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I think fantasy thrillers excite audiences as, inherently, people have a fascination for the unknown and the unexplained.

– Krystle D'Souza



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




Martin Jerome Smith was frustrated and feeling a little depressed. Normally, he was upbeat and outgoing. As a sergeant of Asheville's City Police Department, he didn't relish anyone knowing that he often had serious bouts of depression. He knew the cure for it; it only took one thing to turn his sadness into joy – and at the moment, he was jonesing for it.

Although it was true that he had a stressful job as a police officer, none of that seemed to bother Marty.  He simply took his duties at work in stride.

Yep, Marty could bust a drug dealer and lock up a felon with ease. He could enter a dark house in a shady neighborhood after a blood-curdling 911 call without batting an eye. He could attend a traffic accident where the vehicle and its occupants were mangled and bloody without losing his lunch. Suffice it to say that it wasn't his job that bothered him.

The thing that got under his skin the most was that he couldn't seem to get the only girl he'd ever loved to commit to him. And, she was the drug he needed most right now. He was addicted to her.

Marty was frustrated because he'd had enough of her excuses. He felt certain that Barbara Tibbs cared about him as much as he cared for her, but she always had some justification, some idiotic and flimsy explanation for not moving forward in their relationship.

"My folks just died, let me adjust to that before we make our plans," she'd said.

"I want to finish my doctorate," she'd said.

"It's taking longer than I thought," she'd said.

Always some pigheaded excuse... Well, except for the one about her parents' death. That one was true and easily verified. Marty understood that she needed time to grieve and sort out things with her brother and sister.

Barb's parents had both died in a car accident nearly six years ago. In the antique business, Justin and Joyce Tibbs had made regular scouting trips to several nearby southern estate sales and auctions to pick up new-to-them merchandise for their successful store in the River Arts District. They'd been on their way home from Alabama when the accident happened.

Justin, Joyce, Barbara, Bobby, and Becky Tibbs.

That was the Tibbs family in a nutshell. They were close-knit, much closer than Marty had been to his parents. On that particular weekend, Barbara and Bobby had joined Becky at the family residence for the weekend and to await the return of their parents.

According to Barb, Justin and Joyce were always home by Sunday evenings in time for a family meeting and dinner. It was a tradition reserved for family only. It was also the reason he didn't get to see her on those nights. He'd often resented that he never got to say goodbye to Barb before she returned to Raleigh for the week.

At the time of the accident, Becky, the youngest, still lived at home with her parents. Bobby had his own place not far from the family home. And, Barbara – his Barbara, he often liked to say, was still a student at North Carolina State University where she lived just off campus in Raleigh.

Barb, Bobby, and Becky had all been together that night when the North Carolina State Police came to deliver the death notification. Barb still cried every time the subject came up. And, when she did, Marty felt helpless and more than a little useless.

Marty thought he'd given Barbara the time she needed and demanded, but then the excuses just kept coming. He now realized that after her parents died it was around the same time that their relationship had changed. He honestly felt that things just went downhill after that incident... and it bothered him a lot. He was almost certain that it caused his terrible mood swings.

He had a reason to be depressed; he wanted to start a family. He couldn't think of anyone else with whom he wanted to spend his life. He was elated whenever she was in Asheville and he could spend time with her, but lately, she seemed to put her family first and him last.

Marty had been in love with Barb for as long as he could remember. She was the drug he needed in order to maintain his sanity and he hated her excuses. Now, after recent events, he wondered what else could possibly get in their way. He wondered if she'd ever come home to him and to her Asheville family.

Presently, there was even more to bother him and he really didn't know how much more he could take. Barbara had been awfully skittish and elusive ever since Becky, her younger sister, was kidnapped and nearly died last month. That incident had become her latest excuse.

"Marty, our family just suffered a terrible trauma. Becky could've died. Give me some time to adjust to that," she'd said.
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Marty knew he hadn't done enough in the attempts to rescue Becky. Bobby had come to him with a tall tale he'd gotten from a ghost, but Marty was in a quandary. He couldn't simply trust or rely on the account of a ghost who had witnessed Becky's abduction. Why, he'd be laughed out of the police station.

No one else had seen a thing. No living person anyway. Marty had done the best he could, hadn't he? He'd assigned a new officer to look over the street cam footage. It was a weak effort to spot Becky's truck leaving the River Arts District.

But, his new officer, Detective Patrick Burns, was efficient and diligent. If it hadn't been for his insistence, they might not have found Becky in time. Marty felt guilty about that now, but at the time, he'd followed protocol.

"Does Barbara blame me for the near loss of her little sister?" he worried.

Marty had to admit that, in the beginning, he hadn't taken the threat of Becky's supposed kidnapping seriously. Everyone who was anyone knew that Becky Tibbs was a medium or psychic or something like that. He wasn't sure of the correct terminology for someone like Becky, but he was pretty sure she talked to dead people. Even though she was Barb's sister, Marty had to admit that Becky made him feel a bit uncomfortable.

"Oh, be honest about it!" He muttered. "She gives you the heebie-jeebies!"

He suspected that she made a lot of folks feel that way until they needed help with their own ghost problems. Then, they were over the top about Becky Tibbs. It was as if she'd suddenly hung the moon.

If he was going to be really honest, in truth, she'd helped him solve a murder with knowledge from the dead people with whom she talked. He wasn't comfortable with that knowledge even though his Captain had been happy to have a ten-year-old cold-case off the books.

As a detective, Marty had been trained to look for hard evidence. Everyone knew that the 'dead don't talk.' At least they didn't until Becky was around. Marty knew that good police work required that you let the evidence speak for itself.

He'd held fast to his training for his entire career, but that had all changed several months ago when Becky had asked Marty to look into the death of Josh Edwards, her boyfriend who had died on her birthday ten years ago.

He'd considered Josh's death an accident at best, an unsolved mystery at worst. However, hoping to score some points with Barbara, Marty had let Becky talk him into looking into the matter. Now, in hindsight, Marty could see that Becky had carefully and skillfully led him to the eventual conclusion – Josh was murdered.

"She manipulated me," he indignantly thought.

Marty had never been a believer in such paranormal stuff for sure and, even though he'd soon seen enough to realize that the girl had a gift, he was pretty certain that he couldn't trust it. He had plenty of questions about the things Becky Tibbs knew and could do.

If someone could see beyond the physical, if they could see things that no one else could see, well it just might indicate they were dangerous. Marty cringed at that thought.

As he continued his self-examination, he wondered more and more about Becky as he blamed her for Barbara's recent rebuffs. But, could he really go so far as to label Becky 'a danger to society?' If he did, he wondered how that would affect his relationship with Barbara.

He knew that's exactly what his Uncle Joe would say about Becky, but Marty wondered if he really believed the cute little girl he'd known for more than a decade, was something to fear. He'd gone to school with all the Tibbs kids –Barbara, Bobby, and Becky. True, Becky was four years younger and had been only a freshman when he and Barbara were seniors, but to label her as psychotic was over the top even for him, wasn't it?

Marty's Uncle Joe, a psychiatrist from Columbia, would say the young woman was delusional and a threat to society, but the old man worked with real wackadoos. He often talked about his patients' bizarre hallucinations and the medications he prescribed to keep their fallacies at bay. Did Becky need a really strong dose of Haldol?

Marty couldn't help but wonder what else the young Tibbs girl knew. He wondered if she knew anything about him. And, that very thought pressed his paranoia button.

He recalled how Becky had known Josh's father, Bradley Edwards, had killed his own son. She'd untangled connections and hidden motives that the police would've never solved without her help.

Marty shuddered again when he remembered the glass pendants and pipes magically flying around Bradley Edwards's distribution shop. Those objects appeared to have a life of their own. Then, all the glass artwork had violently slammed onto the glass-topped counters which had shattered from the forcefulness. Slivers and shards of glass had exploded, filling the air.

Marty's cheek had been cut as he watched the bizarre event in awe. All his instincts told him to run, but he hadn't run. He didn't know if he was frozen to the spot or simply curious, but he hadn't run.

When he told Bobby and Becky about what he'd seen, Becky had calmly said that Josh's ghost would continue to torment his father until he confessed.

And, Bradley Edwards did confess.

Sure, Marty had made the arrest but he knew the credit belonged to Becky. He'd had no problem admitting it to himself, but he rarely acknowledged it to anyone else.

Still, even after everything he'd witnessed during that case, he just couldn't shake his old beliefs and thought patterns about the entire situation. He'd always believed that when you died, you were just dead, but everything he'd learned while working that case had shaken his worldview.

The jolting gyrations he'd experienced were very similar to an earthquake. Life after death no longer seemed simple or cut and dried to him. But, the earth had settled again after the quaking was done and Marty had returned to his former beliefs.
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Marty Smith continued to assess the situation that surrounded the Tibbs family. It was truly a sad tragedy the night their parents died and he assumed he knew everything there was to know about each one of the survivors. He felt connected to them through Barbara and Marty supposed he understood that it had changed their lives. He pretended to accept that their misfortune had also rolled over his life and flattened it as well.

What Marty Smith didn't know about the night Barb's parents died could've filled a book and, if he had known, it certainly would've shaken his fairytale world to bare rubble this time.

He had no idea that Justin and Joyce made it home to their children the night they'd died at the I-40 and I-240 bottleneck wearing their new and improved ghostly forms.

He had no inkling that just before the police officer knocked on the door of the Tibbs residence, Justin and Joyce had wandered back home in confusion about how they got there.

He had no awareness whatsoever that even though the state trooper couldn't see Mr. and Mrs. Tibbs, that Barb, Bobby, and Becky had clearly seen their now dead parents.

He didn't know that Justin had stood toe-to-toe with the officer arguing that he was very much alive. At least, Justin had argued his case until he'd finally accepted his fate.

And he most certainly did not understand that the gift of sight, a gift bestowed on Barbara, Bobby, and Becky was an inherited gift, a nonrefundable gift that didn't allow for returns or exchanges.

There was a lot Marty Smith didn't know about that night, but it couldn't all be blamed on Barbara. He was also responsible for the secrets that could eventually tear them apart because he honestly didn't want to know.

Since Marty had been credited with finding Becky Tibbs, his captain had rewarded him. This was his first unscheduled day off in a while. He was so gung-ho about his job that he really didn't know what to do with the extra time. He drove around the city as his mind roamed freely through the years he'd spent loving Barbara Tibbs.

Suddenly, an unbidden and startling thought occurred to him. "Do I really want to marry into the Tibbs family where such paranormal actions are accepted and considered normal?"
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