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Prologue

BLACKNESS SMOTHERED HIM. It wasn’t only an absence of light. It was a complete, suffocating void that pressed against his skin and seeped into his thoughts. He couldn’t remember where he was. Or who he was. His own name felt like a foreign concept, buried beneath the murk of his consciousness.

Something inside him begged to go back into that blank silence. It would be easy. So easy. But another part warned him that if he did, he might not return.

With effort, he opened his eyes.

Gray light bled into his vision. A featureless field stretched out in every direction, shrouded in a dense, pale fog that clung to him like cobwebs. The air buzzed with a low, electric hum, almost too faint to hear. He tried to stand. His legs trembled under his exhaustion, breath fogging in front of him.

Where am I? he wondered, turning in a slow circle. The white haze wrapped around him like a wall, the air impossibly still. Was he alone or were people watching him from the fog?

“Hello!”

Tiny lights drifted through the mist. They bobbed and hovered like insects, but they didn’t blink like fireflies. They circled him, and when he took a step forward, they retreated.

He followed.

With each footfall, something tugged at the edges of his thoughts. A silent force. Something ahead wanted him to come closer.

The fog thickened. Tendrils slithered into his mouth and eyes. He gagged, waving his arms to push it away, but it clung, sticky and cold. His foot caught on something, and he toppled forward, the frost-kissed grass scraping his skin.

“Ugh!” The wind was knocked from him. Cold blades of grass brushed his nose, and damp earth soaked through his sleeves as he pushed himself up.

He crouched low, hoping the fog might be thinner near the ground, but it wasn’t. The same cold nothing. He stood again. Walked. The silence made his own footsteps sound like gunshots.

A piercing wail came from somewhere deep in the fog. Distant, but not far enough. High-pitched and raw, it tore through the mist like a knife. He wasn’t frightened in the way he should’ve been. There was something . . . familiar about it. Like a memory. The scream cut off as suddenly as it began.

“Hello?” he called to it. “Where the hell are you?”

Had the scream been in his head? Five minutes in this strange place, and he was already going crazy. This is hopeless. For all he knew, he was walking in a circle back to where he started.

Ting. The lights appeared again, brighter now and pulsing red at their core. He followed them. What else was there to do? Trying not to get disheartened, he focused on the things he could control, such as his breathing and footsteps.

The grass beneath him faded to dry, cracked dirt. Then, something coiled across his path. A thick vine, slick and dark like wet rope. He tried to step over it, but it moved. Fast. It wrapped around his ankle and squeezed.

“Hey!” He kicked, but it coiled tighter, slithering up his leg. He clawed at it, fingernails sinking into its bark. It oozed thick sap, green chunks caked under his nails. The vine tugged, and he hit the ground hard, then was dragged backward.

A red glow flared ahead, cutting through the fog like a blade. The scream returned, right beside his head, so loud it rattled his skull. He covered his ears, heart jackhammering. The vine kept climbing. Alarms rang in his head. If it squeezed his stomach or his ribs, breathing would become impossible. Panicked, he fumbled in his pocket and yanked free the object hidden there. A dagger.

He slashed wildly. The vine shrieked as it was severed, flopping onto the ground like a dead limb. He scrambled away on hands and knees, wary of it rearing up to grab him again.

The red glow intensified, a presence, hidden and watching. The scream grew louder, the ground vibrating as if the earth itself was letting out its rage. He reached toward it, compelled beyond reason, and his fingers brushed against something smooth.

A searing bolt shot up his arm. He screamed, trying to wrench himself free, but the object clung to him, digging in. A paralyzing sensation worked its way up his wrist. Struggling between life and death, he fought to stay conscious but wasn’t sure how long he could keep going. Pain was everywhere, alerting him to places he hadn’t known existed. It rioted in every vein, bone, tendon, muscle, and even his blood.

The haze began to thin, but he failed to notice. The pain had consumed him, hollowed him. His vision blurred. He was slipping again. Fading back to that black place of unconsciousness.

When he was about to give in and let this place take him away, the hurt and the fog vanished at the same time. He lay alone in a wide circle of scorched earth. In his trembling hand, where the red light had been, he now held a long, yellow bone. A red rose entwined around it, the stem coiled in perfect spirals. The petals shimmered with moisture, but they weren’t wet. They were alive.

A single thorn pierced the meat of his palm, absorbing the blood that leaked free, bringing the flower to life. It pulsed once, then twice, the petals stretching out larger.

Faces and moments lost in shadow stirred in his chest. He clenched the bone tighter, holding fast to that flicker of himself.

A ghost of a smile graced his face, haunted and knowing.


Chapter One

LUNA KETZ SCRIBBLED on the Scantron sheet until the little bubble darkened. It was the last question on the test, and she let out a huge sigh of relief to be done. Then she scanned her classmates. Everyone else was still working. Certain she’d done something wrong, Luna reread her answers, patiently waiting for someone else to finish. Her anxiety would never allow her to be first.

Twenty minutes later, a girl at the front of the room rose and turned in her test. Luna gathered her things and followed suit. In the hallway, it  felt as if a literal weight was lifted off her shoulders. Today wrapped up another semester of college. Her fourth one, in fact.

As she crossed campus, long glimpses of evening light cut across the concrete, leaving gaps of shadows between them. Footsteps echoed against the stone paths as students moved around her, some heading to the library with bags slung low and others clustered together, making dinner plans with their friends after class. The buildings, the trees, the sounds. It was all familiar now, though very unlike the town she’d grown up in. The town she no longer wanted to think about because doing so, even fleetingly, would take her on a trip from hell down memory lane. Once upon a time, she’d adored her life there. Back then she’d been a firsthand witness to a serial killer, nearly becoming a victim herself. Her classmate, Chance Welfrey, was behind the string of murders, and he had an . . . odd infatuation with her.

Unconsciously, she grabbed her stomach where a lasting scar reminded her daily that yes, she had been kidnapped, and yes, she had been stabbed. Quickly, she moved her hand to her backpack strap, worried someone might have noticed the gesture and would ask about it.

Luna walked a bit faster, trying to escape the memories as she sought out her roommate. Near the parking lot, several benches lined the path. A blonde woman sat alone on one of them. When she spotted Luna, she rose to her feet, waving excitedly. She was pretty and wiry, her long hair reaching all the way down her back. She reminded Luna a lot of Rapunzel in both appearance and energy.

Amanda Grey. Being the youngest of her siblings, she’d decided to try her hand at college to prove a point to her parents, though her dream was to one day open her own boutique. They’d met freshman year and clicked in a way that Luna hadn’t with anyone except her old friend, Violet.

In the early days of college, Luna had still been living at home and either took the bus to Bowling Green or borrowed her father’s car to make the hour drive. Amanda, having recently rented her own apartment, had invited Luna to move in with her. They’d been glued at the hip ever since.

“How’d it go?” Amanda asked, shouldering her big gaudy purse.

“I think it went well,” Luna said as they descended the slope to the parking lot.

“Ugh, I envy your confidence. I’m pretty sure I flunked all my finals.”

“You think that every semester, and it hasn’t been true yet.”

“Never say never,” Amanda said.

Luna giggled and rolled her eyes as they searched for Amanda’s vehicle. Her shiny purple sedan was nearly on the other side of the lot, which felt abandoned with only a scattered handful of cars still remaining at this hour. They climbed inside and Amanda started to drive. Luna melted into the seat, ready to get home and relax.

As Amanda eased out of the parking lot, the joy started to leave Luna. She loved how her life had turned out but none of it had been her first choice. She’d dreamed of an Ivy League university and a posh future.

But life had different plans for her.

From the day of her high school graduation, Luna had slowly, painstakingly, done the work of piecing her life back together. Six days out of the week, she could pretend to be normal. To be the girl she might’ve been had Chance not intervened in her world.

On day seven, however, she needed to find peace.

Amanda peeked at her, her face tightening at whatever expression Luna wore. “That time of the week?”

Luna nodded, the bobbed locks of her black hair bouncing around her jawbone. Amanda put her blinker on, ready to exit the highway. She didn’t know about Luna’s past, nor the truth behind the visits. Luna explained them away by lying about a sick aunt, and Amanda believed her. The only people who knew the truth were Max, Amy, and her. Though Luna had always wondered how much of the puzzle Amy was aware of. Amanda was a fresh piece of Luna’s life, not stained by tragedy, and she planned to keep it that way.

When Amanda pulled into the hospital parking lot, Luna was so lost in her thoughts that it took a gentle prod to bring her back to reality.

“Are you okay?” Amanda asked, light but searching.

Luna blinked, forcing herself up from the dark place she’d sunk into. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, the words hollow and brittle. She ran a shaky hand down her face, trying to wipe away the shadows clinging beneath her eyes. “I won’t be long, I promise.”

The door popped open, and she slid out of the car, steadying herself.

Amanda waved her off with a casual flick of her hand, unfazed. “Take your time.”

“Okay.” Luna wouldn’t mention that the last thing she wanted to do was stay here.

She turned away and hurried across the lot. The sliding doors of the lobby whooshed open and closed behind her like a gate sealing her inside. Check-in was mechanical. After a brisk elevator ride to the third floor, she walked the length of the hallway toward the last door, each step heavier than the last. Nurses passed by, careful to avoid her gaze, their sideways glances full of whispered questions and silent judgments. Most of them watched her coming and going from the room with misguided pity. The relationship they thought she shared with the patient was the same one he had wanted. The one he had gone to great lengths to try to cultivate.

Luna stopped outside the door, taking a deep breath to settle her nerves. It didn’t matter how many times she did this, it never got any easier. The door opened with a soft squeak. Inside sat a single hospital bed.

She pressed her back against the wall, forcing herself to study the man lying on it.  Wired with a multitude of cords running from his arms and chest, a beeping monitor signaled he was alive, though his closed eyes and unmoving head on the pillow might’ve suggested otherwise.

He was unconscious, deep in the recesses of a coma that had been his fate since the end of their senior year of high school. Luna knew this, but it didn’t stop the fear that came from being in his presence. The blankets had been changed since the last time she’d visited. Other than that, everything was the same. She let her eyes rest on his face. The oddly angelic face that was uncommonly beautiful until the demon that lay beneath it made an appearance.

She felt a sense of justice every time she remembered that she’d been the one to put him in his coma. It was the only way to contain his evil short of killing him. Seeing him in the same condition week after week, month after month, brought her fragile peace that held the terror at bay. The deep-seated fear that one day, she might open this door and find him awake.

That won’t happen.

Her old friend, Max, had told her years ago that if Chance woke from the coma, his memory would be gone. Luna wasn’t convinced. Evil wasn’t so easily erased. He’d been in this coma state for three years now. Odds were, he would never wake from it.

At least, Luna hoped not.


Chapter Two

MAX CAZMEA GROANED,  dragging himself up from the depths of a sleep so heavy it felt like drowning. His limbs ached, his head throbbed, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure if he was still dreaming or awake. It was hard to tell the difference sometimes.

He opened his eyes to darkness.

The room around him was quiet, shrouded in heavy shadow. Faint moonlight bled through the edges of the blackout curtains, casting a thin, silvery haze across the floor. His desk sat cluttered in the corner. A hoodie was draped over the back of his chair like a slumped ghost. The air was cool and still.

The shadows beside his bed were thick. Too . . . solid. It took a second for his brain to register what his eyes saw.

A figure hovering over him.

Max jolted sideways, and his pillow exploded in a burst of feathers. With a thump, he landed on the floor as the figure raised the knife again. Timing the trajectory, he dodged the attack and landed unsteadily on his feet. The man jabbed the knife toward him again and again. Max dodged most of the flurry, holding up his arm to block the blows he couldn’t evade. Two fresh lines opened across his forearm. He roared with pain, but the man didn’t stop and neither could Max.

The knife came at him again, and this time, he grabbed the man’s wrist. With a squeeze and jerk, the assailant dropped the weapon. He tried to lunge, but Max grabbed the knife and slashed once, twice. Blood bloomed, then cascaded down the side of the man’s face and his arm. He took a step backward with Max pursuing him. When he tried to flee, Max grabbed the back of his robe and plunged the blade into the side of his neck with a wet ripping sound.

The man coughed and gurgled. Max dropped him. Blood poured from the attacker’s wounds and oozed across the floorboards, splattering up the wall when the weapon landed in it. Max closed his eyes, trying to wrench himself out of the dream and back to the Real World. A trick he’d taught himself to get out of any particularly sticky situations on the Other Side.

Max gasped awake, and after ensuring he was alone in his room, relaxed against the mattress and let himself breathe. The blood from his new wounds squished into the mattress, and he groaned. Running into unsavory people as a Keeper wasn’t anything new. What was new was the frequency with which the encounters were happening. There were similar elements to the attacks. The men wore some sort of cloak, either red or black, and they always came at night.

Someone else he knew had worn a red cloak too. But that had been years ago, and it was part of the reason he’d landed himself on the radar of those strange men.

Was his partner in danger, too, or was it only him they were interested in? Max had so many questions and no one to answer them.

The alarm clock beside his bed blinked 3:00 a.m. Perfect time for the supernatural.

A heavy wave of unease surged through his stomach. It wasn’t uncommon for Max to feel these pulses of energy from the Other Side, but this one was different—darker. Familiar, but not in a way that brought comfort. It reminded him too much of the first time Chance’s twisted games in DreamWorld had begun.

It’s someone else, he tried to tell himself, but he couldn’t be convinced. Chance’s presence left a mark. An undeniable imprint. Maybe it was his power or the madness in his decisions, but Max knew when he was up to no good on the Other Side. If he was right, this was bad. He couldn’t take this on alone.

But who would help him?

He hadn’t been able to contact his partner in some time. Occasionally, he’d pick up a hint of her essence, but nothing more solid than that. He concluded that she was intentionally avoiding him, always just a step out of his reach. So Max continued on, the best he could, alone.

I can’t do this forever.

The constant stress and minimal sleep were starting to wear him down. He needed help. No harm in trying to reach out again, he supposed. Bracing himself, he opened the channel of communication between himself and his partner.

Partner, are you there?

As predicted, he received no response.

I need your help, he tried to tell her anyway.

The channel shut with a violent clang that made the inside of his head ache. Squeezing his eyes shut, he pressed his pillow over his face, waiting for the sensation to pass.

How can she do this to me?

Max flopped onto his side, letting the weight of his situation crash down. Through a gap in his curtains, pale moonlight shone into the room, illuminating a picture on the nightstand. It was an old photo from freshman year of high school. He and his friend, Luna, both of them smiling, both so young and unaware of the darkness that would later haunt them. Max could barely remember the boy in the photo. The one who smiled without fear, without regret. That boy had disappeared long ago.

He picked up the photo, his fingers tracing the edge of the glass. Luna’s smile stared back at him, full of life. It was the smile of someone who thought things could only get better, not worse.

He clenched the frame tighter. He wasn’t alone in this fight after all.


Chapter Three

LUNA’S FOOTSTEPS ECHOED in the suffocating darkness, each step booming in the void. Her ears strained to catch any sound beyond her own, but there was nothing. Only silence. Her eyes were useless. The blackness swallowed every hint of light.

She took two steps forward and crashed into a wall. Alarmed, she reached out, pressing her palm to it. She felt her way along, using it as a guide. Maybe if she followed it long enough, she’d find the way out of this place . . . wherever she was.

Crash!

She hit another wall. That’s impossible, she thought, then spun around, following the new wall. That dead-ended as well.

She was in a box.

Luna whipped her head back and forth, trying to find a way out. Her lungs refused to expand, restricted by an oncoming panic attack. A light flicked on so bright that she was blinded after spending so long in the dark. Transparent walls came into view and so did the pair of sapphire eyes on the other side of them.

Luna screamed and the scene blurred, slipping away to Amanda’s concerned face hovering above her. “Luna! Wake up! You’re having night terrors again.”

Luna licked her dry lips, trying to process the events of the last thirty seconds. Holding a hand to her chest, she sat up. The inside of her room brought little relief as her heart continued to pound, but she said, “Yeah, sorry.”

“Are you okay?” Next to Amanda, Luna’s border collie, Lucky, watched with the same level of concern. Dogs used to terrify Luna, but when that fear had been used against her, she decided it was time to face it. It didn’t help that her mother, Rose, had insisted on giving her a puppy for protection when she moved to Bowling Green.

“I’m fine,” Luna said quickly, probably too quickly. There was more she could say, but she didn’t know how to explain herself to Amanda. There was too much trauma packed into the dream for her to casually talk about it.

“If you say so,” Amanda said, unsure. “But, hey. Get dressed. I wanna take you to lunch.”

Luna racked her brain for an excuse, but Amanda’s expression halted her mid-sentence. “Okay.”

With an approving nod, Amanda left the room.

Lucky tilted her head, watching Luna expectantly.

It was just a night terror, she told herself as she climbed out of bed. They were annoying but also expected after all she’d been through. That was why she limited the amount of sleep she let herself get daily. Less chance of danger.

Luna rummaged through her closet, throwing on a baggy dark blue T-shirt and black capris. “Comfy and cute,” as Amanda called the outfit. By the time Luna slid her shoes on, Amanda was already in the car waiting for her. The silence of the apartment was unnerving, plunging Luna back into the box and the hauntingly familiar eyes watching her from the darkness.

Stop it, she chided herself. He can’t hurt me again.

Saying so didn’t make her feel better. Her trauma had started with a simple nightmare, and that ended in murder.

AFTER DRIVING AROUND for a while, debating where to eat, Amanda settled on a café in the middle of town. She picked out a table on the patio, then went inside to order. Luna watched as she came back with a black tray full of food. Setting it down, Amanda tucked her miniskirt beneath her thighs and sat.

“See? This place is pretty fly, isn’t it?” Amanda prompted as she picked up a white plastic fork.

The sun warming Luna’s skin eased away some of her anxiety. Not all of it, of course, but enough for her to pretend to be normal . . . for a little while at least. “Not bad at all.”

“It feels like forever since we’ve been able to hang out,” Amanda said.

It was the truth, though Luna wouldn’t point out that she didn’t really hang out with anyone. Amanda was the only person she saw daily, and that felt like more than enough social interaction on some days. “So, you got any big plans for the summer?”

Amanda shrugged. “Not really. Cassie wants me to help her with the wedding stuff.”

“That’s what a maid of honor is for, right?”

Amanda smirked. “Okay, smart-ass. Yeah, but there’s a lot more to a wedding than I thought. If I ever get married, I’m going to elope. None of this planning nonsense.”

Luna raised her eyebrows in silent agreement, not that she ever planned on getting married. Dating in general was an activity she didn’t care for. Her last romantic encounter had ended in disaster, and she had no desire to repeat the experience.

Amanda pulled a tube of lipstick from her bag and glided the red substance on her lips. It was such a natural gesture for her that she didn’t have to think about it, she just did it. Luna tried to imagine doing the same without looking in a mirror and thought clown makeup would look similar to any attempts she’d make. “There are some really cute guys here today.”

Luna used her drink to hide her face and the lack of interest Amanda would see there. Cute men had no appeal to her.

Amanda focused on something behind Luna as she dropped the lipstick back into her bag. “Ooh, I wonder if he comes here often.” Luna couldn’t care less, but Amanda gestured with her eyes and said, “Take a look.”

Luna forced herself to do it, knowing Amanda wouldn’t drop the subject until she did. Light glinted off the window, making it impossible to see inside, but she wouldn’t mention that. Shifting her gaze back to Amanda, she said, “Yeah,” and picked at her salad, hoping to end the conversation with her blunt disinterest.

“You should ask him out, Luna,” Amanda practically dared her.

Luna chuckled darkly, imagining such a venture ending in failure. “No, that’s okay, Mandy. I’d rather not. If you think he’s so cute, why don’t you ask him out?”

“Maybe I will,” Amanda said, but made no move to leave her seat.

Luna offered nothing else as she stared out at the road. Behind Amanda, the sun glinted off a new surface, and Luna narrowed her eyes to focus on the image. A man with shockingly blond hair, cloaked in all black. Blue eyes flashed from pale ivory skin. The world around her vanished. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. He was all she could see.

“Uh, Luna?” Amanda broke through the haze with a sharp snap of her fingers. “Hello? Earth to Luna!”

Luna tore her eyes from the road, struggling to focus.

“You okay? You totally zoned out,” Amanda said, chuckling softly. “Where did you go?”

Luna didn’t answer, her mind still miles away. Her gaze shifted back to the street, to the place where she’d seen the figure. Whoever it was, they were gone, but who she thought she’d seen made her stomach twist. She pushed her half-eaten salad to the middle of the table, no longer hungry.

When would the hauntings stop?


Chapter Four

FOR THE REST of the outing, Luna tried to shake off that clinging unease, but it stayed, eating away at the back of her mind. She went nonverbal in the car, but she doubted Amanda was aware. She was chatting away with her sister on the car phone about wedding plans.

Luna normally didn’t eavesdrop on her friend’s private life, but Amanda also didn’t put forth any effort to hide it. So she sat in silence, ready to fling herself out of the car by the time the black gate surrounding their apartment complex came into view. Amanda parked in their assigned spot, and Luna slipped out of the car and walked up the path.

The apartment complex consisted of a series of two-unit structures, each standing side by side like neatly arranged bookends. Each building resembled a house divided into two, with front doors placed next to one another. A field in the center of the complex had a few trees and flowers, a bit of nature to offset the rest of the concrete jungle. Luna and Amanda lived in a building toward the back of the lot.

Amanda caught up to her as Luna reached the door and unlocked it. She hummed as they went inside, immediately making a beeline for her room. Luna set their lone key on the kitchen counter in a place visible from the living room. When Luna had first moved in, Amanda promised to make her a copy but hadn’t followed through. Luna didn’t mind. She felt more secure knowing there was only one thing able to unlock her little piece of the world.

On her way through the kitchen, Luna pressed a button on the answering machine. There was one message. She hit another button to load it.

“Luna . . .” it began.

She couldn’t turn it off fast enough. Max. Arguably her closest friend now that Violet was dead. She hadn’t heard from him since the day everything had gone down. For a time afterward, she’d waited for him to make contact.

But he hadn’t.

And she hadn’t either. It was easier to distance herself from everything that tied her to it. Growing apart was the best thing for them both.

Why would he call now? she couldn’t help but wonder. Then she thought, He’s your friend. Maybe he’s just checking in.

When she tried to restart the message, she accidentally deleted it. “Divine intervention,” her mom would say. If it’s urgent enough, he’ll call back, she decided and went to her room, flinging herself onto the bed. Lucky’s claws clicked against the wooden floor as she bayed in the hallway outside. “Hey, girl,” she cooed to her. 

Lucky let out a happy yip and trotted into the room, bright eyes shining. She tilted her head, allowing Luna to scratch the white space beside her left eye. “Want to go for a walk?”

An excited bark tore through Lucky’s chest, and the dog bolted into the living room. Luna snagged the leash off the dresser and followed her down the hall. She stopped by the door, hand hovering over her shoes, then reconsidered and strapped her rollerblades on. Amanda lay lazily on her stomach on the couch, pillow propping up her chest.

“Where are you off to?” she asked.

“Taking Lucky for a walk,” Luna answered, clipping the end of the leash to her dog’s collar for added effect.

“You feel like going out when you get back?”

“We’ll see,” Luna said, already knowing she’d come up with an excuse by then. Taking Lucky for a walk would take every ounce of energy she had.

Amanda yawned, oblivious to the storm in Luna’s mind as she flicked through channels on the TV. “Okay. Have fun.”

Luna silently pushed the door open. When the fresh air touched Lucky’s face, she was off, bolting like a rocket. Luna’s hair streamed behind her in a cascade of dark strands as the dog towed her through the complex, out of the gate, and into the world beyond. Luna let her, offering little guidance aside from leading her across streets and through crowds.

Ten minutes later, Lucky’s energy began to fade. Her eager strides slowed to a sluggish trot, and then to a tired, half-hearted walk. Luna gave a soft tug on the leash, and the dog came to a stop. She flopped down on the pavement, tongue hanging out, eyes heavy as she rested her head on her paws.

Luna scratched her behind the ears, surprised at how far they’d come. This wasn’t a part of town she visited often, usually passing through on her way to school or back to the apartment. Aging brick buildings and small shops lined the street.

In a place like this, she could almost make herself believe she belonged here. That she was as normal as the people around her. And why not? She’d put in the work to make Bowling Green feel like home, and yet, something still felt off.

A tingling sensation ran up her spine, the feeling of being watched. Whipping on her heels, she glanced around, but nothing appeared out of the norm. People lived their lives, driving, walking, and moving past her without a second glance. Luna glanced down at Lucky, but her dog’s gaze was focused on the road ahead. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a bright blond head of hair and turned to better see it. It disappeared.

I didn’t even talk to Max, but he’s still in my head, she scolded herself.

Except that wasn’t it. Not really.

From the moment she’d escaped Chance’s clutches, she became paranoid. The world didn’t look the same after trauma. She’d never felt particularly close to other humans, but now she had a deep-seated fear of them. How could she know if she was being watched? If she was being stalked? Chance had been at the periphery of her life for years, and she’d never thought twice about him until he’d given her no other choice.

“Let’s go home, girl,” Luna murmured, gently tugging on Lucky’s leash. The dog rose to her feet, whining when she sensed Luna’s shifting mood. Luna imagined it as Lucky’s way of asking why she continued to torture herself.

I don’t know.

She’d let her past trap her rather than conquering it and moving on. Problem was, she had no idea how to free herself.


Chapter Five

LUNA EXPECTED TO be ambushed by Amanda as soon as she got home, but found her to be, thankfully, asleep. She stripped off her skates and unhooked Lucky from the leash. As she went to put everything away, the phone in the kitchen began to ring.

The caller ID said it was her mother. Luna eagerly took the call. It had been a good month or so since they’d last spoken and she missed her. “Mom! Hi!”

“Luna, sweetheart. Have you got plans for today?” Rose asked.

Luna thought of Amanda’s request before she left the house. She glanced at the couch just as Amanda let out a loud snore. “Nothing definite. Why?”

“I was hoping you and Amanda would come by for dinner tonight.”

Distance had always made Luna’s relationship with her mother tough, but over the course of the past year, Rose seemed to make more of an effort to spend time with her family rather than traveling for work. Of course, most of that decision had to do with her father’s declining health, but she would take it.

“Yeah, of course, Mom.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

Elated, Luna hung up and took a step toward the living room to wake Amanda, when the phone started to ring again. Thinking it was her mother calling back, she scooped it up. “Hello?”

“Hey, Luna,” a husky voice replied.

Chills ran down Luna’s spine. “Max.”

“I think we’re past due for a conversation.”

A rock settled in her stomach. Whatever conversation they owed one another had long since passed them by. “I’ve been meaning to get in touch, but you know . . . life.” She hoped he wouldn’t ask for specifics.

“Yeah, I know you’ve been busy.” She couldn’t tell if Max was being sarcastic or not. “Last I heard,  you were settled in the apartment.”

“It’s been great actually. I finished another semester of college,” Luna said, barely hearing herself speak. She was waiting for him to drop the bomb, the real reason for his call. He was a harbinger of doom, appearing prior to disaster. “How’ve you been?”

“I’ve been all right . . .” Max said, trailing off.

“But?”

“I’m not happy to be the one to tell you this, but I think, and you need to hear me out on this one, something is wrong in DreamWorld.” His words came rapidly as if he wanted to say his piece before Luna could interrupt him. The joke was on him because she didn’t have the words anyway. “I woke up with the worst feeling this morning. It’s familiar, Luna, too familiar.”

Luna tried not to think of her nightmare: the shining sapphire eyes and the box. “Chance is gone, Max,” she found herself saying, because entertaining any other idea would destroy her. “He can’t hurt us because he’s not him anymore. We beat him. We won. You said so yourself.” A cold rock of dread settled in the pit of her stomach. What if he was wrong? asked the little voice in the back of her mind, and she couldn’t argue with it. It was too loud.

“There are . . . others. I’ve been seeing them more often,” Max explained. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep them away. I need your help.”

The word “help” caused her to bristle, and so did the thought of other shadowy figures lurking in her dreams. “I can’t help with any of your Keeper stuff. I’ve done everything I can to forget about all that.”

“I know,” Max said, and it sounded like he was disappointed in her. Maybe he’d expected the experience in high school to bring them closer together rather than apart.

He didn’t contact me either, she reminded herself.

Max continued. “But you’re the only one who can help me.”

There was that word again. As if she were in any position to help others when she was barely holding on herself. “No,” she blurted out.

Max let out a bitter chuckle. “You think we have a choice? If we don’t stop them, who will?”

“You don’t have a choice,” she pointed out. “But I do. I don’t want to be involved.”

“You already are,” he reminded her.

“If it involves Chance, that’s a given. But it’s not him, so it’s not my problem to solve.”

“We can’t rule out that they’re not connected.”

Luna took in a deep breath and held it until her lungs burned. Slowly, she let it out and said, “Okay, I’ll humor you. Who are these people? Other Keepers?”

“No. I don’t know for sure who they are, or what they want, but I think they’re connected to what Chance was trying to do,” Max explained.

A memory played at the front of her mind. Chance’s devastated face in the temple when he realized he was losing his control over the situation. I need you to see the big picture. This is the only way, or I’ll never be free from that place. From them. They’ll kill me, he had said.

She had no idea who they were then or now.

Max dragged her back to the conversation. “What if Chance knew all the risks that would come with fusion, and he exploited a way to recover? What happens then?”

“He’d be pissed,” Luna mumbled. It was as easy as it ever had been to imagine his eyes smoldering with rage. For as long as she lived, she would never forget that sight.

“He knew how to plan and manipulate. Maybe he had something planned to get others to take over for him if he failed.”

Luna didn’t have a chance to process the awful implications of Max’s words before a searing pain shot through her stomach. It was so sudden, so intense, that it froze her in place. It twisted into a chilling cold that crawled down to her bones, spreading like ice through her muscles, her blood.

What’s happening to me? she wondered, eyes darting around the room as if she’d find the solution nearby.

Her hand curled around the phone, finger hitting the end call button as it dropped to the floor with a thump. The pain moved across her abdomen, sharp and direct, as though she were being gutted one organ at a time. When it became too much, she bent forward, toppling to the floor beside the phone. Curling into a ball, she wrapped her arms around herself and cried until a puddle formed beneath her face.

Worried, Lucky circled her, nudging her face with her nose. When Luna didn’t respond, she licked the tears, smearing them across Luna’s cheek. The pain moved up to her brain, serving as the world’s worst migraine. She opened her mouth, ready to scream, when it vanished. Lucky nudged her again, concerned.

“I’m okay, girl,” Luna said, dragging herself to a sitting position. Lucky scrambled a few steps back but stared at her anyway.

Tentatively, Luna placed a hand on her stomach, wary of igniting the pain, but it didn’t hurt anymore. She knew how to handle intense aches; Chance had made sure of that.

Max said something about feeling familiar things, hadn’t he?

Oh no, she thought when her eyes landed on the phone. How much had Max heard?

She picked it up, listening to the dial tone buzz. Two very different instincts came. The first was to hang up the phone and pretend the past few minutes hadn’t happened. The second urged her to call back and find out exactly when the call disconnected and how much he’d heard.

She chose the latter.

“What the hell happened?” Max demanded as soon as he picked up. “Why were you screaming?”

That answered Luna’s question. “There was . . . a pain in my stomach.”

Max fell quiet, and Luna started to think he had hung up. A whirlwind of emotions hit her—disbelief, anger, sadness, but the majority was relief. If he ended the phone call now, she’d be just fine with that.

“Max? Are you still there?”

“I’m gonna ask you one more question, and I need your honest answer,” he said in a stern monotone voice.

Luna didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to play this game, but Max wouldn’t let it go until she did. “Okay. Just one.”

“Do you think your pain could’ve been from your gift?” he asked. By his tone, Luna would never guess the thoughts running through his head. He sounded so calm, cool, and collected, yet she knew him well enough to know he felt none of those things.

She wished she could do that too. Her life had never been normal, but it would be nice to pretend.

“No, Max, I don’t,” she answered stiffly.

“I feel like you’re saying that to avoid this conversation,” he said, his irritation starting to bleed through.

“You’d be right in that assumption.”

Max huffed. “I get that you don’t want to do this, but you have to man up here. We all have our demons, Luna! I lost a goddamned leg, remember? Like it or not, we need to do something. Or would you rather wait until Chance’s cronies show up on your doorstep?”

“Goodbye, Max,” Luna said unceremoniously, then hung up.

The ordeal with Chance had been the most frightening experience of her life. To think of the curtain rising on Act II made her want to board a plane and flee as far as she could. She’d barely made it out alive last time and Chance had gotten away with everything.

Police didn’t suspect him of a thing.

Luna never asked Max how he’d explained himself to the cops three years ago, but she’d heard the story on the news. They thought Violet’s death had been the result of an unfortunate hunting accident and that the serial killer of Lima was responsible for whatever it was that happened to Chance and Susan. With Max unwilling to say the truth, and Chance unable to offer anything, they’d had no choice but to accept Chance as another victim.

Luna couldn’t be mad at Max for that. Had he told the truth, he’d have to talk about the nightmares and the magical world that made them exist. They would’ve sent him to Brentwood Psychiatric Hospital and thrown away the key.

She shook her head, desperately trying to dislodge the clinging thoughts. What happened in the past was over and done with. Chance wouldn’t come back, and if he did, his mind would be a blank slate, a wiped hard drive. He wouldn’t have memories of whatever life had led him to commit such evil. He’d start anew.

Other people might come after them, but they weren’t him. Max and his people could handle it.

I’m safe, she told herself, staring down at the puddle of her tears. But her doubts only dug in deeper.


Chapter Six

AMANDA WOKE TO a series of loud gasping sounds. At first, she assumed she was in a dream, reliving the time her father had taken her and her sisters fishing, and she’d had to watch a poor fish gasp for air until it eventually stilled. She sat up, but the sound was still there.

She spotted Luna sitting on the kitchen floor, face buried in her hands. Amanda hopped up at once and rushed to her side. “Are you okay?” she asked, checking her over to see if maybe she’d fallen and hurt herself. “What’s happened?”

Luna’s head popped up, her face streaked red from crying. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and said, “I’m fine.”

“You’re clearly not.”

She side-eyed Amanda as if she considered letting her in on whatever was going on. Clearing her throat, she stood up and insisted, “I’m okay, really. But, hey, listen. Mom invited us for dinner tonight if you’re up for it.”

“Yeah, of course.” Amanda rose to her feet as well. She tried not to make it obvious how off guard the change in topic made her. Luna would appreciate it more if she went with the flow, but her questions were still alive in the back of her mind. “As long as it’s not too late. I have—”

“To meet with your sister, I know,” Luna interrupted. “You’ll be back by then.”

“Okay,” Amanda said. “Are you sure you’re . . .”

She would’ve finished with “okay?” But Luna had already disappeared down the hallway, Lucky yipping at her heels. A moment later, the click of Luna’s bedroom door answered Amanda’s questions better than any words could.

She sighed.

Luna’s strange moods weren’t exactly new. They came in cycles as far as Amanda could tell. One day a week she would be solemn, stoic, but after that she would be energetic and enthusiastic. Over the course of the week, she’d slowly morph back into that solemn person until it came time to visit the hospital again. It was like the shift between Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

Amanda didn’t know what to do. Of course she wanted to cheer her roommate up, but that had never been the easiest task to accomplish.

She had a feeling this had something to do with the hospital situation. What really lay beyond those doors? Family didn’t make someone feel like that unless something really bad had gone down between them. A few times Amanda had considered tagging along, but always lost the nerve when she caught that glint in Luna’s eyes. The pure, unadulterated horror.

Amanda had assumed that with the closing of the semester, things would be better for them. But Luna seemed to have other plans.

Amanda’s pager buzzed from the living room table. Her ex-boyfriend, Reese, trying to get ahold of her again.

She rolled her eyes. When would he give up? After the strange encounter with Luna, Reese’s mind games were the last thing Amanda wanted to deal with.

She shot another glance down the hallway at Luna’s closed door. Part of her wanted to go in there and needle her with questions until she opened up, but the other part reminded her that was a stupid idea. If Luna didn’t want to talk, she wouldn’t. From the day they’d met, she was always holding something back and that likely wouldn’t change anytime soon.

I need a distraction, Amanda thought and eyed the nearly full trash can.

She plucked the bag out and tied the ends closed, putting in a clean one. Something about a tidy living space helped to tidy her mind. Until Luna decided to emerge from her room, she would focus all her nervous energy on cleaning. Focused, she carried the bag outside, hiking across the complex to the dumpsters.

With a grunt, she tossed the black bag inside and turned to go back to the apartment, gasping when she almost ran right into someone. A man. Skinny and tall, his angular features striking.

Amanda didn’t think he was so handsome. Not anymore, at least. She grimaced. “Reese, what are you doing here?”

He tipped his head to the side. “Didn’t you get my page? I was worried about you.”

Amanda pressed a hand to her temple. They’d broken up months ago, but Reese wouldn’t take the hint that Amanda wanted nothing to do with him, and she had done her best to get the point across. She’d stopped responding to his calls and didn’t show up at the places where he liked to hang out. Their shared friend group had seen less of her as well.

Yet, he persisted.

“Yes, I’ve gotten all of them, and I never called you back for a reason.” Reese frowned, but Amanda didn’t wait for him to speak. She shouldered past him and headed back up the walkway to her apartment. “Go home, Reese!”

She almost expected him to jog after her and try to come into the apartment, but he stayed by the dumpster. She slammed the door, careful to engage all the locks for good measure.

Amanda had no idea what was troubling her roommate, but maybe it was for the best that she was keeping it to herself. Amanda had enough problems of her own to sort out.


Chapter Seven

LUCKY’S EXCITED YAPS were the only sound in the car as Amanda drove her and Luna to Rose’s house for dinner that evening. Conversation fizzled out within the first five minutes of the trip, and they rode mostly in silence. Luna tried to seem upbeat, but after Amanda had caught her mid-meltdown in the kitchen, she doubted Amanda would buy it anyway.

So she gave up and wiggled in her seat, trying to get comfortable. One arm wrapped around her abdomen in an attempt to cradle her stomach without being noticeable to Amanda. Part of her worried the mysterious pain would sprout again if she moved wrong. The last thing she wanted was to start Amanda’s barrage of questions, especially when she didn’t have good answers for them.

Do you think your pain could’ve been from your gift?

Luna hated that question because it paved the way for harder to answer ones. It could be her gift picking up on something new, warning her, or it could all be a nasty coincidence.

Flicking on the radio, Luna searched for an uplifting song, something to take her mind off her anxieties. It worked for a few minutes. When the next song started, her heart sank.

“Every breath you take . . .”

Luna rushed to turn it off.

“Didn’t like that song?” Amanda asked, chuckling.

She sensed none of her roommate’s darkness, and Luna envied her for that.

Amanda took over the controls, stopping on a pop song Luna didn’t recognize. She watched the highway change to familiar territory. They passed by the park and the old home of her friend, Nazir. The FOR SALE sign remained stubbornly in the front yard after years of being on the market. It didn’t come as a surprise. With the unsolved murders looming over the town, there were a lot of abandoned houses now. Amanda navigated through the neighborhoods until eventually stopping in front of Luna’s childhood home.

A concrete path split the grass into two halves. The small white house didn’t have much in the way of a front porch, which worked because neither her parents nor Luna were big fans of visitors anyway.

Luna went inside first. She was ready to see her mom again and put some kind of positive spin on the day. Like old times, her father, Abrahim, was seated on the couch watching television. He glanced at Luna when she opened the door but didn’t get up to greet her.

“Hello, Luna,” he said, then as an afterthought, “Amanda.”

It wasn’t often that Luna stopped by to visit. Mostly because she and her father didn’t get along. When she’d moved away, she thought things would get better, but she was starting to doubt the tension would ever go away.

Amanda stayed silent, petting Lucky’s head as a way to stay out of it. With a woof, she ran up to Abrahim and nudged
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