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For Mom, 

my fiercest protector, loudest cheerleader, 

and my gentlest home.



For Dad, 

who rarely found the words, 

but gave me the tools to write mine.



And for Paige, 

who taught me that words aren’t just stories—

they’re lifelines.
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Dreaming Awake


Emerson felt as if he had stepped into one of his mother's hallucinations, but even they couldn't be this twisted. It wasn’t as though he’d never wondered what it would be like to live in a mythical land. After all, he often dreamed of ancient kingdoms and odd, fantastical creatures. Yet he never imagined they would become his grim reality.
“Why did I go in that cave?” he whispered, his voice raw as the words clawed their way out. “Stupid, moronic . . . what was I thinking?” 
His hand trembled against his chest as a solitary tear slid down his pockmarked cheek. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the sting behind them. He couldn’t afford to cry—there wasn’t enough of him left to spill.
The thought alone made him aware of how hollow he felt—how dry he was, how his cracked lips stung, how his tongue lay thick and useless. When had he last had a drink? Not since that sickly-sweet concoction had been forced through his lips on the first day at the tower.
His throat still ached, scorched by the smoke that had hung thick in the air as the forest burned. Even the cellar’s cool, damp air did nothing to ease the feverish heat radiating from his skin.
Beaten, disoriented, and desperate for water, Emerson dragged his tongue across the wet, mossy substance spreading across the damp ground. He held his breath, but he could still taste the bitter, gray growth, which tickled his tongue as he tried to swallow the tiny beads of water. Almost at once, he coughed a stream of mucus across the cool, dark stones. He let out a raucous yell, the sound echoing through the high-ceilinged room.
Emerson’s mind reeled, drifting back to how he’d ended up chained to the cold cellar floor in the first place: flashes of colorful fields; a beaked, furry-limbed forest dweller; and a dark cave etched with ancient symbols . . . none of which made the slightest bit of sense.
A torch flickered to life in the distance. Its light barely reached the far wall—just enough to reveal the room’s curves and a twisted figure sprawled on the ground. Behind the body, a grotesque, ochre stain was smeared across the stone.
As the shape of a man came into focus, the metallic tang of copper flooded Emerson’s senses. He turned away, trying to block out the desperate, rattling breaths coming from him.
“Calm down,” Emerson mumbled, scratching his damp cheek with one of his chained hands. The restraints binding his arms and legs kept him in an awkward kneel—hard to breathe in yet fitting for a captive kneeling before royalty. “Just breathe. We don’t even know—”
His words died in his throat as the familiar sound of grinding stones echoed through the room. His breath hitched; he’d heard that noise twice before, and each time it had only brought more pain and confusion. He had to stay calm. He had to figure out what was happening.
At the first soft footfall, a shiver crawled up his spine, tugging at the hairs on his neck like invisible fingers plucking them one by one. Emerson held his breath, swallowing the tears that threatened to spill, as the patter of footsteps drew closer. A cold wind swept through him, freezing him from the inside out.
“Emerson, do you know why you’ve been brought before me?” cooed a soft, faint voice from the shadows behind him.
“No,” Emerson rasped. “No, sir . . .”
“Gara believed you were the savior—the one spoken of in prophecy. A mistake on her part . . . one that demands a price.”
The haunting words did little to quiet the gnawing anxiety twisting in Emerson’s gut.
“I’ve discovered you are not the heir of Ulysses Hackley, therefore not the one the Futurians wrote about. However, Gara wasn’t entirely incompetent. There is something . . . unusual about you. I believe you could still be of use. Tell me, from whom do you descend? Or are you just a child of my world that the Pilfert is so eager to sacrifice?” 
The man hid in the shadows, keeping his identity concealed as Emerson’s heart hammered in his chest.
Emerson thought hard as strange words—Pilfert, Futurian—clashed against his skull. They meant nothing to him. However, Hackley . . . Hackley was familiar. Then, memories long buried began flooding back—diluted, but tangible. 
The name spilled from his lips, fast and urgent like a wave crashing: “Hernando Garcia.”
A low snicker echoed, as if the very walls were listening—relishing in his torment. Silence followed as the man stood before him, deep in thought. Emerson still refused to look at him, keeping his gaze fixed on the floor.
“Well, Emerson, with the Pilfert already poisoning your mind with lies, it seems we’ve reached an—”
“No. Please don’t kill me!” Emerson screamed, his voice faltering. The tears he’d tried so desperately to hold back now streamed down his face. He needed them—they were the only thing that proved any of this was real, that he was still alive. If he let them fall—let them escape—he would be nothing but a dried-up, hollow shell, left to rot on the floor like the crumpled remains of the man across the room.
“Kill you?” the man said softly, as the sound of sniggering filled the room once more. “No, Emerson. I do not wish to waste your life. No, I believe you can help our cause. I don’t even wish for you to be chained to this floor, but my guards believed it would be safer for me. Get up,” the man commanded, suddenly standing inches from Emerson’s ear. Emerson’s body stiffened, unable to comprehend how the man had moved so fast—and without a sound.
Then, unexpectedly, he laughed as an old phrase of his mother’s echoed through his mind: If your assailant is sly, you’re probably gonna die.
As if on cue, the chains binding Emerson’s arms slowly unraveled with a quiet clink, sinking back into the ground. Emerson stopped laughing at once. He pushed himself up as the circular room seemed to spin around him.
Steadying himself, Emerson avoided looking at his captor, focusing instead on a spot above the dark stain on the wall. Its deep red hues shimmered in the torchlight, and the slippery handprints smeared across the stone sent a shudder through him. Unable to bear it, he turned back to where the man had been standing—only to find he was gone.
Instead, a dilapidated, splintered mirror hung in his place, reflecting a faint blue light from the end of a long hallway. The mirror cast shadows that stretched across the walls, and as Emerson stared into the glass, a towering, dark figure slowly emerged behind him, extinguishing the warmth of the flickering blue flames.
Emerson inhaled sharply, his breath catching in his chest as he observed the figure. He was tall—taller than any man had a right to be—and unnaturally thin. He was almost skeletal, his gaunt frame a disturbing contrast to his terrifying presence. 
“Turn around,” the man whispered. His voice echoed around the cellar, reverberating off the stones and dripping from the ceiling.
Emerson steeled himself and forced his body to obey. A soft gasp escaped his lips. 
The figure loomed before him, casting a suffocating presence over the room. His skin, once deep brown, was now charred and blackened, subtly scaled from burns that had long since healed. A maroon tailcoat clung to his wiry frame over a dark, star-speckled shirt—the fabric shifting as though it held the night sky itself. His long, narrow nose and crooked grin made him appear almost inhuman. But it was his eyes—brilliant, piercing blue like polished sapphires—that held Emerson captive.
They were unnervingly beautiful against the darkness of his ruined skin, but behind their gleam lurked something ancient, calculating, and dangerous.
“Are you frightened?” 
“Yes,” Emerson replied without hesitation.
“Good,” the man whispered, his voice lower and more ominous than before. “Strength is born from fear.”
He moved closer to Emerson, who recoiled instinctively.
“The Pilfert has undoubtedly been training you to control your magic. Am I correct?”
Emerson coughed, his throat tight with the weight of his silence. The man grimaced, and suddenly, Emerson felt a thousand needles piercing his skull, yanking at memories buried deep within him. The sharp pain subsided as his mind flooded with flashes—dancing flowers; wooden dragons; a fuzzy, wingless bird; and then the face of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 
Each memory felt like a wave crashing against the rocks, mixing truth with fiction until he wasn’t sure which was which. 
“I . . . I don’t know what a Pilf—” Emerson began, but as the words slipped from his lips, he realized that his captor was the reason for the sudden resurgence of memories.
“You dare lie to Akuramundo, Emerson? How very brave . . .” The man hissed through his teeth. “Now speak the truth—what did the Pilfert teach you about the Sovereign Five? You must know who Ulysses’s heir is.”
Emerson hesitated, his mind scrambling for an answer. He had to speak. The truth or a lie? The wrong answer could cost him everything.
“There’s an old legend . . . my family used to talk about it. Something to do with Hernando. He was part of the Sovereign Five—at least, that’s what my abuela said. She told me they were a radical group formed years ago to fight injustices in the workplace. 
"But my mom . . .she said it was something else.  She said it involved magic and another world, but I didn’t listen to her . . . I thought she was just—”
“Enough,” Akuramundo said, cutting him off. A thread of frustration laced his tone. “Who is Ulysses’s heir?”
With a snap of his fingers, four faces appeared in the mirror, projected from Emerson’s mind. The faces were clear, bright, and full of life. Emerson’s heart tightened.
“Jack Hackley,” he answered coldly, pointing to the brown, chiseled face of the boy with earrings in the bottom right corner. Jack’s face filled the mirror, and for a moment, Emerson thought he might step out of it. But then he vanished, leaving only Emerson’s pale reflection behind.
The man’s eyes gleamed. Before Emerson could even register the change, Akuramundo was standing inches from him.
“Thank you for that,” he said softly, snapping his fingers. The chains sprang to life, latching around Emerson’s arms, pulling him back into his bowing position. His face smacked against the stone, and blood began to pool beneath him.
“I hate to do this, Emerson, but you’ve seen too much. I’ll give you two options: you can stay here like the traitor Renago,” he gestured toward the man in the corner, “or you can align with me. Help me heal these worlds. Fight the Pilfert’s lies. If you help me, I’ll release you tonight, and we’ll talk over dinner. Choose wisely, Emerson. You’re extremely gifted—we could be unstoppable.”
Emerson turned his head; the newly formed puddle smeared across his cheek. He knew there was only one option, but that didn't make it easier. His friends ran through his mind—Adina’s stubborn grin, Jack's stupid expression, and Addison’s hopeful eyes. Were they even trying to find him?
Emerson wasn’t sure what this man would have him do, but there was one thing Emerson knew for certain: as long as he was alive, he had the power to choose what was right in the end . . . even if it meant betrayal down the road.
“I . . . I’ll help you,” Emerson said finally, his voice small but steady. “But . . . all I ask is that I can go home to my family in Brookville when you're done with me . . . that I can leave this world and never come back.”
“Of course, Emerson. We want the same thing. You’ll see.” 
The man waved his hand, and the chains vanished. He approached, wiped the blood from Emerson’s face with a small rag, and then disappeared through the wall, leaving Emerson alone with his thoughts.
His mind raced. What had he done? Was he really going to betray everyone he had ever known? His family? His friends? How many people would he have to hurt to save himself? 
The weight of the decision settled heavily on him, the pressure threatening to crush him.
In that moment, he wondered if death might have been the better option. But as his friends’ faces began to fade, his thoughts shifted to the family who had been forced to forget he ever existed.
A fire ignited within him, and Emerson knew—he would do whatever it took to see them again.
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Chapter one
The Crack in the Crust


A hand with the authority of a gavel came smashing down onto a bedside table, issuing a wordless decree for ten more minutes of sleep. Jack clumsily fumbled for his phone, which had fallen, and snatched it up by the charger. He clicked snooze on the autotuned pop song screeching, “Wake up!” and rolled over, pulling the thin, silky bamboo fabric over his face. Beneath the cool sheet, he constructed a surefire case: lying there, letting his muscles recover for the next eight hours, would be far more beneficial to him than anything he’d learn in school that day. 
That’s it, I’m staying home. And Jack rolled onto his other side, ready to fall back into the strange dream he’d been having. As he set the phone back on the bedside table, his hand brushed against a picture of his girlfriend, Emma. Through squinted eyes, he could just make out her petite frame and energetic smile. Suddenly, the idea of suffering through eight tedious lessons didn’t seem so bad. At least it’d give him the chance to make out with her between classes. It would also give him a chance to change the alarm on her iPhone to a song she found equally as annoying as payback. 
Jack slouched across the room to his already open dresser, slipped running shorts over his boxers, and grabbed the black hoodie he had carelessly discarded on the floor the night before. Sitting on the bed, he sniffed a pair of socks to make sure they were clean, then pulled them over his large feet before checking himself in the mirror.
His russet-brown skin glistened in the early morning light. Jack checked his hair first, rubbing pomade through his hands before cautiously working it into his thick curls. As his fingers shaped his hair, he felt a surge of pride when he noticed how tight his hoodie fit around his arms. He shoved diamond studs into his ears, smiled at his reflection, and checked his teeth for any imperfections. Content with his image, he wiped a stray lock of hair off his slightly crooked nose—a souvenir from an aggressive hockey match, grabbed his backpack, and moved mechanically out of his room and down the stairs, still lost in thought.
Jack was trying to remember the odd dream he'd just had. A glowing blue light burned urgently in a distant land. He couldn’t recall the specifics about the circular tomb he’d been in, but he could still see Emerson’s frail body lying on a cold stone floor. Jack rubbed his temples and made a mental note not to mention this part of the dream to Emerson—he’d surely spend all morning analyzing it, and Jack wasn’t sure his brain could handle a deep conversation until he had drunk at least three cups of coffee.
Still, Jack could hear Emerson’s voice echoing in his mind: Well obviously, Jack, the dungeon represents Brookville, and the chains are my mother, holding me back from the bright future shining in front of me.
Bro, I need to start hanging out with my other friends. Shaking Emerson’s voice from his head, he rounded the corner of the stairs, the familiar scent of his mom’s famous Strawberry Pecan Waffles filled the air—a smell that somehow made getting out of bed worth it. Dropping his bag with a thud, he slid onto a barstool at the marble counter. His mom, short and round with a whirlwind energy, slid a steaming mug of black coffee and an elegantly decorated waffle in front of him. The local news murmured from the small TV beneath the cabinet, but Jack hardly noticed it. 
“Morning, honey! How’d you sleep?” she asked, already hustling about.
“Alright, I had a weird fuc—” Jack stopped mid-sentence as his mom shot him a pointed look, her warm, honey eyes hardening. He quickly corrected himself. “I had a really strange dream. Some weird shit that felt so real—like something Emerson’s goofy mom would rave about.”
“Language,” she scolded, though her curiosity quickly overtook her irritation. “What was so strange about it?”
“I don’t really remember much, but I know I was in some foreign world, and Emerson kind of sold me out,” Jack mumbled, not really wanting to talk so he could enjoy his breakfast instead.
“Emerson would never. You’re like brothers. But also, maybe your brain’s just trying to deal with everything changing. College, graduation, Emma . . . You’ve got a lot going on. It can sometimes feel like friends are selling you out for something better when they’ve made plans for their future—and you’re, well, still figuring things out.”
Jack didn’t find the speech helpful. In fact, it crawled under his skin. He needed coffee—and fewer lectures about the future from people who already had theirs figured out.
“I work until six today, so if you go anywhere—especially if it involves Emma—call me first,” she said, turning away to put a glass back into the cabinet. She softened as she added, “I’m serious, Jack.” Her tone was gentle, but her words lingered like a rule he now felt determined to break. “You won’t be allowed to visit Emma again if you keep up with this foolishness. Her father is over it. Understand?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Jack said slyly, his mouth full of strawberries as red syrup dribbled down his chin.
His mother grimaced at the food-stained mess. “Oh, you know exactly what I mean, Jack. Last week’s trip to New York City?” 
Jack paused mid-chew, but she raised a hand to stop the excuse building behind his teeth. 
“I don’t want to hear that it was your five-year anniversary. You’re in high school—you don’t just whisk your girlfriend away on dates like that! Your father wouldn’t have approved, and he certainly never would’ve done anything like that for me.”
“There’s always time . . . want me to whip out the Ouija board?” Jack smirked.
“Watch your mouth,” she warned. “And you know it’s not about that, Jack! You went to that dangerous city without supervision or permission. I’ve always been easy with you—I want you to enjoy life, but come on.” 
“Still, no reason to ban Emma from seeing me,” Jack muttered, shoveling another bite into his mouth.
“Isn’t it?” she shot back, as her hands found her hips disapprovingly. “You kidnapped their daughter, and don’t forget, you terrified their youngest. That little girl had nightmares for a month after what you did.” 
“Oh, come on. You know that shit was funny,” Jack added wryly. 
“Language,” his mom scolded, but her tone softened as she shook her head. “And no, Jack. You painted glow-in-the-dark eyes on a six-year-old’s wall! She screamed every time they turned off the lights—and kept doing it for days. She was crying about an evil clown in her closet and slept in their bed for an entire week.” 
“Still funny,” Jack added with a shrug.
“And maybe it was. But it didn’t do you any favors.” She laughed despite herself. “Got you kicked out of their house for three months.”
“It just kept me from using the front door,” Jack replied, winking as he took another bite. 
“What was that—”
“Nothing,” he said, as his gaze drifted to the TV. His mom continued to murmur as she busied herself in the kitchen—probably some lecture about his antics he’d heard a hundred times. But he didn’t catch any of it. Something else had stolen his attention: Breaking News – Brookville High School flashed across the screen.
“Hey, Mom, can you turn that up? Something’s going on at my school,” Jack said, curiosity piquing. 
His mom jumped at the mention of his school, the dish in her hand clinking against the sink. Her fearful eyes lingered on the screen for a second before flicking to the kitchen clock. She let out a short breath, grabbed a towel, and wiped her hands as she reached for the remote.
An old, gangly woman with gray, matted hair—tied back with a flowered bandana—filled the screen. Her sunken eyes darted back and forth, swiveling like she was watching a tennis match. Her mouth, tight-jawed and deeply wrinkled, opened as she stepped toward the microphone. When she spoke, her voice was loud and strained, as if she were trying to be heard across a busy street.
“I heard it this morning! There was a loud cracking—coming from in there!” She jabbed a finger at the forest lining the yard. “It sounded like the world was splitting in two! My dog started barking, so I got up to tell him to can it, and then—bam! I’m at the window, and the whole house starts shaking!”
The screen cut back to a news reporter. Her red hair framed a pale, almost amused face, a smile still clinging to her lips as though she’d just stifled a laugh. 
“Last night’s events of what has been described as ‘the world splitting’ have led to the discovery of a cave deep within the ground right here in Brookville. Protruding from the earth is a hole that seems to stretch deep into the crust. It’s currently under investigation, and we’ve been told that no one is allowed near the site. This is truly history in the making, and it’s happening right here in Brookville.” 
The footage cut to jagged stone jutting from the ground as fog unfurled from the earth’s broken seam. Above it all, trees loomed, silent as sentinels, their roots gripping the soil like claws. At the base of the hole, delicate white and purple flowers were crushed beneath the rocks. The camera zoomed in, but the light barely penetrated the swirling haze. Jack stared, mesmerized, wondering if it was deep enough to reach the center of the earth.
“We’ve just learned the cave is around two hundred feet deep,” a scientist explained in the live shot. Jack’s excitement deflated instantly. “But the length of the cavern below is extensive . . . we’re still working on . . .” He paused mid-sentence, eyes drawn off-camera. He bolted toward the jagged rocks, with the camera crew scrambling behind him, their gear bouncing as Jack sat back on his stool, watching.
They leaned over the hole as a high voice rang out from below.
“Sam, you’re not going to believe this! I . . . I can’t believe it!” a woman’s voice hollered animatedly. “There are markings down here—actual paintings, carvings, odd symbols—whatever you want to call them. The walls are covered. You need to get down here, Sam. Right now.”
The scientist peeled off his jacket before glancing back into the camera. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to cut this interview short. If you could pack up, we’ve got work to do. Thank you.” His attempt to mask his excitement failed as the smile on his lips betrayed him.
“Thank you. We’ll keep you updated on this ‘ground- breaking’  discovery. Now, let’s check in with Ralph for the weather,” the anchor chimed in from behind her desk. 
Jack’s mother switched off the TV, her hand over her heart as fear and concern overtook her face.
“Mom, are you alright? What’s wrong?”
“Oh . . . nothing, dear! Just strange, isn’t it?” she added coyly, a small laugh escaping her. “A cave bursting through the ground like that . . . It just made me think about your father, that’s all: dark secrets concealed by a rock for ages—just sounds like him.” Her voice took on a darker edge, and she laughed again, though it sounded almost manic. She rushed out of the kitchen, still clutching her chest.
Jack watched her go, a new feeling creeping over him. For the first time, he felt his mother had, like the earth, cracked. It was only a matter of time. Being a single mother, raising me . . . no one could handle that weight forever. She lasted longer than I expected, though.
“Well, Mom, I’m off to school. Just grabbing ten from your wallet—should cover lunch. Thanks, love you, bye!” Jack yelled, yanking a bill from her wallet and bolting out the door. His mother started to chase him, but stopped at the sliding glass, watching as Jack disappeared halfway up the street. She swore under her breath, then slid the door shut, sealing herself off from the chaotic world unfolding beyond.
Jack sprinted down the road, his footsteps pounding against the pavement as he tried to stay ahead of his mother. He didn’t stop until an engine roared behind him, making him dive into the woods lining the street. Slumping behind a tree, he watched a silver blur zoom past that was definitely not his mother’s red Nissan. 
Ah, she gave up early today! 
Already in the woods, Jack veered off the path, cutting through the underbrush on his usual shortcut to school. He pushed aside thick branches, stepped over fallen limbs, and crunched through dry leaves until the trees began to thin.
Ahead, bright yellow caution tape fluttered in the breeze, wrapped around the trunks of tall, thin trees. His view was partly obscured by a line of parked vehicles he didn’t recognize. The forest—usually his quiet sanctuary—was now teeming with activity. Photographers, scientists, news anchors, police, and officials bustled about, none of them paying Jack any mind as he gaped stupidly at the strange stones jutting from the ground—the very same stones he had just seen on TV
A jolt of awareness snapped through him: he was supposed to be heading to school. But as he started to turn, a voice whispered, faint but unmistakable, threading through the air and freezing him in place.
“Jack,” the ethereal voice called, deep in his mind. He spun around, his eyes locking on the rocks. As if on cue, several other voices began beckoning for him: a ghostly chorus of voices whispering words in foreign tongues he couldn’t understand. His heart hammered as he felt a chill rip down his spine. Without thinking, Jack began inching closer to the opening in the ground.
It felt like walking down a city street on a cool winter night, the wind pushing against him—yet somehow, he glided forward, impervious, as though on a moving walkway. The crowd he’d seen earlier had vanished. He was alone.
The voices grew louder, more insistent, drawing him closer. Jack’s fear evaporated, replaced by a strange sense of longing. He wanted to know who they were, to thank them for their song—and he was certain he could do that once he jumped into the hole.
Jack brushed his hand against the cold, jagged surface of the rocks as he scanned the area. Where had everyone gone? Jack hesitated just a moment before climbing onto the edge of the stones.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get the hell away from there!” a gravelly voice shouted, cutting through the hypnotic pull of the song.
A moment later, the sharp noise of engines and shouting erupted as the man called over his shoulder, “Barney, are you sleeping on the job? There’s a kid on the rocks! Security, can you—”
But by the time the man turned back around, Jack was already gone—a flash of muscle, his black hoodie clinging to his back as he vanished into the trees.
Jack tore through the woods, branches slapping at his arms as he ducked, jumped, and finally dove behind the widest tree he could find.
Gasping, he peeked out from behind the tree. No one had followed. With a sigh of relief, Jack brushed himself off and continued toward school—now wide awake. His mind raced, replaying everything that had just happened. Sweat beaded on his forehead.
How had he slipped past all those reporters and scientists? Where had they gone? And what were those voices?
Emerging from the forest, Jack spotted the prison he’d be trapped in for the next eight hours. His foot hit the asphalt of the parking lot, and the familiar sights and sounds of school began dragging him back to reality—
EEEEEP!
A high-pitched horn blared as tires squealed across the pavement. Jack spun around, ready to yell at the driver. But instead, he sprinted toward the yellow Beetle, vaulted over the passenger door of the convertible, and passionately kissed the golden-haired girl behind the wheel.
“You know,” Jack said, grinning. “You don’t have to run over pedestrians to get a little mouth-to-mouth. I’m always here for you.”
Emma cringed at his cheesy line but kissed him again anyway.
“Did you end up getting your graduation outfit last night?” Jack asked as he settled into the seat, grateful for the distraction.
“Mom got called into work, so we’re picking it up tonight,” Emma replied, clearly frustrated. “I won’t be free until late. Late, late.” Her annoyance was palpable—graduation was next week, and she still didn’t have a dress.
Jack’s face fell into a puppy-eyed pout as they pulled into her usual parking spot. That meant he wouldn’t see her for the third night this week. They exchanged a silent glance before Emma leaned in and kissed him again, pulling away only when the warning bell echoed across the parking lot.
Jack opened the door for her with a flourish, and she grabbed her bag from the backseat. Hand in hand, they walked toward the old brick building. The moment they stepped inside, Jack sensed something had changed. The usual whispers and stares had faded—like the school had moved on to bigger drama.
For four years, they’d been the 'it' couple at Brookville High—the pair everyone whispered about in hallways and watched at lunch. Some students bitterly hoped Emma would get pregnant, convinced it would shatter their flawless image. Others wished Jack would get bored and chase after them instead. But now, with graduation looming, the tension had shifted. The school’s focus had turned to the impending shake-up in the social hierarchy.
Together, Jack and Emma made their way down the hallway toward first period—one they’d intentionally scheduled to share.

    
  “Alright class, pull out your books, we’ll be discussing the final act today.” 
A collective groan rippled through the room as everyone dug into their bags for their copies of Hamlet. Jack glanced over at Emma, who’d just pulled a notebook from her bag. She quickly scribbled on the top of the page, “I thought we were doing our presentations today?”
She tore out the page and slid it over to Jack, who replied, “That’s tomorrow.” Without skipping a beat, they began their daily routine of practicing their grammar skills in the form of note passing.
As class dragged on, the teacher began pacing the room, making it difficult to discuss more pressing matters, like what was for lunch or the dress Emma’s friend Stefani had bought over the weekend. With no other distractions, they were forced to pay attention.
Jack sighed as he scribbled down something about a queen possibly murdering her husband, a mad king, and an evil uncle—none of which made any sense. He was ninety percent sure none of it was connected, and one hundred percent sure he was going to fail the test.
The teacher droned on about Shakespeare’s influence on Gothic literature, but Jack’s attention wandered. He unconsciously turned around and glanced at the dark-haired girl with the average build in the back of the room. To his surprise, she was already staring at him.
Emma, noticing Jack’s movement, quickly turned to see what had caught his attention. When she saw the girl—whom Emma was certain was a Satanist—she shot her a warning glare before placing her hand on his arm. The girl lowered her gaze and mumbled something under her breath.
By the time the bell rang, Jack was half asleep, and Emma was folding the notes they’d passed earlier, planning to stash them in an old Valentine’s chocolate box when she got home. 
“That was the longest forty-five minutes of my life. How about we ditch the next few classes and go make out behind the bleachers?” Jack added slyly, waggling his eyebrows. 
Emma rolled her eyes. “Jack, I can’t. I have choir practice for graduation, and then I’m rehearsing my speech during study hall. It’s our last week, and we still have so much to do. You really shouldn’t be skipping either—not when you’re barely passing.” 
Jack shrugged nonchalantly. He tried not to be bothered since he knew Emma was highly active in her day-to-day school life. However, her social agenda had become so packed she barely had time for their relationship.
Jack kissed Emma as he sought a change of subject, and the change of subject just happened to be walking toward them. The dark-haired girl from the back of the class glared at Emma as she strolled past.
“Did you see that freak staring at you? I think she was trying to cast some kind of love spell on you or something,” Emma said childishly, with a toss of her hair. 
Jack scoffed. “A love spell, eh? Well, now that you mention it, I do have the urge to go make out with her.” He bit his lip coolly. “Maybe I’ll ask her to meet behind the bleachers since my girlfriend won’t.”
Emma smacked him hard on the chest. “Don’t joke about stuff like that. It’s unnatural!” 
“Says the girl who’s obsessed with that musical about two witches . . . or as I remember it . . . the three longest hours of my life!” Jack grinned. “But whatever, I’ll see if Emerson wants to go with me.”
“Now that I’d like to see,” Emma smiled playfully.
“Yeah, that’s never gonna happen, perv. I was just talking about skipping. See you at lunch.” 
Jack kissed her goodbye as he walked down the hall, where he saw Emerson picking up papers that were scattered across the floor.
“Move over and let me help you with that,” Jack said, bending down and scooping up several thick packets with his large hands.
“Thanks, I was up late last night. I think I was sleepwalking,” Emerson replied, pointing to a deep gash under his eye. “Not sure where I wandered off to. It’s weird though, right? I’ve never been injured while sleepwalking before.”
“Yeah, that’s weird. It looks awesome, though,” Jack said, tracing his finger lightly under the cut, admiring the strange shape. Emerson shrugged.
“Kiss,” Emma shrieked as she strolled past, causing the group of girls she was with to burst into giggles. Jack quickly pulled his finger away from Emerson’s cheek and blew Emma a sarcastic kiss. She snatched it from the air and tucked it into her pocket. 
“Well, that was nauseating. Why did she yell that?” Emerson asked, his face flushing.
“Oh, I asked her to skip with me so we could smooch behind the bleachers, and when she said no, I told her I’d ask someone else. She interpreted that as you,” Jack said with a grin.
“Well, that’s never gonna happen,” Emerson shot back.
“That’s what I said!” Jack exclaimed, lightly smacking Emerson in the chest. Emerson’s frail frame wobbled slightly. “But wait—what’s that supposed to mean? You don’t find me attractive?” Jack added, puckering his lips and adopting a hurt voice.
Emerson’s face turned a deep shade of red, and he bit his lip, hastily shoving the remaining papers into his bag without responding. 
“Well, anyway, I had a weird night too—strange dreams. You were . . . I mean, it felt like a dream you’d have, with all the weird stuff you’re into,” Jack started, trying to backpedal. “I was in a dungeon, being tortured by this really tall guy, and I’m pretty sure I was in another world.”
Jack went on, tweaking the details so that he was the one being tortured—but in the mirror, it was Emerson’s face staring back at him.
“You gave my name up just like that?” Emerson blurted. 
Jack shrugged, nonchalant. Without wasting any time, Emerson dove into his own dream saga, clearly excited to share.
If you were to look at Jack and Emerson, you’d never guess they were best friends. Emerson had a long, thin face with piercing greenish-brown eyes, and long blond hair that he draped over one side of his face like a curtain. He wore thick, square-shaped glasses, and his skin was dotted with tiny red marks—battle scars from his war with puberty. Emerson was also taller than Jack, and his awkwardly long limbs made him an easy target for teasing.
“Oh crap, I forgot my English book,” Emerson exclaimed, yanking open his locker and digging through the mess. “By the way, did you feel the earthquake last night? Everyone at school’s talking about it. I didn’t feel a thing, but hey . . .” Emerson froze mid-thought. “Maybe that’s how I got this!” He lifted his hand to show Jack the cut on his cheek. “Maybe I was walking from the bathroom and fell into the banister while it was happening.”
He shook his head and moved on. “Anyway, I saw the cave on the news. I’m so curious about those paintings on the walls—how old do you think they are?”
Jack just shrugged as Emerson withdrew the book he’d been searching for.
“I didn’t feel the earthquake either,” Jack said. “But you don’t want to go to that cave. It’s kind of weird. I passed by it this morning.”
Emerson’s eyes lit up. “Wait—you saw it? Tell me everything!”
“Alright, calm down,” Jack replied, sensing Emerson’s interest in seeing the cave for himself. “But, yeah, I could’ve sworn . . .” He stopped mid-sentence, unsure how to tell Emerson what happened without sounding crazy. What if Emerson didn’t believe him and asked to go see the cave for himself? Jack felt it would be stupid to return after almost being caught. But if they did go—what if Emerson didn’t hear anything? What if Jack really had imagined it all? Reasons upon reasons as to why they shouldn’t go were stacking up like a wall of bricks. 
“Mm, it’s really not worth going there. You can’t even really get near enough to see anything,” Jack lied dully. 
“When do you ever turn down the chance to get in trouble?” Emerson shot Jack a knowing look. “You’re hiding something.”
Jack struggled for a response—he needed to know if he’d imagined it, but was it worth the risk?
“Alright, let’s check it out. We’ll skip the next few classes and get back just in time for lunch. I’ve got a date with Emma then.”
Emerson’s face relaxed, but his body stiffened. Skipping class wasn’t something he took lightly, especially with finals around the corner. Emerson’s eyes flicked over him; Jack felt a crack split through his confidence, hoping it didn’t show on his face.
“Alright, let’s do it,” Emerson said as he shoved the book back into his locker, with an excited grin. “This is the last time I’m skipping, though. School ends next week, and I’d like to leave with at least one good memory of this place.” 
“Right, you’ve been saying that for the last three years,” Jack teased. As they walked down the hallway, Jack stole a glance at the “witch” from his English class. She was applying dark lipstick in the mirror attached to her locker door. 
“What’s her name?” Jack asked, brows slightly raised as he watched her trace the lipstick with steady precision.
“Adina   Maynard. She transferred here at the beginning of the year. Doesn’t seem to care about making friends. Honestly, I don’t blame her—people here aren’t the kindest.” 
“Even when you’re insulting others, you’re still polite. People are assholes to you, my dude. You can say it.”
Emerson grinned.
Jack’s heart began to pound harder as they neared the doors leading to the faculty parking lot. He wanted Emerson to confirm that he hadn’t imagined it—that Emerson could hear the voices too—but he also didn’t want to go anywhere near that cave. Just as they reached for the door handles, a voice called from behind them.
“Hey!” Jack’s friend Addison called, jogging up to them. “Where are you two headed?” He glanced at Jack’s devilish grin and raised an eyebrow. “Again? Are you even going to graduate? I don’t think you’ve been to a single class this quarter.” 
“I think I’ve made it to a few,” Jack replied brightly, shrugging. “How else am I supposed to secure the title of ‘Worst Case of Senioritis’ if I’m constantly being lectured? By the way, did you catch the news today?”
“The cave thing?” Addison asked.
“Yeah. Apparently, there was an earthquake too, but neither of us felt a thing. We’re actually going to check it out now.”
Emerson chuckled and rolled his eyes. Jack knew that look—it was the one he gave when Jack was laying it on too thick, and he was trying not to laugh. Jack opened his mouth to defend himself, but Addison cut him off.
“Yeah, I overheard my mom talking to my grandma about it this morning. But I probably wouldn’t have felt it anyway—I was too busy shaking the mattress with Jamie  last night.” He winked, clearly proud of his double entendre.
“And Jamie is the name of what? Your left or your right hand?” Emerson blurted out, the words hanging awkwardly in the air between them. His face flushed with heat, embarrassment blooming in his chest.
Addison blinked, clearly taken aback by Emerson's sudden bluntness. The tension lingered for a beat, then he met Emerson’s gaze. His lips pressed into a tight line, like he had something to say—but chose not to. Instead, he just offered a casual shrug.
“Well, go have fun playing cave explorer with your little architect friend. See you at lunch.”
Addison tossed up his usual two-finger adieu. As he passed, Jack was pretty sure he heard Emerson mutter under his breath, “Anthropologist, dumb ass.”
It only took Jack and Emerson a few minutes to sneak past the school security guard who was escorting two giggling girls who reeked like skunks back into the building. Jack and Emerson snaked across the parking lot, dodging behind parked cars, until they were finally safe in the quiet shade of the forest. 
“I honestly don’t think I’ve ever heard you call someone out—well, someone other than me—for being a douchebag before. I’m finally rubbing off on you,” Jack said proudly.
Emerson snorted. “God, I hope not. I just can’t stand how Addison talks about women. Aside from Stefani, I doubt he’s ever even been with a girl—he just talks a big game. And . . .” Emerson launched into another tangent about how disgusting it was when guys, like Addison, objectified women.
Jack, however, had already tuned him out. His mind wandered, still stuck on Addison’s smug comment about “Jamie.” It wasn’t that Jack believed him—but the way Addison said it, so casual and confident, got under his skin, as if he were somehow behind. 
His thoughts drifted to graduation night: Emma in a lacy nightdress, candles glowing softly around the room. He imagined her lying beside him, his arms around her waist, his lips tracing the curve of her neck. The thought of their first time made his pulse race, blood rushing through him, a mix of admiration and selfish desire.
Emma had promised to stay a virgin throughout high school—a vow Jack respected, but secretly resented. And now, with graduation just a week away, he couldn’t stop thinking about what came next.
OOMPH! 
Jack snapped back to reality just in time to watch Emerson face-plant into the forest floor, courtesy of a tree branch he had severely misjudged.
“Who put that there?” Emerson grumbled, rubbing his forehead as Jack helped him up.
Emerson dusted himself off and froze, his eyes catching on something a few yards away: a line of yellow caution tape.
Emerson’s face lit up. “This must be it,” he said.
The excitement surged through him, but the energy of the scene only amplified how inexplicable this cave must be to have so many people already on-site.
The boys raced to the police barrier, following it around, edging closer for a view of the jagged rocks. The ground was flattened by the footsteps of the adults who had once circled the area—all of whom now seemed to have vanished into thin air.
As they crept closer to the threshold, their hearts began to thud—beating together rhythmically, pulling them forward as if they were strung on invisible thread. Both boys’ faces seemed to sink, their eyes widening as they stared at the unfurling fog ahead. The only thing that mattered now was whatever lay beneath the stones, barely beyond their reach.
Then, without warning, voices filled the air, singing in an unfamiliar, ethereal language. The words sounded ancient, and yet something about them felt familiar, almost comforting. Without thinking, they both reached forward, lifting the caution tape. They stepped closer, mesmerized, each unaware of the other, pulled forward by something they couldn’t explain.
A sudden gust of wind slammed into them, sending their hair flying in all directions. But they didn’t hesitate. They moved toward the cave, as if the wind itself were encouraging them. They moved effortlessly, as if the earth itself were drawing them in, their steps falling in quiet, unthinking rhythm.
Jack’s heart was pounding so loud it felt as if it had replaced the brain inside his skull. This was it—he knew what to do. They had to get inside. If they just jumped in, everything would be OK.
When Jack glanced to his side, he saw Emerson already dangling over the edge of the cave’s opening. A flash of panic surged through him as he looked down to gauge how deep it was. But before he could stop him, the force erupted again—stronger than the wind—and sent both of them crashing to the ground.
A blood-curdling scream tore through the air, and both boys froze, their hearts slamming in their chests. They exchanged a wide-eyed look, fear flickering between them. Then, a voice called out from behind them. 
“What the hell do you think you two are doing?!” a man shouted, spinning around to face them. “That’s it—who’s about to lose their job?!” His voice rang through the trees as he stormed toward them. “No one is allowed back here without one of these!” He stopped and thrust a plastic ID badge in their faces.
But then, as recognition dawned, his expression shifted into a grin. “Oh, it’s you again.” His yellowed, gapped teeth gleamed in the dim light as his face wrinkled into a smug grin.
He reached into his pocket, but before they could see what he was about to withdraw, the boys had jolted to their feet and were already sprinting through the forest.
They dove under the yellow tape. Jack glanced back just in time to see Emerson weaving and zigzagging, dodging policemen as they gave chase. They didn’t stop running until they reached Jack’s house, unaware of their destination until they were standing in the front yard, gasping for breath.
Emerson, still panting, doubled over and retched onto the grass. Jack looked at him, his chest heaving.
“Did you hear that? Did you hear that?” Jack gasped, still struggling to catch his breath.
“You heard it too?” Emerson’s voice was shaky, his face pale.
“Yeah, of course I did! How could you not?”
Emerson swallowed hard; his gaze distant. “I don’t think that man did, or else he wouldn’t have been so focused on us. I think . . . I think it had something to do with the weird trance we were in . . .” His voice trailed off as he shuddered, his eyes still unfocused, like the scream was still echoing behind his eyes.
Jack shook his head. “Well, even if that’s the case, we can’t tell anyone. If we do, we’ll have to explain how we got past security, and no one will believe us about what we felt. Whoever screamed down there—it was probably one of the scientists. I’m sure someone’s already gone in. We can’t be the only ones who heard it.”
Even as he said it, the words felt hollow.

    
  That night, Jack stayed up late, scrolling through the web, trying to find any updates about the cave. His eyes burned from staring at the screen for so long, but there was nothing new—no reports of an accident, no mention of the scream, no sign that anything unusual had happened at all.
The silence in the news didn’t ease his growing anxiety. What if Emerson was right, and they really were the only ones who heard it? What if the voices only reached those who were somehow drawn to the cave? His mind raced with questions that had no answers, that gnawed at him, making it impossible to sleep.
Someone was down there. What unsettled him most was the feeling that they might already be dead. But there were no reports—so why would anyone cover it up?
He was so lost in hunting for information that when his mother snuck into his room, he almost fell out of his chair at the sound of her voice. Get a grip, bro.
“Why are you still up, baby? You need to get some rest,” she said as her neck stretched over his shoulder trying to see what webpage he had quickly clicked out of. “There haven’t been any new updates, just the ones they’ve already released,” she whispered softly, relieved that this was the information he’d been looking at. She massaged his shoulders as he let out a long exhale, unaware of just how tense he had become.
“I know, Mom. It’s just . . .” He struggled to find the words. “I have something to tell you.”
Her brow furrowed. “What is it, honey?”
“I skipped school today with Emerson . . .” Jack began, but his mother’s disapproval was immediate, her posture stiffening as she crossed her arms. “I know, I know, that’s not the point. We decided to check out the cave. Well, when we got there, I heard voices . . . and Emerson did too. I swear, I’m not crazy,” he added quickly, more to reassure himself than her. 
“Anyway, as we got closer, everything around us seemed to stop existing. The scientists, reporters, and police—everyone—just disappeared. Or something. I can’t really explain it, but it was like the cave was pulling us in, inviting us to come closer. Then, when we looked inside, someone screamed from below. One of those horror movie screams.” Jack’s voice trembled. “I think someone might’ve been hurt. But as soon as we heard it, a man started yelling at us. He was reaching for something, so we just ran home. I made Emerson swear not to tell anyone, but now I feel like we should. I’m afraid the person might not have survived. I’m afraid it’s all being covered up.”
His mother’s face softened as she wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, son,” she whispered. She pulled back just enough to study his face. “It’s best not to dwell on it right now. You need to get some sleep tonight. Tomorrow, when your head’s a little clearer, we can talk more about it. Just know this—if someone had died, it would have been national news. This isn’t some small thing happening in our town. This is bigger than you realize.”
She kissed him on the cheek and stood up, leaving him with more questions than answers. 
Jack rose and crossed the room to stand in front of his mirror. This morning, he’d felt comfortable and mature as he stared at his reflection, but tonight all he saw was a confused, young child staring back. He wasn’t sure why this was affecting him so deeply, but somehow, he knew that a piece of his destiny lay beneath those jagged stones.
That’s crazy. You need to relax.
A loud buzzing sound echoed from across the room. Jack looked over to see his phone glowing as it wiggled across his desk. He picked it up, seeing a notification from Emma flashing across the screen. His heart skipped a beat. He’d completely forgotten to respond to her—he hadn’t even gone to lunch or answered any of her twenty texts. She must be furious.
He clicked on the message thread, and his eyes locked onto four simple words: Come over, it’s urgent.








  
  [image: ]
Chapter two
Break-ups and Briberies


Jack re-read the text several times, trying his best to figure out the tone Emma meant. He was quite used to Emma’s emergencies consisting of stress over tests he knew she’d pass, the latest cheating scandal involving the Kardashians, or Taylor Swift’s ongoing drama with a guy named Scooter. However, today had been so strange, he knew deep down she wasn’t crying wolf. 
Moving as quietly as possible, Jack slid open his bedroom window, removed the screen, and carefully climbed onto the thick branch hanging outside. After a few Tarzan-like maneuvers, he dropped to the ground and sprinted toward the road.
He tore down the street, his shoes slapping against the worn pavement, until he reached an old, narrow graveyard tucked at the end of the block. Muttering a quick apology, he hopped over gravestones on his way to the fence at the far side. He scaled it without thinking and took off again, sprinting down a dimly lit lane and cutting through yards he had crossed countless times before.
When Jack finally arrived at Emma’s large, white country home, a tightness settled in his shoulders. As he glanced toward the neighbor’s house, he caught sight of a thin hand pulling back a curtain in the upstairs window. A thin-faced woman with watchful eyes stared down at him.
His heart jumped. Anxiety swelled in his chest, and he kept walking—just far enough to slip out of view—before looping back toward Emma’s house. The last thing he needed was to get arrested while his mom lay awake, worried about his mental state.
He crossed the expansive lawn, watching Emma pace inside—her silhouette shifting in the soft glow of a polka-dotted lampshade. Jack climbed the lattice that connected the deck to her balcony. Once he swung himself over the railing, he glanced down, surprised he hadn’t crushed any of the flowers interwoven through the lattice.
Jack was nearly to the door when Emma spun around, her body tensing, hand flying to her chest. A moment later, her face softened with recognition. She flung open the door and ran straight into his arms. 
“What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” he asked as she broke into a hysterical sob. Jack pulled away slightly to take in her appearance. Her usually sleek hair was now tangled, and her perfectly manicured nails were chipped and broken. He pulled her back into a tight embrace, her tears soaking through the cotton, warm against his chest.
Then, just as suddenly, she pulled away and bolted into her room, throwing herself dramatically across the bed. Reaching toward the pillows, she grabbed a picture and hugged it to her chest, her fingers curling tightly around the edge of the frame. For several uncomfortable moments, Jack stood frozen, watching her cry as she clung to it. Finally, he stepped forward, took her by the shoulders, and made her look at him.
“Jack . . . something’s wrong with Stefani.”
Jack’s eyes widened in surprise. 
“I—I’ve been calling her all day, but she hasn’t answered any of my calls.” Emma sniffled, her voice quivering as she wiped her nose. Jack reached up to brush the tears from her cheeks.
“She hasn’t responded to any of my texts, and she wasn’t at school today either.” She paused, closing her eyes and rolling her head from side to side, trying to release the tension. “Her mom called me, asking if I’d seen her. Said she never came home after leaving this morning.”
Whatever Jack had expected, it wasn’t this. He pulled Emma close again, cradling her as fresh tears streamed down her cheeks.
He couldn’t stop his mind from drifting back to the scream he’d heard earlier that day.
Surely . . . it couldn’t be.
No—he couldn’t think like that right now.
As he held her, Jack struggled to think of anything to ease her worry. Comfort didn’t come naturally to him. Pain, he could manage—he’d learned how to carry it without showing much. He hadn’t cried over anything since he was a toddler. He wasn’t sure if that was because he’d never been deeply hurt or because he felt the need to be strong for his mother.
Still, Jack couldn’t deny the slight twinge he felt anytime he thought of the father he never knew. He had learned to ignore that pain long ago, knowing it would only hurt his mom more to answer questions about the man who died the same day Jack was born.
As Emma’s sobs escalated, Jack snapped back into the moment, his nerves beginning to fray. He feared waking her parents—and when he heard a soft cough from the other room, he knew he had to intervene.
“I’m sorry, Emma. Maybe she snuck off to see that guy in Clarion—it wouldn’t be the first time,” Jack suggested.
Emma scoffed sharply, her eyes narrowing. “She would’ve told me. I mean, I am her best friend!”
The sudden rise in her voice set off a chain of events that made Jack’s heart plummet: the lights in the house next door flicked on, a door banged open down the hallway, and Emma scrambled off the bed, tossing the picture frame  to the floor with a crash as she attempted to lock the bedroom door, which was already swinging open.
Emma’s dad stood in the doorway, tall and scrawny, his narrow eyes flicking to the bed where Jack had just been. He stepped into the softly lit room, his gaze sweeping the space. Nothing seemed out of place—except for the wild wisps of silver hair on his head, which he caught in the mirror above her vanity.
“Ju ok, sweepee?” he mumbled, voice dry and crackling with sleep.
Tear-streaked and breathless, Emma quickly replied, “I’m fine, Daddy. Nobody’s in here.”
Jack groaned softly from beneath the bed, but Emma didn’t miss a beat. “I’m just upset about Stefani. Her mom didn’t call back with an update, and I still haven’t heard from her. This is so unlike her. I’m just worried.”
Her eyes followed her father’s as they landed on the broken picture frame on the floor.
“I guess I panicked and knocked it over. If you hear anything else tonight . . . it’s just me trying to calm down.”
Another groan slipped out before Jack could stop it. Tonight was going to be a long one. Emma was spiraling, and now he’d be forced to offer support when all he wanted was to act.
The scream from earlier had started replaying in his mind the moment he crawled under the bed. It kept cutting through everything else—louder now, sharper, and sounding more and more like Stefani each time.
Had it always?
With her missing, the pieces were starting to shift in his mind, and he hated the picture they were forming.
Maybe it wasn’t connected. Maybe he was just reaching.
But what if he wasn’t?
"It’s a completely healthy coping mechanism, Daddy,” Emma added, catching the skeptical look on her father’s face as his eyes flicked toward the off-white bed skirt—which had just fluttered, as if stirred by a breeze. He teetered forward, sitting down on the bed, and patted the space beside him. He placed an arm around her, and they sat together in a slightly awkward embrace, staring at their reflections in the mirror.
“Emma, I know you're scared,” her father said gently, “but Brookville is safe. Maybe she just needed a break or wanted to go somewhere without anyone knowing. She could’ve turned off her phone so her parents couldn’t track her. It might not mean something’s wrong. Didn’t you say she’s been secretly seeing a college boy?” he asked, trying to hide his disapproval.
Emma didn’t reply, only dabbed at her cheeks with her sleeve.
“She’ll be back,” he continued, steadying his voice. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but people disappear for all kinds of reasons that aren’t . . . final. It’s not like she’s dead.”
Under the bed, Jack winced at his wording—but couldn’t help feel a flicker of relief that, for once, he wasn’t the one fumbling through Emma’s feelings.
Mr. Rhodes reached out, brushing a strand of hair behind Emma’s ear. “If you don’t hear anything by tomorrow, we’ll get people involved. But I really think she’ll show up. You may not remember, but this isn’t the first time you two have caused a little panic sneaking off in the middle of the night.”
That finally earned a tiny flicker of a smile from Emma.
“And when she’s back,” he added, standing, “you can invite her to come with us
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