body belonging to the faint voice tinged with a heavy southern lilt, concluding he’s a young boy who is now sitting, staring at me with large, voluminous yet sorrowful brown eyes. Maybe eight or nine tops. White bandages with splotches of red stains on several spots cover his head, legs, and arms.


Who is this kid? How long have I been out? He’s looking at me like I’m the one who hurt him, but I’ve never seen him before, though there is something familiar around the eyes. “Oh, thank you...um…?”


“Clark. Don’t you remember me?”

“Sorry, no.” I clear my throat as a twinge of sorrow stabs into my heart, which makes no sense. Maybe it’s the crestfallen look on his face as if I just told him I ran over Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny with my car. “Where are we?”

“The burn unit at Arkansas Children’s Hospital.”

Elevator music filters through the air. Chills race up my back when recognizing the instrumental tune is “Burning Down the House” by the Talking Heads.

He smiles before easing himself into the supine position on the bed. A sense of uneasiness slithers across my stomach like a wet worm. There is something off about his demeanor.

The door opens, and a nurse dressed in full protective clothing, including a mask, goggles, and face screen, steps inside. Female, I’m guessing, judging by the body shape and long eyelashes visible behind the plastic screen. She steps over to Clark’s bed and checks his bandages, the monitor, and then the IV drip.

The rank aroma of something rotten, like maggot-infested roadkill underneath the blistering summer sun, crosses the space between us, slamming into my nostrils. No, it smells like the spoiled package of hamburger I discovered in the refrigerator after leaving it out by mistake when I went on vacation years ago.

Stifling the gag reflex, strange thoughts niggle in the back of my mind—how did the kid know my name, and why does the nurse smell like she rolled around on top of fetid corpses before her shift? I’m desperately trying to convince myself this is an extension of the nightmare, but my body trembles as fear creeps up my spine.

“Evening, Clark. Where do you hurt?”

“I’m fine, ma’am. I pushed the button for Miss Claire. She woke up and seemed in pain and a little frightened because she can’t remember things.”

“Thank you for being honest. You’re such a sweet boy. Since I’m here, let me assess your condition first.”

Why do I feel the need to defend myself? “I’m not scared, simply confused. I don’t know why I’m here or what happened to me.”

The nurse cocks her head in my direction, sharp gaze taking in everything about me in a split second. “Confusion is just a mask for fear and anxiety, which is understandable given your current predicament. Isn’t it fascinating what triggers horror, revulsion, and terror in the human psyche?”

Stunned by the weird response, I remain quiet, willing myself to wake up while blinking.

“Reasons have certainly changed, especially with the creation of visual media.” Nurse Grumpy-Pants continues, voice friendly yet tinged with a sense of irritation. “The days of exploring taboo societal issues or natural phenomenon to evoke fear through beautifully penned, yet spine-tingling literary fiction, are gone. Now what passes as so-called entertainment offerings comprise of thrown together boring tropes full of nothing but blood, gore, and outright snuff porn, profiting off the immense pain and torture of humans. Each new work tries to outdo the previous drivel by kicking up the disgust meter, but what gets lost in each new iteration is the art of telling a story. There is, however, a glimmer of hope about the new direction of the genre.”

If this is her idea of small talk with a patient, she needs to work on her skills because she sucks at it. Better yet, she needs a different job. I’ve never seen either of these two people before, yet they are characters in my never-ending nightmare.

Wow, I must be on some amazing drugs.

Clark seems enthralled with the discussion and asks, “What direction?”


She leans closer while inserting medication into the boy’s IV, eyes brimming with malice, long eyelashes curling up like spider legs. “There is no reason for the gratuitous bloodshed and violence—no theme or plotline. No reason is the plotline. Claire, on the other hand, is here for a reason. It’s all her fault we all burned. All. Her. Fault.”


Clark recoils in horror at the exact same time a slight gasp escapes his lips.

“Don’t talk to him like that or say something so rude and callous about us.” My confusion vanishes, replaced by fury. If I could only remove the bindings on my arms. “You’re a horrible nurse! I’m going to report your deplorable care to your supervisor. Leave, right now, or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” With blinding speed, the offensive woman is right next to my bed. The stench of spoiled meat is unbearable and my eyes water in response before it switches to the sickeningly sweet aroma of perfume I recognize. The protective gear Nurse Rachet was wearing vanishes and suddenly, I’m staring at my mother’s naked torso with chunks of a charred Christmas sweater clinging to her chest. The burned lips are contorted into a wicked grin full of crooked, yellow teeth.

My mouth opens to scream but nothing happens.

“It’s all your fault, Claire-Bear. Look at what you did to me and your father. You can’t hurt us any longer, but we certainly can, and will, cause you extreme pain.”

Two sets of hands clamp down around my bandaged arm, squeezing with unbelievable strength. Clark is no longer a little child; he’s my father, Stanley Clark Foster, naked and charred just like my mother.

Bound and trapped like an animal, I’m helpless to physically stop them. I finally find my voice and scream at the top of my lungs, but my wails pale in comparison to their maniacal laughter.
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I jerk awake in a complete state of panic, heart racing, breathing labored, and torso soaked in sweat. Every inch of my body hurts, especially my upper thigh and left foot.

When I realize my hands are free, I want to scream for joy. I’m awake, and the terrible nightmare is finally over, but the confusion remains because I’m in a hospital room, but not the same one as my nightmare. I pull the covers back and my heart skips several beats upon seeing all the bandages, bruises, and stitches on my lower torso.

Bits and pieces of reality slowly creep to the surface of my thoughts, filtering through the murkiness of shattered memories like a lone vehicle in the distance during a foggy night. Chris screaming my name. An explosion. Pain. Fire. Sirens. A faceless doctor whose name escapes me explaining in a cold, professional tone I’ve suffered third degree burns over parts of my body. A female orthopedic surgeon telling me the left heel is shattered and will require surgery.

Excruciating pain quashed my ability to recall key details of a major tragedy, and that’s driving me crazy.

My head feels like it weighs a hundred pounds, and my lips are cracked and dry. There’s a weird, coppery taste in my mouth that makes me feel sick to my stomach.


The door opens with a quiet swish, and a young nurse with candy cane scrubs and a reindeer mask enters, her shoes making a funny squish-squash sound on the floor until stopping at my bedside. I cock my head to see her better. Sporadic memories hit me of her leaning over and checking the oxygen tube, wiping hair from my face, and adjusting the IV. Gloved fingers gently touch my shoulder.


“Good evening, Miss Foster. I’m Shayna, your nurse. I came to check on you and see if you’re up for a visitor.”

“My mom?”

A shadow of sadness flickers behind her eyes for a split second, quickly replaced by fake cheeriness. “Let me help you to the bathroom, in a fresh gown, and your surgical dressings all changed so you can enjoy your holiday dinner with your friend.”

I stare at her kind features for a few seconds, mentally shaking the last remnants of the nightmare away, before pulling myself together while she assists me out of the bed.

I look around the room, noting it’s private, gaze settling on the whiteboard on the wall in front of me. My entire body shudders.

It’s Christmas Day, which means I’ve been in the hospital for weeks.

How can that be?

“The anesthesia is out of your system now, but you may be a little unsteady a bit longer. We’ll go slow to give you time for your head to clear before your visitor enters to eat dinner with you.”

She deliberately responded with vagueness. Questions dance on the edge of my swollen tongue, but fear of hearing answers that will break my heart keep my lips pursed tight.
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There’s a soft knock at the door. “I’m glad you’re awake and coherent, Claire. The nurse said you feel up to a short visit. May I come in?”


The deep baritone is gruff and unfriendly. My heart sinks because if he’s here instead of my parents, the situation is worse than I imagined. Part of me wants to tell him hell no, but another part understands I need him to fill in the blank voids inside my head.


“Yes.”

My boyfriend, Detective Chris Downey with Hot Springs Police Department steps inside, eases over, sits in the chair next to the bed, and glances once at the hospital trays full of food between us on the table. He isn’t wearing his gun or badge, his hair is a mess, and he looks like he hasn’t slept in days and has dropped at least ten pounds. I catch a whiff of his favorite cologne, Sauvage by Dior, which I despise.

“Claire, I’m not here in my official capacity. The doctors told me you’re suffering from post-traumatic amnesia and are having difficulty remembering things.”

His voice is strong and clear, yet the hazel eyes are full of smoldering anger and a tinge of revulsion. I get the revulsion part—I saw myself in the mirror in the bathroom and haven’t been the same since. He just silently confirmed my initial perception: I’m a monster. No wonder I’m in a private room. Children will run away while screaming upon seeing me from now on.

I barely registered as cute before, but now I’ll be a hideous freak. What I don’t understand is why he appears rattled. He’s not the one in the hospital.

“Right. I’m a blank slate.” My voice is barely above a whisper, and tone and timbre are wrong. I sound like an old bullfrog. I clear my throat several times. “Where are my parents? How did I get injured? Did I wreck my Jeep?”

I swear, he looks like he’s on the verge of crying. My father is fond of saying Chris is tougher than aged leather and just as ugly. I always counter that Chris sees atrocities I cannot comprehend or fathom on the streets of our town, and during his time in the Army stationed in the Afghanistan desert years ago.

If he isn’t here in his official capacity and is upset...

A weird buzzing noise fills my head like Katydids are having a party on my eardrum. Something inside of me, something dark and feral, rises, taking control of my heart, searing off any emotional connection or reaction in front of a man I don’t love.

He rises from the chair, turning his body toward the second story window decorated with fake snowflakes, snowmen, jolly ol’ St. Nick sitting in his cherry-red sleigh pulled by nine reindeer, and numerous bulbs in a vast array of colors. Nurse Shayna told me earlier I’m still at Arkansas Children’s Hospital, but no longer in the burn unit, so her whimsical scrubs and the decorations made sense.

He clears his throat several times. “The hospital staff went overboard with the Christmas décor. Ho freaking ho.”

“Chris, stop stalling. Why’re you here instead of my parents, and why am I sensing you’re mad at me?”

He straightens his shoulders and returns to the chair, no longer hiding the anger while studying me like I’m a lab rat he’s ready to dissect. “This isn’t an act. You really don’t remember. Interesting, though I’m not sure how I feel about that considering what you did…and how I responded.”

“What’re you talking about? Please, just spit it out.”

“Fine. Your parents and Peggy and Edward Marsden are dead. You’re the only survivor.”

Woah, not what I was expecting at all.

The words are like a physical punch to the gut, rendering me speechless for nearly a minute while processing the ramifications on my life. My parents are dead. No, no way. I refuse to believe that I’ll never hear my father’s contagious laughter or see my mother’s vivacious smile. No more spirited arguments about the way I live my life or my political leanings or the fact I haven’t been to church in years or married or produced grandchildren.

Please, God, let me still be inside the nightmare. “Car accident?”

“No. An explosion at the law firm.”

My mouth hangs agape.

“The official version is the Christmas party was over and during the cleanup there was a gas leak that went undetected until it was too late. An unsupervised candle in the kitchen was too close to the drapes and glasses partially full of leftover whiskey caught fire and ignited the gas. I told the investigator I arrived just as you opened the kitchen door to return after emptying the garbage and the explosion knocked you out into the yard.”

The way he’s enunciating each word carefully, controlled, and precisely sounds like he’s memorized this discussion—and doesn’t believe a single word coming from his lips.

Damnit, why can’t I remember anything about that night?

He leans closer, and I can literally feel the heat of anger radiating from every pore. The vein in his left temple throbs in time with each heartbeat as it always does right before he blows a gasket.

“What I told the investigator wasn’t the truth, but I didn’t lie and risk my career for you, Claire. We’ve always been a causal fling and nothing more than fuck buddies when I couldn’t find a better outlet.”

Another blow to my already damaged ego. Ouch. Kick a gal while she’s down, why don’t you? Why does he believe I’m capable of such a vile thing? Yes, he knows my relationship with my parents hasn’t always been perfect, but he also knows I love them despite family squabbles.

“I broke the law for Stanley, a man I respected, and Abigail, who would be appalled to have her family’s reputation shredded by the fact her one and only child orchestrated such a tragedy.”

“No, Chris, you’re wrong. I would never—”


“You can lie to everyone else but not to me. I was there. When I arrived after my shift ended, I found you on the ground in the backyard, burned and unconscious. The kitchen was fully engulfed by then, and I heard the screams of agony as Stan, Abigail, Peggy, and Edward were burned alive. I reached for my phone to call 911 when the explosion blew the place apart.”


He’s seething, and it’s frightening because I’ve never seen him this livid. Maybe it’s a trick of the hospital’s lights, but I swear his normally cornflower-blue eyes darkened to a stormy sea sapphire.

He cracks his neck and leans closer. I flinch as his alcohol-tinged breath breezes over me. His steely glare could melt an iceberg.


“The back door leading to the kitchen landed inches from us, and the lock was engaged. You set the fire and locked them in, you sick, twisted bitch! The only reason the investigators don’t know about that is I turned the deadbolt before they arrived. I knew you were hard up for money and unhappy living with them after losing your job, but I never, ever, entertained the idea you’d kill them.”


“I didn’t kill anybody.” My response is barely above a whisper.

“During the past eighteen days, I hoped you’d die from your injuries because that’s what you deserve—eternal punishment—but I guess I’ll have to be satisfied you’re disfigured, will be in pain for the remainder of your life, and must endure it all on your own.”

I take a deep breath and say nothing.

“We’re through. After tonight, do not attempt contacting me in any way or I’ll change my mind and report the truth so they can throw your pathetic ass in jail where you belong! The story we tell others, if any care to even ask, is you broke up with me tonight because you didn’t want to weigh me down with the baggage of caring for you. I begged, but you insisted, and everyone knows how persuasive you can be.”

He leans back, wipes the sweat from his flushed face, sets a file folder on the tray, and flips it open.

My jaw hurts from grinding my teeth. “Is that all?”

“Not quite. The coroner released Stan and Abigail’s remains to Hale Funeral Home. Here’s a pen. You need to sign where indicated for their cremation and obituaries. There’s also a copy of the fire investigator’s results concluding this was a tragic accident, one quite common around the holidays in older structures. Keep up the charade that you don’t remember a thing and you’ll get away with quadruple homicide and walk away with a hefty cash haul.”


He continues talking, but his voice sounds like white noise or the adults in Peanuts.


My entire world just imploded, and I can’t remember a damn thing. Is it because my mind is blocking the atrocities so my heart will continue beating?


With shaking fingers, I scribble my name next to the sign here stickers in three places. Chris yanks the pen from my hand, tosses the fire investigator’s report onto the table, slams the folder shut, gives me a final glance full of hate and disgust, and then storms out.


My God, is this really happening?

In the quiet stillness of the room, the juices in my stomach churn and roil and then something else hits me—Chris said Peggy and Edward Marsden, dad’s law partner and his wife—also died.

They have a young daughter of about six or seven, Brittney or Bridget, I think. Ed’s desk had several pictures of the adorable little girl with dark chestnut hair, creamy skin, and expressive, jade-green eyes.

We don’t know each other, but we have a sick, horrifying connection now from losing our parents, and we’re all alone, facing a terrifying, unknown future. She’s young enough to heal so the scars won’t be so deep.

But not me. I’m an adult all on my own with no family left alive, a former boyfriend who believes I killed four people, a shattered memory unable to recall for certain whether I’m innocent or guilty, and no close friends to lean on for support as I go through the grieving process and grueling physical therapy, two probates to endure, and possibly bankruptcy from medical bills.

The physical scars on my body will pale in comparison to the mental ones I will never outgrow.


The nightmare roars back, and the gravelly voice of my mother fills my head: “There is no reason for the gratuitous bloodshed and violence—no theme or plotline. No reason is the plotline. Claire, on the other hand, is here for a reason. It’s all her fault we all burned. All. Her. Fault.”


Tears spill down my face while great, uncontrollable, heaving sobs burst from my chest for the loss of my parents, and the real possibility I’m responsible for their immense suffering and tragic demise.

Oh, God, what have I done—and why?


CHAPTER THREE

December 7, 2026
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Barbara O’Malley


I take a deep breath instead of laughing while recalling Rafe trying his hardest to help guide me through meditation earlier by reciting what I’ve taught him, but his heavy southern accent and halting pace sounded funny. Now, two hours later and after nearly ten years of working alongside each other as respected colleagues and intimate companions, he knows better than to include the fireplace with an actual fire in the backdrop.

Chaos, my pure white German Shepherd with exquisite blue eyes and a thick coat, moves past me and stands by the window, staring out into the night. His presence always has a calming effect on me no matter what mood I’m in.

“Rafe, I believe the scene will exude a stronger sense of peace and tranquility if I sit at the table by the windows. The lighting is better, and the silver rays of the moon are minutes away from caressing the entire back yard, which will be stunning. See? Even Chaos is drawn to the beautiful scene. What do you think, my love?”

My six-foot-three, well-built, prison-tatted and extremely handsome partner with eyes the color of melted chocolate, whose smoldering stare probably caused women to literally swoon when he was a younger man before tragedy, time, and incarceration harshened his features, blushes before turning away and retrieving the studio lights and camera. “I’m sorry, babe. I forgot you’re afraid of fire.”

“I fear nothing, including fire.” Oops, that came out harsher than intended, probably because I’m focused on hiding the extreme pain in all my joints. I move over to the slender, high-backed chair by the windows and ease into it. “Except losing you, my love. If you want your memory to improve, you must drink the ginseng tea I fix for you every night. Consistency is the key to any successful venture.”

“I have been, but it isn’t helping in the memory department, which is okay since it has revved up my longevity in the bedroom. This soon-to-be forty-six-old has the stamina of a teenager. You certainly haven’t been complaining.”

I lick my lips and grace him with a thousand-watt smile. “There’s no way I would ever complain about spending more time with you naked.”

“Good. You know you’re my world and I’d literally die for you.”


“Because of you, my heart overflows with love and happiness. Your undying devotion drew me to you, my pet, and is the pièce de résistance for me.”


“Latin?” He arches a thick, ebony brow flecked with patches of white, making the wrinkles in his skin more pronounced.

“Close, but no, it’s French. It means the most important or outstanding item.”

“Both languages sound similar to me, but then again, as my dad was fond of saying before he died, I’m just a dumb ol’ country boy.” His deep laughter fills the room. “I’m honored you’re trying to teach this ol’ dog new tricks.”


“You’re an intelligent, loving, and kind man with the heart of a warrior and soul of a poet. Your father was wrong, amica mea.”


His eyes widen while snapping his fingers. “I know that one—my love. Right?”

I nod while clapping.

“You’re the most beautiful, sexy, charismatic woman I’ve ever met, and I’m the luckiest man on the planet. You look so beautiful tonight, and I thought the red and orange flames dancing behind you and your gorgeous auburn hair would add a special ambiance while recording the video.”

“Very thoughtful of you, but I’d get too hot and start sweating on camera. My followers would think I’m having a hot flash, and I cannot have that happen—it would ruin my reputation in a second. Again, I don’t hate fire, I despise how my body reacts to the heat.”

He finishes staging the equipment before glancing down at the bulge in his jeans. “Guess it’s obvious what I think about your body and heat. Every time you put on that red silk robe and you wear your hair loose, framing your face, the way the material caresses your body—”

“Easy, lover. Let’s record the video so you can post it for my followers. Anything else before we begin?”

“Yes, and it’s fantastic news. I checked your subscriber numbers while you were getting ready, and you hit ten thousand. At $39.95 per month membership, that’s nearly four hundred thousand per month. Oh, and nearly three thousand requested information about the tea you were drinking in the previous videos.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but for now, we made the right decision of avoiding mentioning anything about offering tea or an elixir or another product requiring FDA approval. Like you’ve mentioned previously, that’s a complex issue we aren’t ready to deal with just yet.”

“I agree.”

“We do need to sit down and brainstorm about how to offset some of the profit since the LLC really doesn’t have much overhead. Hiring a new marketing assistant will help, but I don’t think it will be enough. Oh, I almost forgot. I have a surprise for you.”

He produces a small, black velvet box from the back pocket of his jeans and brings it to me. I open it and blink twice at the beautiful silver necklace with a large, heart-shaped aquamarine. “Oh, Rafe, it’s beautiful!”

He smiles that crooked, sexy smile, head cocked to the side, eyes brimming with love, and my heart melts. Thank goodness I’m sitting down because my stomach flutters and my knees feel weak.

“Happy tenth anniversary, babe. When I saw this gorgeous piece, I knew it needed to be around your lovely neck. Here, let me put it on so all your subscribers will turn green with envy.”

“You’re such a thoughtful soul. I love you.”

Despite my best efforts to remain stoic, my voice cracks with emotion at this unexpected display of love and generosity while he secures the delicate chain around my neck. He brushes his lips against mine, sending shivers of desire throughout my body, igniting my core.
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