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1967. It was the Summer of Love. But in the midst of peace and flower power, a group of hippies unleash an unspeakable horror that will threaten the future of the planet . . .

 

The King Series.

The Serendipity Series.

Recipe for Death Series.

 

Every battle. Every win. Every loss. All the intrigue, pain and mystery . . . it all leads here.

 

In the ultimate fight against an ancient and powerful evil, Carruthers agents join with old friends as well as new allies to save the world.

 

Tasmyn and Michael, Nell and Rafe, Jackie and Lucas—and of course, Cathryn Whitmore—all of them will risk their lives and futures to stop the dreaded Hive.

 

Some will live. Some will die. None of them will ever be the same.

Redeem yesterday. Survive today. Save tomorrow.
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To Cate and David, because you asked for this story for a long time.

In memory of my mother, who brought me into the world fifty years ago and who left us about ten years ago. I still miss you every day.

And with tremendous thanks and love to the readers who have followed me from the very first book, who fell in love with Tasmyn and Michael, and then Cathryn and Nell and Rafe, and of course Jackie and Lucas . . . and who have been eager to see more of all of the Save Tomorrow world.

This is for all of you, with love.


Age of Aquarius Extra Material

 

Writing a story that encompasses the characters from nine previous books is a daunting task. Some of these characters appeared briefly and didn’t seem to be important (but they were!). Others were main characters, but I hadn’t written them for years, and we needed to get reacquainted. I was worried about the time it would take to look them all up to make sure I was being consisted.

 

Enter the fabulous Krissy Smith, who offered to do a read of all the paranormal books and then create a Book Bible for me to use. This saved my life time and again during the writing of AGE OF AQUARIUS. I cannot thank her enough for all of her hard work. A portion of the work, with just the characters mentioned in this book, follows.

 

Below the Book Bible, you’ll find four short pieces, all featuring characters from the Save Tomorrow world. These were all part of promotions I did for Coastal Magic Convention, and they include amusing bits and pieces about the characters and lead-up for this story. Nothing within them is integral to the book, but I hope you enjoy them, regardless.



 

 

The Save Tomorrow World book bible

By Krissy Smith

 


	
Tasmyn Vaughn—new girl in King; can hear other’s thoughts; has a scar on her neck from where nell tried to kill her



	
Ms. Lacusta (Marica)—chemistry teacher; shorter than Tasmyn; around 35 with long, curling jet black hair, nearly translucent skin, and flashing dark eyes; described as dangerous like a beautiful snake that might lull its victims into admiration before it struck with deadly venom; hair is much longer in Breathless than it is in fearless



	
Nell—extremely intense; around the same height as tasmyn; striking in appearance with dark hair that is long and wavy, olive skin, and pale blue eyes; blatant animosity toward tasmyn in fearless; institutionalized for trying to kill Tasmyn (Fearless); went into a coma after rescuing Tasmyn from Marica in restless; first wakes from her coma at the end of Undeniable; woken by Carruthers; first person she saw upon waking was Cathryn; gifts include telekinesis and projection; can move objects through space; firecaster; can almost read minds when she is projected, can tell what someone is feeling and planning; killed Billy and Ian by tossing a tree at them using her powers—collateral damage; reminds Jackie of a jungle cat; in love with Rafe; guarded and sharp tongued



	
Michael Sawyer—taller than Tasmyn by half a foot with light brown hair that hung over his ears and forehead and deep green eyes framed by improbable lashes; has an awesome light blue 1965 mustang; turns 18 in fearless, birthday is in November; knows Tasmyn’s secret



	
Rob Vaughn—Tasmyn’s dad; the other person that is easiest for Tasmyn to hear;



	
Amber Cole—sits diagnally across from Tasmyn in English; blends into the background easily; dark brown hair that is a little darker and straighter than tasmyn’s; pretty in a low-key way; wears no make-up and keeps her hair in a simple low ponytail; has been being harrassed by Nell since elementary school; knows Tasmyn’s secret; in Breathless her appearance changes thanks to anne—new hair stylye that shaped her face, sported a flattering wardrobe of bright colors, biggest change is in her eyes, she no longer looks at the ground, she meets the eyes of those around her with confidence;



	
Gravis King—carnie who owned the largest carnival in the south in the late 19th century; established the town of King



	
Marly Sawyer—Michael’s mom; where Michael gets his green eyes; hair a little darker than Michael’s chestnut brown; wore it in a messy pony tail with tendrils curling around her face; owns sawood nursury with her husband; knows Tasmyn’s secret



	
Luke Sawyer—Michael’s dad; built like Michael; blonder hair and brown eyes; where Michael gets his smile from; knows Tasmyn’s secret



	
Lela Sawyer—Michael’s sister; very nearly blonde with the barest hing of auburn in her curls; inch or two taller than Tasmyn; has Luke’s deep brown eyes, but with the same eyelashes as Michael; shop at the nursury is her baby; goes to college in Virginia; knows Tasmyn’s secret



	
Cara Pryce—(Fearless) Tasmyn’s friend; came to Tasmyn’s rescue when she had a reaction to what was going through Nell’s mind in history class; has compassionate, warm brown eyes that hold a gentle twinkle; daughter of a minister; pretty with dark blonde hair worn in a short bob; lived all her life in Pennsylvania until she moved to King; casually dated Dan; left King in the fall of senior year; Rafe encounters her in Undeniable at the compound; first time he’s seen her since they left and he had to erase her whole family’s memories; warns Rafe and Nell in Unquenchable that Mallory Jones is coming for them; is now painfully bone thin and her dirty hair has been hacked off at her chin



	
Rafe Brooks—- a tall interestingly attractive boy w/dark hair; has a thing for Tasmyn; descendant of one of King’s original families; has the dates Tasmyn in Restless for a short time after she breaks up with Michael; described by Jackie as yummy; Nell’s boyfriend; guarded and sharp tongued



	
Cathryn Whitmore—went to college with michael; TA for his advanced botany class; breathtaking with hair so blonde it was nearly white, indigo eyes, and perfect lips; had a crush on Michael; can hear thoughts like Tasmyn; recruits Tasmyn for Carruthers; Rafe thinks of her as a pocket sized boss in undeniable



	
Caroline Brooks—Rafe’s grandmother; tall woman with beautiful white hair and piercing blue eyes; her face is smooth and unlined and her body is lithe and trim with an excellent pair of legs; straight-forward, does not beat around the bush; hard as steel¸the toughest lady rafe has ever known; the person rafe always wants in his corner



	
William Brooks—Rafe’s grandfather; wears glasses



	
Aline Reynolds—from one of the original King families; Tasmyn is sent to her for help by Mrs. Brooks; therapist located near Perriman college where Michael goes to school; her gift is empathy and insight; considers herself an excavator



	
Harley Wilson—an older man who is head of recruiting at Carruthers; less up tight counterpart to Catheryn’s control freak; all muscle, not an ounce of fat on the man



	
Seth Phillips—taller than Tasmyn with longish wavy light brown hair; friend of Aline’s; history professor at Perriman; leads a student ministry group on campus; has a bible study group on the green on Saturdays



	
Emma Sutherland—works with Carruthers; influencer (can plant suggestions in people’s minds) and broadcaster; double agent; influenced an unknown man to kill Helene Gamble



	
Zoe Hamilton—oddest woman Tasmyn as ever met; has multi-colored hair that seems to be every color of the rainbow (oil-slick hair?); has a pixie-like face and huge hazel eyes; cheeks dimple when she smiles; psychologist at carruthers; helps train tasmyn to control her powers; insists on calling Rafe “Raphael”; has a fairy type laugh; one of her gifts is energy boosting; gift of empathy



	
Nick Massler—Nell’s dad; his grandfather was an ambassador to Romania; his father was a United States senator respresenting Florida; expected to carry on in his family’s footsteps; described as very intelligent, personable, and well-liked; went to law school up north before coming back to work in his family’s law firm; left Nell to be raised by strangers when his wife was institutionalized and went back to his family; president of the board for a charity that raises money for autism research



	
Alyse Brador—Nell’s mother; was not approved of by her husband’s family; wouldn’t leave her family home in King when she got married; eventually was committed to a psychiatric facility; striking, but not pretty; flamboyant, but mercurial; hair identical to Nell’s black curls, not a hint of gray in it; has just a few lines around her eyes; considered the queen of hive



	
Ben Ryan—John Remington’s campaign manager; works in the law firm with remington; tall with his dark hair buzz short and tinged with gray; something uneasy about his eyes; recruited Emma; evil; disappeared with Emma off the rooftop



	
Jocelyn Pennell—joss for short; red-headed w/big brown eyes



	
Mallory Jones—mousey looking girl with brown hair, blends into the woodwork; has powers; killed donald mccall with a jolt of energy; killed joss at the commune;



	
Henry—a large man with bushy gray hair and a wide grin; head chef at Carruthers; says his only mission at carruthers is to make them all fat



	
Eli Alva—called dr. eli or doc by those who know him; not very tall; hair is totally white and he wears it a little longer than most men his age; face with a map of wrinkles but kind blue eyes; helps nell keep rafe alive and nurse him back to health



	
Lucas Reilly—older than Cathryn; pushing forty; tall, blonde, and very hot; has intense blue eyes; won his trip to Star on the Sea in a raffle fundraiser at work; teaches at a college; his eyes turned brown after he was transformed; death broker and half vampire; changed by Veronica



	
Julia Taylor—senior in high school; tiny thing, petite with close cropped black hair and eyes that nearly matched her hair; abandoned as a toddler; in and out of foster homes; telekinetic; necroloquitar



	
lenora—miss jane’s grandmother



	
Veronica Carruthers—changed Lucas into a vampire; tells Cathryn her destiny does not lie with him and that his lies in another direction; has dark hair that waves around her shoulders and a lithe body and startling blue eyes; Cathryn’s many times over grandmother; thought to have been kidnapped by pirates from the family home; musical other-wordly voice with a light european accent



	
Makani—Jackie’s dog; small ball of white fur with solemn brown eyes; maltese



	
Jackie O’Brien—lives in golden rays, a retirement community, in a house she inherted from her grandmother; food writer; columnist for food international; lucas thinks she’s funny, interesting and damned beautiful; half irish-half italian



	
Mrs. Mac—(Anna MacConnelly)— Jackie’s neighbor; loyal friend; a good forty years older than Jackie with gray hair and fluffy bangs; loves to gossip; never a tall woman to begin with and had lost quite a bit of height in her old age; tended to see conspiracy under every bush and kept her ear to the ground for gossip; fair bridge player; brilliant conversationalist



	
Nichelle DeWare—Lucas’s owns the delivery company that brings Lucas his blood; delivers his package personally; petite, dark-haired woman; suffering from pregnancy brain; has two kids at home, seven months pregnant with the third (death fricasse); has a well-developed palate is an excellent amateur chef; names her baby after Jackie after Jackie delivered him on her front lawn;



	
Jack—nichelle’s baby; delivered by jackie on her front lawn



	
Delia—traitor to Carruthers; dead double agent who worked for hive; Joss’s mentor; died from cancer; was a friend of Cathryn’s mother; fire-thrower; inhabited Jackie during the séance



	
Chrissy Darwin—folk singer; one of Jackie’s favorites; sang at the pecan festival for the first time when she was sixteen; always pretty in a cute and girlish way; defined cheekbones that maker her green eyes look even larger; blonde hair; soft voice that displays none of the power she projects on stage;



	
Charlie Caldwell—was with her uncle when he died; not Reg’s niece by blood; lived with Reg above the bar he owned; graduated from culinary school; 21 years old; petite with jet black hair that was cropped short; eyebrow ring; blonde eye brows, hair obviously a dye job; Lucas brings her home from Reg’s reconing; she ends up staying with Jackie and helping her with her catering business; her parents took off when she was a baby; raised by her aunt Val who started dating Reg when charlie was 10; stayed with Reg after her aunt died



	
Donald Parcy—lives in a nursing home outside San Francisco since he had a stroke; one of the original Hive members; lived on the commune in the 1960’s; attempted to open the door but was too early; released an evil entity on the world



	
Diego del Fuego—vampire who transformed Feronica; originally wanted to drink from all the servants and wanted Benito; jealous and could be cruel;



	
Sionnach Creven—lives in New Orleans; tough nut to crack; Cathryn wants her recruited for Carruthers; sends Veronica after her



	
Seamus O’Casey—lives in small town in Ireland with two brothers with whom he owns a pub; has power of time travel; is recruited by Cathryn for battle to save the world and agrees to help; traveled back in time and saw Cathryn was his love.



	
Daeglan O’Casey—oldest O’Casey brother, lives in small town in Ireland with two brothers with whom he owns a pub; has the power of invisibility; goes on mission to recruit Sionnach Creven the kitsune, with whom he falls in love.



	
Cillian O’Casey—youngest O’Casey brother; lives in small town in Ireland with two brothers with whom he owns a pub; has the power of medical manipulation, can heal or kill with him mind.





 



 

 

 

Cathryn’s Origin Story

 

{At Coastal Magic Con in 2016, I was on a panel where we wrote short origin stories about one of our existing characters. I chose Cathryn Whitmore, and this was a piece of her past. It takes place during Breathless/Restless (King Series Books 2 and 3).}

 

“Cathryn, the meeting’s about to begin. We’re waiting for you.”

I lay one finger on the page I was reading—or more accurately, trying to read—and turned my head a little. “I’m finishing my plant physiology reading. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Cathryn.”

I knew that tone in my mother’s voice. It meant that her patience was at an end, which meant I was finished with homework for now. I swallowed a sigh and closed the book. “Fine. I’ll do it later. I’d never want to mess up anyone’s schedule.”

She had her back to me as we both climbed the steps, but I could practically hear her eyes rolling anyway. We remained silent until we reached the conference room, where two men and a woman sat at a long oak table.

“Sorry to pull you away from your books, Cathryn.” Harley, my father’s right-hand man and a vice president here at Carruthers, winked at me from the opposite side as I dragged out a chair. “Duty calls.”

“Duty’s been calling a little often lately. It’s beginning to get old.” I arched my eyebrows in the direction of the head of the table, where my father sat. “You promised the Institute wouldn’t interfere with my classes.”

“Now, sweetheart.” Daddy reached over to pat my arm. “You know we try to work around your school schedule. I understand you have challenges.” Ironically, my non-gifted parent was more compassionate than my mom, who had her own special talents.

“You’re a part of this family, and you’ve got a role to play in this business.” My mother took a seat across from me. “And this particular discussion concerns you.”

I felt her unease, even though I was skilled at blocking my parents’ thoughts and emotions, thanks to a lifetime of training. Most families would’ve been freaked out to discover their daughter could hear thoughts and sense every emotion experienced by those around her. But not the Carruthers-Whitmores; for them, I was just another person to carry on both the family gifts and the family business.

“What’s going on?” I leaned back in my chair, my eyes flitting between my parents and Harley and Delia. The latter looked distinctively uncomfortable, as though she wanted to be in this room about as much as I did. I frowned, easing down my mental walls just enough to probe subtly at the older woman. Her forehead puckered, and I knew she’d sensed the intrusion. I drew back without any insight into her preoccupation.

“Remember a few years ago, when we looked into the Nell Massler affair?” My father tilted his head as he regarded me. “It was the mess with the girl who tried to use a few of her high school classmates for a blood ritual. Down in King, it was.”

King. My face grew warm, and I dropped my gaze, mentally kicking myself the whole time. King, a small town in central Florida, was an odd little town apparently; established by Gravis King, the famous carnival owner in the late nineteenth-century, as a special home for his now-retired carnies, had a long and mysterious history of mystical events. Carruthers Initiative Institute, our family organization, had been monitoring activity there for generations, recruiting some of the more gifted townspeople to work for us. Few of them had accepted our offer, and all of them were cagey, secretive and protective of whatever went on within the town’s boarders.

It was also the hometown of the guy who I’d been crushing on for the past few months. Michael Sawyer appeared to be completely normal, in the sense that he didn’t possess any special abilities that would make him appealing to Carruthers. I’d been assigned to get to know him when he’d arrived at Perriman College; he was two years behind me in school, but because of some advanced high school courses, he was in some upper-level botany classes. I’d been both relieved and disappointed when he didn’t show any signs of talents that might force my hand to recruit him for the Institute.

“Yes, I remember,” I answered now, keeping my voice decidedly neutral. “She was committed, right? She’s in a mental health hospital?”

“Yes.” My mother nodded. “But it’s not her we’re interested in, not at this point. Some of our sensitives have been picking up unusual activity in King, so we sent an agent down to investigate. There’s a girl in town—she’s not local, she’s a transplant—but she’s displaying some pretty incredible power.”

“So you need me to pay her a visit?”

My father shook his head. “No. Turns out her boyfriend’s at Perriman. Matter of fact, you know him. His name is Michael Sawyer.”

The bottom dropped out of my stomach.



 

 

 

2015 Flash Fiction

 

{This is a flash fic piece I wrote for a blog’s Halloween promo in 2015. It’s a Jackie and Lucas story, set on Halloween, and it includes characters and a setting I borrowed from my friend author Mandie Stevens’ paranormal world. It takes place between Death A La Mode and Death Over Easy.}

 

Jackie

 

“That was one of the best dinners I’ve ever eaten that I didn’t cook.” I dabbed my mouth with the linen napkin and sat back in my chair. “But now I don’t think I can move.”

Lucas smiled as he sipped his wine. “Good news is that you don’t have to move far. Aren’t you glad now that we decided to get a hotel room for tonight?”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. You were right. I just hope Makani’s not giving Mrs. Mac any trouble. Normally I wouldn’t worry, but with tonight being Halloween, he’s going to be crazy.” My dog was normally pretty chill, but dozens of trick or treaters set him on edge.

“I warned her about letting him get hopped on sugar. I think he’ll be safe.” He reached for my hand then jerked upright, away from me. “Shit. Shit. Jackie, I’m sorry, but I’m being summoned to a Reckoning. I need to get someplace private to transport.”

I sat up, too, and pointed to the back of the courtyard where we were eating. “There’s the alley we cut through on our way here. Now that it’s dark, you’ll probably be safe there.”

“Okay.” He stood up, pushing back his chair, and leaned down to kiss my lips quickly. “I’ll get back as fast as I can. Are you all right to walk to the hotel by yourself? If you feel uncomfortable, call a taxi.”

“I will, but don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” I lowered my voice. “When your boyfriend’s a vampire slash death broker, you don’t spook easily.”

Lucas rolled his eyes, but he didn’t have time for anything else. As he jogged away, our waitress approached the table.

“Everything okay?” She frowned at the back of my departing date, probably thinking I’d been ditched.

“Yep!” I gave her a bright smile. “My boyfriend . . . uh, his job sometimes calls him away.”

She nodded. “He’s a doctor?”

“Something like that.”

I paid the bill and left, wandering down the narrow side streets of St. Augustine. I’d been here before often enough that I knew my way around this part of town, the old city across from the Fort. The shops and cobblestone streets were familiar, though tonight they seemed just a little spookier, a little more mysterious than they usually did.

After all, it was Halloween.

I knew I should go back to the hotel and wait for Lucas. Reckonings, where he was required to determine the final destination of just-departed souls, could move quickly or take hours, depending on how much of a fight the advocates for light and dark put up. But the idea of sitting in the room by myself, channel surfing, sounded too pathetic. I decided it wouldn’t hurt to wander a bit.

The streets and alleys were crowded, with more people wearing costumes than not. Sometimes it was hard to tell which ones were children and which were adults. I paused outside the spice store, watching the parade of witches, ghouls, monsters and vampires pass, amusing myself by picking out which ones really existed—to my knowledge—and which ones did not.

Jackie.

I startled, glancing around, but the voice seemed to drift by me, as though it had floated in on the sea breeze.

Jaaaaackie. .

A shiver of dread gave me goose bumps. I was about to push off the wall and head back toward the hotel when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I froze as a strong sense of déjà vu swept over me. Not long ago, I’d had an encounter with Veronica, the mysterious woman who’d apparently changed Lucas into a vampire. I hadn’t known who she was at the time, but ever since, I’d been a little jumpy, seeing creepy vampires around every corner.

Wheeling around, I relaxed when I saw a tall blonde woman I didn’t recognize. Not Veronica. She stepped back when she saw my face.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought—I was meeting someone here, and I thought you were her.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“At least a dozen of them.” I pointed behind me at the costumed people, grinning. When the woman only tilted her head, frowning, I shrugged. “You startled me a little. I thought you were someone else, too.”

“You look as though you could use a drink.” She hesitated, as though debating something as she glanced over my shoulder. “Come on. I know a place where—well, just come on.”

She grabbed hold of my hand and hauled me down the road a little. Apprehension prickled at the back of my neck as the woman kept looking behind us, as though she saw something I couldn’t.

“I’m Jackie, by the way.” I trotted to keep her from pulling off my arm. “And um, my boyfriend is expecting me back at our hotel. I really should—”

“I’m Eva. And he’s not back yet.” She scowled. “Damn it. Here.” She pulled me around the corner, and suddenly we were on damp stone steps that led up a narrow passage between two imposing walls.The moon shone through the wispy clouds, illuminating Eva’s face. She had an almost other-worldly sense about her, an elusive something I’d seen in our friends Nell and Rafe. And when I’d mentioned Lucas, she’d replied, He’s not back yet.

“Who are you?” I meant the words to sound like a demand, but they came out as a whisper.

She flicked a glance at me. “I’m a friend. And you were being followed. Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I know where we can go to be safe.” She shot me a half-smile. “But you’re going to have to trust me.”

Without waiting for a response, Eva took off up the steps, and I had no choice but to follow her. The passage turned to become a long hallway bathed in pitch-black darkness. I kept moving, groping along the wall until I heard a creak and dim light shone through a rough-hewn wooden door.

Eva slipped through the opening, standing back to let me in before she closed the door behind us. I heard muffled noise below us.

“Where are we?”

“Nowhere you’ve ever been.” She beckoned me forward. “We’ll be okay if we get downstairs. I think, anyway.”

We crept down a winding iron staircase, and the hum of voices and laughter swelled. At the bottom of the steps, Eva paused and glanced back at me.

“We’re going into a bar now. It’s called Spellbound, and you’re going to see some, uh, interesting types here. Don’t talk to anyone unless I say, don’t make eye contact, and stick close to me.”

“I thought you said it was safe.” I wasn’t feeling particularly reassured.

“It is, relatively speaking.” Her lips quirked into a sardonic smile. “You’re going to learn, probably sooner than later, that there’s no place truly safe.”

When Eva had said I’d see some interesting types, I’d pictured a typical bar scene. And in some ways, I wasn’t wrong. But as we darted between groups and wound our way to the bar itself, I began to suspect some of these people weren’t dressed in costumes. They looked eerily real. And some of them stared just a little too long as Eva and I pushed past.

“No eye contact,” she muttered just before she pushed me forward to the bar. I caught myself with both hands and glared at her.

“Eva, what the hell?” The man behind the counter was huge, and instantly I thought, Viking. He crossed his massive arms over his chest and stared down at us.

“Soren, not now. I was looking for—well, it doesn’t matter at the moment. I was supposed to meet someone, but then there were demons after this one.” She pointed at me. “I didn’t have anywhere else to bring her.”

He raised one eyebrow. “So you brought her . . . here?”

She scowled. “It’s Halloween. There’re all kinds of humans in here.”

“Fine, but what’re you going to do with her after midnight? And don’t even think about throwing down with any demon types in my place. Not tonight. Any of them followed you in here and go after her, I’m kicking all your asses out the door.” He let his eyes fall almost shut. “Unless you want to make it worth my while not to do that.”

Eva growled under her breath, and I could hear the frustration. I licked my lips and stood taller, beginning to creep away.

“Listen, why don’t I solve everybody’s problems by going back to my hotel? My boyfriend’s probably freaking out waiting for me.”

Both of the blondes turned as though they’d forgotten about me until I spoke. Eva started to reply, but Soren interrupted her.

“I have a better idea. Why don’t you just come back to my office? I can protect you . . . in privacy.” He smiled at me,and the light glinted off dangerous white teeth. A chill ran down my back.

Eva sucked in a breath, but before she could say anything else, a hand closed around my arm. “Jackie. Thank God.” Lucas folded me into his body, and I sagged against him in relief.

“How did you know where to find me?” My words were muffled against his chest.

He sighed. “It’s a long story, but basically, this was a set-up. I could tell from the beginning something was wonky with the Reckoning. The advocate for the dark kept hemming and hawing, long after I knew what the outcome would be. Finally, the advocate for light accused him of stalling, and we managed to find out what was going on.” He looked grim. “The light advocate told me where you would be.”

“Eva saved me.” I glanced at her over my shoulder.

Lucas’s arms tightened around me. “Thank you.”

She shrugged. “Right place, right time.” Her lips pressed together. “But I need to go. There’s someone else I’m supposed to be with right now. You got this?”

“We’re good.” Lucas nodded.

Eva started to leave and then stopped, looking back. “It’s coming. It’s getting closer. You’re right the hell in the middle of this, and there are forces that would do anything to stop you. You need to know that. There’s no such thing as safe anymore.”

With that, she turned and disappeared into the crowd. Lucas watched her go and then took my hand.

“Let’s get out of here.”

We threaded our way through the crowd and out into the uncertain darkness.



 

 

Rafe and Nell at the Beach

 

{A Coastal Magic promo that first appeared on the blog Literal Addiction.}

 

“I’m not going to the beach.”

I didn’t even bother turning around to check out Rafe’s expression. I knew what it would be: a mix of patient exasperation and frustration, the same way he looked whenever I dug in my heels about something he wanted me to do. I waited for his next move, which was typically a sigh as he came up behind me and slid his arms around my waist, pulling me tight against his hard body and began to persuade me in his own special way.

But this time, he didn’t move. When I finally turned around to sneak a peek at what he was doing, his head was bent over the slim silver laptop on the counter in front of him. He wasn’t even looking my way. I frowned.

Rafe’s eyes didn’t leave the computer screen, and his fingers flew over the keys. If he’d heard me, he wasn’t giving any indication of it. I slammed the door of the coffee mug cabinet, and finally he glanced up at me, his green eyes distracted.

“Did you hear me? I said I’m not going to the beach.”

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Okay.”

Okay? Since when had my boyfriend—yes, I still winced at the use of that word, but what else could I call Rafe? My lover? My roommate? My screwing buddy? Since all of my limited circle knew the deal about our relationship, I rarely had to use that word, but sometimes among strangers or acquaintances, it slipped out. But since when had he given into me so easily when I gave him a hard time? My stomach clenched as old insecurities flooded back.

“Okay, as in we’re not going to do it, or okay, as in you’re still going to go?” I leaned back against the counter and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Okay, as in I made the commitment for us to go, and even if you don’t, I am. I promised Cathryn we’d take care of it.”

I made a face. “Why can’t someone else handle it? She has a whole institute of people at her disposal.”

“Everyone else is busy or on assignment. It’s not as if it’s a challenging job, Nell. It’s a possibly haunted hotel in a small beach town a couple of hours away. Cathryn offered it to us as a favor. She figured we could combine business with . . . pleasure.” Now he did shut the computer and advance around the kitchen island toward me, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “The beach is supposed to be a romantic setting, you know. Sunsets over clear blue water, the lapping of the waves against the soft white sand, the heat of the sun . . .”

“Sand getting into inconvenient places, blistering sunburns on my very pale skin . . . and the sun doesn’t set on that coast, it rises on that side.”

This time Rafe did sigh as he grabbed my hand and tugged me close, wrapping both arms around me. “Nell, how many times do I really ask you to do anything you don’t want to do?”

I burrowed my face against his chest, breathing in pure Rafe, the one drug that calmed me body and soul. “Well, there was Christmas a few years back—”

“Uh huh, and did I tell you that we had to go back to King? No, I suggested that we go to Nebraska and make like snow bunnies.”

I rolled my eyes. “But I did go.”

“Yes, and I really appreciated it. Didn’t I show you that?” He nuzzled my neck, his tongue darting out to touch the pulse there. “C’mon, Nell. I just want to lie on the beach with my beautiful girlfriend and veg a little. I promise, you don’t have to socialize or anything. Just go for me.”

I heaved out a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll go to the beach. But I won’t like it.”

* * *

I liked the beach.

I didn’t want to like it. I wanted to sit there wrapped in layers of my gauzy cover-up, brooding. But I couldn’t, not when the sun was beaming down on us, and a soft breeze cooled our skin. Not when Rafe peeled off his shirt and his tan skin gleamed against the white of the powder-soft sand.

He dropped onto the blanket he’d carefully spread for me, moving over until his hip bumped mine, and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Now this isn’t too bad, is it?”

I raised one eyebrow. “Hmm. Not so far. But wait until people get here.”

“It’s October, baby. We’re going to have this beach to ourselves.”

And he was right. Oh, a few people strolled by, walking with their feet in the surf. A couple of joggers passed us. But for the most part, it was deserted and quiet and—perfect.

When my stomach began to rumble around noon, Rafe stood up and pulled me to my feet. “We can leave our blanket here and go grab some burgers up at the Riptide. No one’s going to bother them.”

I glanced down, dubious. “Are you sure?” The aroma of grilled meat began to waft over us, and suddenly I was ravenous. “How do you know this place is any good?”

A shadow passed over his face, fleeting but undeniable. “I ate here once before. On my way to Savannah.”

I knew then, and I swallowed hard. He’d have been here with Joss, his partner and lover, on their way to the assignment that would take her life and nearly kill Rafe, too. I remembered those dark days in the aftermath of his rescue, when he’d tried to convince me to let him die.

We didn’t talk about Joss much these days, but her ghost could reappear any time, a reminder of how much he’d loved her during their brief relationship. I was hardly the poster child for self-assurance when it came to Rafe and me, but most of the time, I held my own. I couldn’t fight against a dead girl, though.

“It’s okay, Nell.” He ran one finger down the side of my face, brushing away a strand of my black hair. “It’s just a memory. It’s not real and alive, like you. Let’s go enjoy some burgers.”

I gave him my hand, and we trudged through the sand to the steps of the wooden deck of the beach-front restaurant. We had our pick of tables, and Rafe pulled out a chair for me at one near the railing, so we could look out over the ocean.

“It’s pretty here.” The admission didn’t come easily. “I never thought I’d be a beach girl, but maybe I can be reformed.”

“Nell, baby.” He rubbed his thumb over my knuckles, and warmth flooded me at his use of the endearment. We weren’t a cuddly couple who called each “sweetie” or “honeybunch”. In bed sometimes, he’d slip and call me “babe”, but I knew right now, he was reaching out, trying to soothe me. “You can be anyone you want to be. I love you whether or not you enjoy the beach. How I feel about you doesn’t depend on sand or surf.”

A door opened from the restaurant’s main building, and a pretty woman with hair as dark as mine stepped out, heading our way.

Rafe squeezed my hand. “Oh, by the way . . . we’re meeting our contact here. That’s her, I’d guess.”

I bit back a sharp response. Rafe knew me too well sometimes. I’d have bitched and stressed over meeting someone new if given the time, but now, all I could do was paste on the closest thing to a smile and do the job.

Her eyes flickered between us as she approached, and her lips curved on one side.

“Hello. I’m Abby Donavan, and I think we may have a ghost in my hotel.”



 

 

Halloween Flash Fiction (2016)

 

{This piece is in the Rafe and Nell world, and it’s more speculative than it is connected with details of Age of Aquarius.}

 

Dried leaves skittered across the stone steps of the mausoleum. The sky was cloudy tonight, but as Nell and I approached the edge of the cemetery, there was just enough moonlight to read the name chiseled over the two heavy doors with their brass pulls. Dead vines teased the top of the word, but I could see enough to make it out.

Next to me, Nell shivered. It was much cooler up here than what we were used to in Florida. I draped one arm around her shoulders and drew her closer to my side.

“Hover.” She murmured the name, squinting in the darkness. “That’s the one, then?”

I nodded. “I think so. I don’t see any other bone mansions around here with that name.”

“We’re a long way from San Francisco.” Her pale blue eyes roamed over the overgrown grass of the old burial yard. “How did the talisman end up in Virginia?”

“After those five men tried to open the dimensional door for the aliens—who turned out to be demons—they all had mental breaks. Our guy was brought back here to his hometown. As far as we know, they put the amulet we need to decipher the ritual text in his coffin when he died.”

“Lovely.” Nell shrugged. “Well, let’s get started. The sooner we get this, the sooner we can get out of here.” She glanced over her shoulder. “There’s . . . unrest here.”

“No shit,” I muttered under my breath. Nell didn’t pay attention to me; she’d already closed her eyes and lifted her hands. I knew the hands were more for her own focus than anything else, as all the power came from her mind. At first, nothing happened beyond the wind picking up a little. And then there was a low groaning, and ever so slowly, the huge doors began to scrape and creak open. As soon as they did, the odor of decay poured out, making me gag.

Nell wasn’t affected at all. She dropped her hands back to her sides and climbed the steps, leaving me to follow behind her.

“Rafe, do you have your flashlight? I don’t think it’s likely that there’ll be electric lighting in here.”

“Got it.” I clicked on the button and pointed the light into the pitch black of the burial chamber. Shelves lined both sides, and caskets had been slid onto each one. I hesitated, not sure which would be the most likely to be the one we needed, but Nell moved unerringly to the top coffin on the right.

“This one? You sure?”

She cast me a wry look. “We’ve got to start somewhere, and I think it’s most likely to be one of the more recent ones, which means a top shelf. If you let me climb on your shoulders, I should be able to open it up and see inside.”

I obliged, kneeling so that she could toss one jean-covered leg over my neck. Rising, I grasped her thighs, eliciting a soft hiss from Nell when my fingers strayed too far off course. Well, who could blame a guy for taking advantage of his hot girlfriend in this position?

“Almost got it open.” She sounded strained and breathless, and I was just opening my mouth to tease her about that when a small noise behind us made me freeze. An icy-cold hand closed around my arm, and a low voice growled near my ear, sending a chill of dread down my spine.

 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing with my coffin?”

 

When the moon is in the Seventh House

And Jupiter aligns with Mars

Then peace will guide the planets

And love will steer the stars

This is the dawning of the Age of Aquarius

 

Harmony and understanding

Sympathy and trust abounding

No more falsehoods or derisions
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