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THE SHADOW-KEEPERS SERIES

Reading Order

Before the Madness – Candyman

MADNESS

Before the Lust - Bounce

LUST

COWBOY

SOUL BOUND TRILOGY

Book I: The Warrior

Riley’s pay-it-forward note to herself in her little notebook:

I don’t need anyone to fix me. I need someone that can love me with all the pills, the ills, the flaws, and the cracks.

Don’t fix me.

Just love me.

Or just let me go...

I can survive a broken heart. 

It was never whole to begin with.
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Prelude - Buried
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Mike

IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN raining. Like it did in movies where all the people at the funeral stood around the casket with black umbrellas dripping fat drops from the sky. Perhaps then I could have somewhat handled all of this better. The images of the faces in attendance drowned out in a blur as they stared at me covertly—umbrellas would assist in the emotional espionage. Their condemnation and accusing softer, as if put through one of those damn filters she loved to play with on her phone. Making this moment in time less real and superficial; softening the harsh edge of the pain it inflicted on me. 

Instead, it was a bright sunny day with birds singing in the cedars which grew sporadically throughout the cemetery. They didn’t give a single fuck my whole world was about to become as mired in dirt as that expensive steel coffin was about to be. Her soil consisting of leaves, grass and organic matter and mine a putrid mix of guilt and the past. 

I truly was an asshole thinking she had it easier than I did. 

But truth be known? 

I was jealous as hell.  
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Chapter One

[image: ]




MIKE

“ARE YOU PLANNING ON staying in the office all night, again?”

Of course, I would be; been doing the crutch which enabled me through every single day since my life imploded—working until both my brain and eyes became too exhausted to do anything more than sleep. To escape into a void of emotions, most likely, a self-deprecating coping mechanism.  Another bonus—it didn’t leave any time to see a therapist to help me cope with my lousy coping.  The only devices I needed for that skill was a bottle of stimulants that kept me sharply focused and a second that helped me sleep too deep to dream. But Steve nor, the partners were aware of that practice and I planned to keep it that way. 

“I hadn’t realized it had gotten so damn late.” I scrubbed a hand over my face and let out a soft laugh. “No. I won’t stay all night. Not until you give me a bigger office with room to hold a comfy couch.” Not entirely a flippant comment given if the rumors around the consulting firm were true—I would become head business analyst over the project management division within a year at one of the elite, top corporate consulting firms in Austin. Which, in turn, would occupy more of my time and therefore reinforce the inability to have a life. I had one once, I fucked it up and a hard lesson learned. 

Steve shook his head before he cast his eyes down at the floor. “Mike, you know we appreciate your work ethic and we’ve financially benefitted from it. But the partners are concerned.  Greatly.”  My CEO and friend moved to sit down in one of the leather chairs in front of the desk. “We are worried you’re going to burn out. You’ve been working like a man possessed since...”

I quickly cut off the man’s encroaching words with a raised hand. I knew where this led and it was a discussion thwarted for more than a year now. “I’m happier when I’m working. I thrive on this; you and they know this. Plus, this is most likely the largest, most crucial project you’ve handed me. If we don’t get the contract negotiations in our favor, all this leg work will mean nothing.”

Steve gave an understanding smile and reached forward to take the file. He scrutinized it, closed it and laid it on his lap rather than give it back. “And you’ve sealed it for success and we have one-hundred percent confidence it will be iron-tight just like all the projects you’ve done. So...” Steve rose and pulled an envelope out of his tailored Tom Ford suit and tossed it on my desk. “You’re on a corporate mandated, paid leave of absence as of Friday.” I began to protest, but this time he was the one to cut off my protests with a wave of his hand. “It’s not negotiable. We have the beach condo on Galveston Island for client use. It now has your name on it for the next three weeks.”

My jaw dropped in disbelief as I picked up the envelope. Inside was a letter from human resources which also sported the signatures of half-a-dozen executives of the firm, Edwards & Lincoln—one I hoped to have Newport added on the masthead in a year. Most hard-working people would have rejoiced at having an all-expense paid vacation at the beach in a luxury condo. But it was the last thing I needed; I had to get back on track after losing momentum during the last “leave” life forced upon me and my existence. Dumping out the key along with the point-of-contact for my arrival in Galveston, I tossed the contents back Steve’s way and my brow arched in disbelief that they would do this now or perhaps ever. Work is how I dealt and Steve knew my coping methodology, which pissed me off even more that he would allow this.  “No thanks. Perhaps later in the fall. Now isn’t a good time.”

Steve shook his head. “Not an option. This is mandatory, Mike. Do this or you don’t have a job.” My boss gave me a look which spoke volumes of emotions. I knew the man cared but zero clue how I felt about being forced into this—how much I needed to work and stay busy. “When you read the letter, please understand we are doing this for what we feel is best for this firm and one of its most valuable assets. You.”  He bent down and pushed the envelope and its contents back in front of me. “See you in three weeks.” 

I waited until he left my office and spun my chair around to stare out the window into the quiet Austin night. Closing my eyes, brought a hand up to press against my forehead before opening them to look at the photo resting on the credenza behind my desk in its silver frame. I picked up the wedding picture and barely recognized the dark-haired man in the photo with blue eyes lit up with happiness, lips curved into a relaxed smile. It felt like a lifetime ago or perhaps a different man in an opposite universe. 

Pulling open my bottom desk drawer, I pulled out the bottle of Provigil along with the hidden bottle of bourbon and glass. The pills prescribed by a well-meaning doctor who claimed to understand why I was constantly exhausted and didn’t care enough to ask why I asked for the dosage to be increased every three months.  The sleeping pills he had no knowledge of—the label on them had my wife’s name. And I had just been fortunate that the pharmacist refilled them without question or being aware she had passed. 

Pouring out two of the uppers, one more than prescribed, I tossed them into my mouth, bit into them and then chased them with a healthy dose of Makers Mark to chase it down. Sure, the yellow label on the bottle stated not to drink alcohol, but warnings were just that—not rules. 

Placing the wedding photo back, I blew out a long breath, hung my head wearily until chin hit my chest, waiting for the drugs to take affect so I could pull another all-nighter before they grounded me for three weeks.

“Damn it. A vacation. Shit.”

And poured more bourbon before forcing my mind to the only thing I had a handle on.

Work. 
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Chapter Two
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Rylie

“RYLIE! WHERE ARE YOU going?”

I heard my mother’s voice call out the moment my feet hit the soft grass of our back yard and debated answering. I made it to my bicycle, decided to ignore her and spun around to mount the seat and saw my mother now stood on the back steps. Letting out a quick exhale, I gave a sheepish look but knew she was angry. My mother was always angry and more times than not, it was directed at me. “I’m just riding down to the beach before season ends, Mom.” 

My mother narrowed her eyes and then moved a hand forward to reveal a large daily pill box—the plastic kind where each day was printed on the lid. I winced as I reluctantly rolled the bike up to stand in front of her, staring at that innocuous container of “helpful” chemicals like it was a sneaky weapon. 

My mother’s name was Margaret Marshall and she was in her sixties but still attractive—in a stern, don’t you dare cross me kind of way. Everyone said I looked just like her and I took it as a compliment. Sure, my dark hair didn’t have greys woven in the brunette waves, but we both had wide hazel eyes with a round face and pointy chin. I had freckles sprinkled across the bridge of my nose and cheeks whereas mother avoided the sun with the paranoia of cancer and other diseases. But if you asked my mother, she was aged beyond her years and completely her daughter’s fault. 

And the pill box she held a direct reminder of that; one I constantly attempted to both forget and avoid. 

“You didn’t take your pills.”

The shrillness of her voice made me wince more before I took the box, along with the bottle of water my mother held out. Opening the square for the day’s dosage, I stared at the collection of medications with all their pretty colors before she scooped them out, put them in my mouth and forced me to chase them with a big mouthful of water. Receiving a skeptical look, I rolled my eyes before opening my mouth for mother to inspect. God, I hated taking pills...

I don’t think my mother cared about my hatred; no, not really. She had been making sure I took those pills since my diagnosis of ADD as a nine-year old—the beginning of a different pill for each illness or condition as the years passed. Not that I was in bad physical shape; no, the picture of health on the surface. But my mind held a completely different story—and not one which read very well with its jumbled pages, chapters missing headers and misplaced words. More like a jumble of incomplete thoughts, sounds and every now and then it pulled its act together to be an epic escape with my too busy creativity. My mother hated that as much as I hated the pills. One was my friend, the other felt like its sole purpose was to keep me from a needed friendship by shutting them into silence. 

“Do not stay out late.” Each word was clipped as if she hoped each sound would leave an actual mark on my brain as a reminder. My mother turned after another scathing look and let me leave. Climbing on my bike, I turned onto Fourteenth Street and left the small duplex my mother rented behind. I so loved this time of the year when fall was just around the corner but close enough for the tourists to no longer flock so heavily to the Galveston beaches.  I hated crowds and my anxiety shot up during the summer and early spring months, so I rarely visited my favorite places during those times. I would rather stay holed up in my room with a stockpile of books from either the Dollar Store or checked out from the library for the busy season duration.  I didn’t mind—the stories were like being given wings when I felt as if I was locked in a cage. Through the pages, I could fly, soar and escape. It was ironic—Mother didn’t allow me out past dark, and the longest days were in a period I chose not to go out. Anyone would think I was a freaking teenager rather than a twenty—year-old woman. But as my mother constantly reminded me—the world was bigger than I was and would eat me alive in a second. She made it clear she did not think me capable of dealing with what society would throw at me. It was just a matter of time before it decided I was a tasty Rylie snack. 

Even on all the pretty pills. 

Getting to the beach, I let the bike drop to the sand and shed my flip-flops to walk towards the foamy surf where it kissed the beach. Tugging my loose jean legs up, I stood in the water and stared down at the sand beneath the shallow, blue-brown water of the Gulf of Mexico. Too soon, I would feel the effects of the chemicals whose purpose kept me balanced. But I also felt they swallowed me up as the world threatened to do if I didn’t take them. The brilliancy of the daylight seemed to become shaded, the amazing sounds of the Pleasure Pier down the beach became muted. Then the colors surrounding me became painted with a somber brush over the richness of the hues existing there seconds before.

I despised this moment—when I transitioned from feeling more than alive to barely there. It was the reason I tried to escape the dosages to exist in living, bright, glorious color a little bit longer. But mother was tougher than any prison guard in ensuring I followed the rules. After all, she had given up her job as a primary care nurse after my abusive father died eleven years ago, to devote herself to raising the daughter she had left. And she did so obsessively; at times, so much so, I wondered if she didn’t need some pretty pills of her own. 

Letting out a sigh as the colors greyed out, I lifted my head to watch a seagull wing its way farther out in the Gulf and felt envy the bird could just leave. Could catch some warm breeze and let it carry it to another place to start fresh when it landed.  Squatting down, I picked up a stick washed up by the surf and began drawing the shape of a bird in the sand, having to force my focus to the task to make it even recognizable as a bird. Biting my bottom lip, I finished the drawing and stood up to see the art. 

It wasn’t bad and it matched the one I had drawn on my inner arm last night so I could sleep with thoughts of maybe, during the night, it would spirit me away by being on my skin. Holding my hand up, I put the dark, drawn shape against the sky and had the thought I could maybe pour my soul into that black ink, fading away to disappear as it did too...
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Chapter Three
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Mike

“WILL THERE BE ANYTHING else, Mr. Newport?”

I sat on the patio of the fancy corporate condo and had forgotten the catering service would be delivering my meal. Glancing back as I stood, I pulled out a few bills from my pocket and placed them in the waiter’s palm. “No. But thanks.” 

The man smiled and exited, leaving me alone with a so-called gourmet burger and curly fries along with a diet Dr. Pepper—the meal cost three-times more than it would have at the Jack-In-The-Box a few miles down Seawall Boulevard. Picking up the burger, I took a bite as I walked back to the patio entrance and chewed as I took in the sight of the surf rolling in. It was beautiful here and I had to admit the first two days after arriving I had slept the time away. It was the first time in months I rested more than four-hours in a night, so maybe the firm’s partners had a point in the fact that I needed a break. “Not that I’d ever admit it,” I mumbled under my breath as if they could hear me over the miles between this island paradise and Austin.

I had attempted to bring my corporate laptop and found I.T. had locked it down on its docking station to prevent the taking. Tried to log in remotely to work once checked in and found it secured virtually on their end to keep me out. Their insistence I relax was reinforced in the fact Steve demanded my corporate cell when leaving for this “punishment” vacation. I was literally cut off from work in every manner possible. I had balked vocally about my isolation all the way to the airport; even though the Uber driver could not do squat about it. Bitched more when I arrived to whoever would listen, or at least, pretend to. Then exhaustion hit and two-days later and I had not even left the condo. Realizing I no longer owned swim trunks or even shorts that would suffice for beach going, I grabbed the condo key and lifted my suit jacket out of habit to slide on. Staring at it like the idiot I had become such a creature of habit, dropped it back to the sofa and I left wearing suit slacks, a somewhat wrinkled button-down shirt and no shoes. Walking around the side of the building, paused as I took in the sight of glistening water beyond; blue-brown under the bright sky. Letting out a long exhale, continued to walk until I hit the warm sand and wiggled my toes. 

My eyes squinting against the mid-day sun, I brought a hand up to shield my gaze to look to the Gulf’s wide horizon. The condo had a private beach on the farthest east end of Galveston Island and it was perfectly groomed every morning before the guests arrived as if it was a secret nature didn’t keep it so pristine. Colorful beach chairs with matching umbrellas dotted the pale stretch of shore and a few residents appeared to enjoy the day.  Walking out to the surf, dropped to sit on the sand a few feet beyond it and put my head back to close my eyes. 

Steve and the rest had been right... I really needed this. 

“You are not beach appropriate.”

Frowning, I rolled my head forward at the sound of the voice and opened my eyes. In front of me was a woman on a bike with the sun behind her. She was in the surf with water up past her ankles and a faded flowered dress gathered around her legs as she sat astride on the bicycle. A gathering of driftwood and shells was stacked in the basket on the handle bars as well as an umbrella. Her long, wavy brown hair was barely contained in a ponytail; appearing as wild as the waves behind her. I brought a hand back up to cup over my eyes to try to see her face, but the glare was too bright. “Excuse me?”

The woman giggled and moved her hand to motion to me and my clothing. “What you’re wearing. It shouldn’t be worn to the beach. Sand is probably really bad for those pants. And salt water is not good for fancy shirts. So, did you wash up here and not get wet? A merman would have a tail and couldn’t wear those pants because well, that tail thing. Or are you escaping from bad guys because you’re a super-secret spy?” 

My mouth opened to respond but my brain had no idea how to do so. Perhaps it was the wide range of her questions or the sing-song lilt to her tone as she voiced them, but I was completely baffled and at a loss for words. I glanced around to see if anyone else saw the woman and the couple who sat yards away appeared to see her as well, so I knew I might not be having some sort of mental breakdown. “Well,” I rose to stand and pivoted sideways to see her face, which was enchanting in a natural way. “As interesting as being a super-secret spy would be, I’m really just an executive who planned very badly for this getaway. It was rather short notice.”  I took a step closer and trailed my eyes over to a pair of bright purple hi-top sneakers tied behind the bike seat before finding a set of pretty hazel eyes. “And may I ask why you’re riding a bike in the water? Salt water isn’t any better for it than it is for my pants.” I couldn’t help but smile and add, “And you can’t be a mermaid because tails, using a bike with pedals and a chain seems to be a hazardous mix.” Not to mention it did not go unnoticed she possessed very nice legs and a tail would have been a damn shame. 

The woman smiled mischievously and shrugged at my inquiry. “Why not? I love the water at the edge and it feels nice. I thought my bike would like it too.” She leaned forward and crinkled her nose. “And the dry sand is bad for the bearings. Makes them sound weird and makes me want to put my hands over my ears. I can’t really steer the bike that way. It would be dangerous.” She flashed an incredible smile which actually made my day just a little bit brighter. She then giggled and whispered, “And I could be a mermaid under a magic spell that allows me to ride the bike. Or the bike could be magic. I read that in a book once.” 

I could not help but chuckle and thought about her response before crossing my arms. “Good point. But is not the salt water bad for the wheels? Aren’t you worried they’ll rust?”

The woman withdrew the umbrella from the basket, opened it then twirled it coyly over her shoulder—but appeared to be completely unaware how it enhanced her magical reference. “Yep. But rust is just a sign of time. And time is just a thing. And things should never bother us. Most of them are just silly anyway.” 

Her simple logic was appealing and I had no choice but to laugh. She held her hand out as if checking for rain and I angled my head back to check for any clouds—finding none. She continued to hold the umbrella as if expecting a rain shower nonetheless, so I probed out of curiosity by saying, “So, sun is bright today, right?”

She looked over at me sharply as if she blanked out I stood there and to give me a puzzled look. Her eyes then flicked upward to the umbrella, bit her bottom lip and leaned towards me once more to whisper, “Rain is sneaky. I like to always be prepared. I don’t like to get wet.” 

My brow rose at the response as I looked back down at her feet in the water, and the surf dampening us both with its spray.  As before, for a few seconds, my mind could not find single way to wrap around her words in order to comprehend a reply. I sputtered and brought a hand up to scratch my whiskered chin. “I think that makes sense.” But to be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure if it made any at all but I had a desire to find out, one way or the other. Wanting to decipher more about this odd yet intriguing woman when she put her feet to the pedals and started to turn to leave, I sputtered out, “Wait...” 

“Mr. Newport? There’s a call for you, Sir. From your office.” 

I glanced back at one of the condo staff in irritation and back to the woman. But she had already biked several yards away and was singing some song about birds and wings, feather and flight. Sighing, watched her go before I turned to walk back towards the condo. 

What an amusing and odd stranger. 

And yet I really wanted to talk to her more with the lines of the song she sang flitting through my mind. 

Birds fly away, they never stay. Because if we hold them, you take their wings away ...
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Chapter Four
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Rylie

GOSH, I WAS SO LATE. I had decided to ride down Seawall Boulevard and ended up on the far end of the island. Pedaling hard to get home before the day came to a close, and breathless when I let my bike fall to the ground when I reached my small yard. The collected shells and drift wood tumbled from the bike basket and I squeaked, trying to gather them all up. Mother would get angry if I littered the yard with what she called my “beach trash”. Grabbing one of the coffee cans I kept stacked on the back porch, dumped the shells in, leaned the bike against the side of the house and ran inside. 
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