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Chapter One

Taryn


[image: ]




Demons don’t exist.

The words played in Taryn’s head as he climbed out of the shower, but he couldn’t shake the dream. It seemed so real, those creatures chasing him and Kenzie. The fighting, the killing? It was like a horror movie playing out in his head. But of course it wasn’t real, just a crazy dream. Demons, monsters, ghosts, all that crap belonged in those cheesy novels that Kenzie liked to read. 

Grabbing a towel from the rail, he wrapped it around his waist, pushing his wet hair back off his face. Using the back of his hand, he wiped away the condensation on the mirror over the sink, noting the dark circles under his eyes. 

Kenz is right, it's probably those video games I’ve been playing.

The truth was, he didn’t do much else lately. He chose to work from home as a web designer, but work had been scarce lately, so he spent his days checking his social media, playing video games and hoping some work would come his way before he was forced to tell Kenzie about it. She worked too, but she couldn’t support them on her salary as a law clerk. It frustrated him not being able to contribute, but he didn’t want to let his girlfriend know he was a total failure. Things would turn around soon. He would give it a few more weeks, but if nothing showed up, he might have to go out and find himself a real job. He chuckled. What the hell was he even qualified to do? He did some bar work after college but that didn’t last long. Mackenzie was the smart one. The ambitious one. Maybe his father was right. He should have studied something else instead. His father had his own business and expected Taryn to follow suit. There were no handouts, he was told from the beginning, if he wanted anything in this world then he needed to work for it. For the most part he felt happy to do that, he was never close to his father and the idea of doing his job bored him. He liked being able to forge his own path, but he had to admit, he wouldn’t mind the security that came with it.

As he dried off and dressed in a t shirt and jeans, he heard Mackenzie singing to herself downstairs. She was always so happy in the mornings. Sometimes it irked him, but on days like today, he welcomed the normalcy, especially after that horrible nightmare. 

An image flashed into his mind, one where he drove a sword through a demon’s neck, blood splattering his face, its head rolling across the ground.

He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling slightly dizzy. Maybe he was getting a migraine. Did that cause hallucinations? Swords and demons, heck, maybe he was losing his mind. It wouldn’t surprise him. Sitting at home all day, with no interaction until Mackenzie came home in the evening. It wasn’t by choice. Since they moved here, he rarely had contact with any of his old friends, they were off living their own lives, and he couldn’t stand most of the neighbors. He and Mackenzie were the youngest couple in the community and one of the few without children. A fact that caused a lot of talk. He didn’t see the rush, or even the point in having kids. Maybe one day, but certainly not anytime soon. He wanted to enjoy his life without being tied down. They even talked about traveling, but that idea was definitely on hold until he could get more work.

I should go for a run. That will clear my head.

He used to run regularly, but that fell by the wayside too. No, today he would get back at it, get a routine going before he went stir crazy. He would get out of this slump, one way or another.

Downstairs, Mackenzie stood at the kitchen counter, sipping on her morning coffee. She had one ready for him too in his favorite mug. He lifted it and took a sip.

“Morning,” she said smiling. She wore her tan suit for the office, her curly black hair tied back in a ponytail. He preferred her bedhead if he was honest.

He grinned at her and leaned forward to kiss her. “Morning, beautiful.” He often wondered how he got so lucky finding a woman like her. They had been together for almost two years, moved in together after only six months, but when it felt right, why wait? They started out in a tiny apartment, but when Mackenzie got a new job, they moved out to this gated community to live. Her choice, but why wouldn’t he want to make her happy? And they were happy, if you overlooked the massive mortgage payment every month.

“What are you going to do today?” she asked.

“Uh, I might go for a run before work, then I can cook us dinner later.” His cooking skills left a lot to be desired, but he could make a few basic dishes, mostly pasta. Mackenzie seemed to like it and it was only fair that he took his turn cooking when she was out all day.

“Sounds good. Will you drop by the store and grab some more milk?” Mackenzie asked.

He forced a smile. “Sure.”

It wasn’t worth arguing over, but it bothered him that she expected him to do that when she was already heading out. She could easily pick it up on the way home. It was like she didn’t view his work to be as important as hers. Okay, he didn’t actually have any work on at the minute, but she didn’t know that. 

Then again, I did want to get out of the house. I shouldn’t complain.

She glanced at her watch. “Oh! I’m late. See you later, babe.” She rushed out the door, grabbing her purse on the way. 

“Bye,” he muttered as the door slammed shut. Sighing, he drank the rest of his coffee. The silence in the house started to get to him. Another reason he played video games, at least it offered some noise, even if it was mostly the sound of fighting and gunshots.

More eager than ever for that run, Taryn headed upstairs to change into his running clothes.

Stepping outside, he did a few stretches to warm up first. The sun lay behind the clouds, but it was a nice enough day. He would do a lap then grab some breakfast. 

The gated community was one of those places where everyone knew everyone else’s business. Something Taryn hated. Every time he left the house, he could see curtains twitching. It was Mackenzie who wanted to live here, she made it seem like it was the best place in the world, but he thought she just liked the idea of showing off the fact that they’d ‘made it’. That wouldn’t last long if he didn’t get some more work. The thought of the neighbors gossiping about them if they had to pack up and leave, made him angry. He was sure they would talk about it for months. There was nothing else to talk about around here. Gossip was what they lived for.

Turning the corner, Taryn headed down the next street, passing the well manicured lawns and expensive cars. There really only was one way to run – in a circle. He would end up back at his house eventually. Most people were either out of work or leaving for it this early. 

One of his neighbors, he had no idea what the guy’s name was, waved to him has he passed. He waved back to be polite, quickly passing him before he could have a conversation with him. All they ever talked about were their cars, gardens or about the barbecue they were planning. Things that were of no interest to him. He wasn’t ready to become one of them yet.

I miss the city.

The thought popped into his head, but he never lived in the city. Before this, he lived in a quiet suburb. Maybe he just missed the idea of the city. Growing up, it seemed like the place to be. Somewhere exciting where you could grab Chinese food at 2am and weren’t in danger of being bored to death.

The run didn’t take as long as he hoped and while he felt tempted to go around again, he decided that it would be better to get to work instead. 

After a quick shower, and a slice of toast, he logged into his computer and checked his inbox. No jobs, no commissions. 

Shit.

Okay, if the work wouldn’t come to him, he would get it himself. He spent the morning sending out emails to some of the people he worked with in the past, hoping one of them would need something or at least could recommend him. 

While he waited for replies, he made himself some lunch, then settled on the couch to play a few levels of his latest game. He lost himself in killing zombies for a few hours and when he checked his emails, he only found one.

Clicking it, there was only a single line of text – Who are you?

Taryn groaned. Was this a joke? He did work for someone and they had no idea who he was? He deleted the email in disgust. He wasn’t interested in working with someone who couldn’t even be bothered to remember his name.

He hoped Mackenzie was having a better day than he was and that her boss spontaneously decided to give her a huge bonus or a promotion sometime soon. If he didn’t, they could lose everything they worked for.

With a heavy sigh, he opened a search engine and started looking at local job listings.
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Chapter Two

Mackenzie
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Another day in paradise, Mackenzie thought as she headed for the exit of the gated community where she lived, in her silver Ford Focus. Harmony Falls, a perfect place to live, at least that’s what it said on the sign. Being here made her feel like she accomplished something in her life. She might still be working as a law clerk, but the work she did was starting to get noticed. In a few years, she would be a partner in a firm and living the dream. Maybe then, she and Taryn would have enough money to get married. They talked about it in the past, but always put it off until they could do it right. 

Or at least they would be, if Taryn would admit to her already that work had dried up. She wasn’t stupid and she knew times were hard, she just didn’t like the fact that he was lying to her. It wasn’t too long ago he was talking about marriage, maybe a family one day. Was that over now?

She would give him a little while longer to come clean, but if he didn’t do it soon, then they were going to have some problems. There was no way she was going to burn through their savings when he could just get himself a new job.

Switching on the radio, a burst of static made her wince as it filled the car. Then a man spoke, “Tell me who you are? Why are you here?”

Frowning, she fiddled with the knob and it switched to a music station. 

“Weird,” she muttered. She must have tuned into a stray signal nearby. Maybe some pirate station or something.

The law firm where she worked lay only a few miles away, handy enough for a commute, although Mackenzie wished it was in the city where she could work on some exciting cases. Most of the cases she helped on now were run of the mill. Lawsuits, ambulance chasers, some property law. What she really wanted to get into was criminal law, but she needed to pass the bar first. For now, this was good experience.

Parking in the lot, she headed inside. The moment she passed her boss’s office, he barked out her name. 

Wincing, Mackenzie turned around and headed inside. “Yes, sir?”

Alden Johnson looked up from his desk, a permanent scowl seemingly etched on his face. “I need you to pull all the files on the Bishop case and then file all the papers in your office.”

She forced a smile. “Yes, sir.”

Would it kill him to say please or thank you?

When she arrived in her office, she found her desk buried under paperwork. Groaning, she dumped her purse on the chair and started pulling the Bishop files. Alden was such a tyrant. She was just a slave to him, there to fetch and carry. She couldn’t wait for this day to be over. 

It was Alden who stood in her way of being able to progress here. She wanted to impress him, but most days that didn’t seem possible, not when he seemed to treat her as an assistant. 

As she filed the paperwork, she wondered what Taryn was doing. Probably playing that stupid video game again. She knew he wasn’t getting any work, she had known for a while, after seeing a statement from his bank account. He had nothing. She was glad she never opened a joint account with him, since her money was the only thing keeping them afloat right now. She hoped this wasn’t the start of the end for them. The one thing she hated more than anything was lies. It had been weeks and he still hadn’t told her that he was in trouble. Why? Did he think she would hate him? Kick him out? He knew how to do his job well and she didn’t blame him for the current climate, but she hated that he didn’t trust her enough to tell her the truth. They were in this together, one of the things they agreed on when they moved in together. That they would handle every situation as a couple. 

She decided she would give him another week, but if he didn’t tell her the truth soon, she would have to speak to him. There was no way she was losing the house over his stupid male pride. 

On her lunchbreak, she called the house, but the line was busy. She hung up. Maybe that was a good thing, maybe he was talking to someone about work. 

By the end of the day, she made a serious dent in the paperwork, but was nowhere near done. Alden had already left for the day, she would just come in early tomorrow and finish it. He would never know.

She finally relaxed when she got into her car and headed home. She looked forward to getting some food and curling up in front of the TV for a while.

It was close to six when she arrived home, using her code to open the front gate. Turning right, she parked her car in the driveway.

As she got out of her car, Annie, her neighbor waved to her. She jogged across the street. “Hey, how are things?” she asked. She was dressed in workout gear, her blonde hair tied up in a ponytail.

“Hi, Annie, everything is good.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I saw Taryn out running earlier. That boy is hot.”

She laughed and shoved Mackenzie playfully. “Yeah, now if only I could get him to take the garbage out,” she joked. 

Annie was nice enough, kind of like a second mother to her, even though she wasn’t that much older than her. Mackenzie didn’t have any family, as an orphan, and it was nice to have someone to talk to other than Taryn. She didn’t make friends very easily, especially female ones. Whenever she tried to have a serious talk with Taryn, it either ended in an argument or the only reply she would get were grunts as his attention was on other things. They used to sit up all night talking, she missed that.

“At least he’s home. My husband is never around. It’s like he doesn’t exist.” Annie let out a loud laugh.

That’s true, Mackenzie thought. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw him. He traveled the country for his job, only coming home for a few days at a time. She guessed that Annie was lonely. They didn’t have any kids and Mackenzie could tell that the other neighbors didn’t like her much. She tended to be a little over the top and she liked a drink.

“I should get inside and see what kind of mess he’s left,” Mackenzie said. “You should come over for dinner tomorrow night.” It beat spending another night alone with Taryn.
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