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  Note to Reader (CW)


This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss assault, attempted murder, blood, cults, death, kidnapping, murder, occult, and/or violence. Please take care of yourself as you read. 






  
  To all my Columbus friends. You made the city shine for me. 






  
  One


My van screeched to a halt, rocking forward in a strong lurch as the wild rabbit continued to race across the narrow, wooded lane. It was a close call, for sure. Didn’t need to plaster my white van with rabbit blood as I was dropping off a delivery. “Shit,” I muttered to myself, hoping the red velvet cupcakes were safe in the back. Any order of five dozen wasn’t huge in the grand scheme of things, but I didn’t want to flake on a new client. Or clean up a mess of cream cheese frosting from the back of the van. 
I eased off the brake and gently pressed forward, following the lane with the dim illumination of my headlights. It was weirdly quiet and dark here. Even if Upper Arlington was a little greener and more suburban, it was in the middle of the city and close to the university. Columbus didn’t get a lot of thought when people considered major US cities, but it was densely populated and bustling for a landlocked Midwestern metropolis—mostly thanks to The Ohio State University’s main campus. “The” is important there; people get real upset if you don’t include it. Something like sixty thousand students rested only a few miles from where I eased down this road. A large amount of people, even if you didn’t include all the faculty and staff who worked there at all hours of the day and night. I shouldn’t’ve experienced the sense of isolation and seclusion. I still did.
The secluded part and surrounding land were also definitely different, not like the open expanses of farmland surrounding Columbus, or the rolling green lawns of the large, expensive houses I was passing on my way here. It wasn’t even an address, technically. The client, whom I’d never even met, had given GPS coordinates with their order, which should have made me pause. The order was so easy, and I was hoping to expand my delivery-and-special-event business more this year, so I hadn’t even thought about it. Something supremely stupid, I realized with hindsight as I gripped the steering wheel tight. 
There I was, creeping down what looked like a long and winding driveway, nearly blind because I had no streetlights to guide me and no real idea what would be at the end of the road. I was to leave the cupcakes and cookies, five dozen of each, in some type of wooden shelter. No set up. No contact. Only drop off and leave. Thinking about it made me more and more uneasy and unsure, but in for a penny, in for a pound, as some people somewhere used to say, I guess.
After a few more minutes of tense anticipation, I crested a small hill and found a large wooden shelter nestled at the base of a deeper ravine. A steep descent had me sending good vibes back to my cupcakes once again, in the hope I packed them well enough to stay secure.
After I finally parked, I heaved out a breath and let the tension I didn’t realize I was holding slip from my shoulders. Out and around, I studied the cupcakes when I opened the back doors of my van. Nestled tightly and still unfazed in their box. Yay for that. The cookies were for sure fine in their boxes, as I had stacked them tight and secure early, so they fit into two small paper bags with my Warm Regards logo stamped on the front. Seeing the logo always made me smile, for so many reasons.
My business was doing well, more than well, really, but I was still new to this. I wanted more clients—more loyal clients. Hence my agreement to make this quick, easy, and slightly odd online order and drop it off in this weird no-man’s-land in Columbus.
Out in the middle of nowhere, with no client in sight—not that I knew what this client looked like—there was no need to be in too much of a rush. I made several trips, carrying cupcake boxes one at a time, with the cookies looped on my arms during the last haul. I stacked them as instructed on the large rough-hewn table off to the side of the outdoor shelter.
The rustic shelter was beautifully made. Large beams worn with time rose from concrete, with a few dotted in the middle to support the massive roof. The wooden beams spanning the hollow interior of the roof looked intricately carved, with deep gouges shadowing the recesses. It was too dark to see what they depicted, the swirls and lines only barely visible in the deepening night, with only the small light from singular bulbs scattered around the shelter on cords so they swayed slightly in the late-spring breeze. In fact, it was beautiful but creepy, and it became more so as I finished placing my baked goodies on the side table.
Looking around for a moment to survey the scene, a sense of unease stole over me, like I was being watched. I stretched up on tiptoes to peek into the murky blackness of the night, but visibility was scarce. From the low vantage point, I spotted a dark building not too far away. Right on top of the shelter, in fact—another mark on the weird meter because it took so long for me to notice it looming there. Shrouded in total darkness before, the half-moon peeked out from the night clouds—so often scattered about during springtime in Ohio—and shone down on what looked like another building on the opposite end of the ravine. The dark structure towered over the shelter, somehow blacker and darker than the surrounding night, almost like a shadow reaching into the sky, with what looked like a steeple reaching upward. It was a small but high church painted in the deepest black. I shivered and a sense of dread, from the vision in front of me or from the general spooky atmosphere of this place, lodged itself in my throat.
I was about to leave, sufficiently creeped out and in no mood to wait around for a client I did not know, when a roar filled the air. No small woodland creature made such a noise, even if it wasn’t exactly frightening. The sound hit a sadder note. It was a miserable, trapped sound coming from the direction of the big, black church building in the distance. The sound, as loud and out of place and potentially scary as it was, made my heart hurt for some reason. Pulled on my pity. I almost moved toward it, but I stopped myself, drawing up short and giving myself a shake to clear my head. All too much, and too affective for my liking. The dread and sense of danger were enough to make my steps back to the van swift and sure—until I froze, because right on the periphery of the shelter, people appeared. A mass of people dressed in dark, hooded robes.
It was a shock, watching what looked like several dozen people come out of nowhere to surround me as a weird roar echoed in the night. A few turned directly toward me as I hovered midstep on my way out of the shelter.
A giggle, so creepy and hollow it sounded more terrifying than the roar from before, rang out in the darkness at the other side of the shelter. Only twenty feet separated me from the figures closing in, obviously moving toward me with some intention I couldn’t imagine would be good. Suddenly, from my back, powerful hands grabbed me from behind. I looked up and saw a blank, masculine face half-hidden by a hood. This all spelled not-good things for me, so I thrashed and bucked, trying to free myself. He held fast.
A saccharine-sweet feminine voice, which somehow lifted above the scream of danger ringing in my ears, gave out instructions. “Get the rope. Tie her to the beams.”
Rope? Beams? It made no sense, none of it, but it was scary as hell. In the few seconds of frantic thrashing and disbelief, the man had moved me all the way to the other end of the shelter, past its bounds, closer to a tree line where I saw a patch of leveled dirt, several figures holding lit tiki torches, and a giant X half buried in the ground, made from the same thick beams as the shelter. As I got closer, I could see it had the same weird series of symbols.
I was being dragged there, and all I knew was it would not end well for me. There was no way a group of hooded figures dragging someone to a giant St. Andrew’s cross buried in the ground could end well. My utter confusion and panic nearly took me under, but I somehow cleared my head, took a deep breath, and thought for a moment. More hooded figures moved, forming a circle around what I assumed was my final destination. The man slowed enough to let others get into place for something, as if waiting for everyone to gather before he pushed me into the sea of hoods and onto whatever they had in store for me. His bruising grip ached, but it was only a grip on my arms.
Realizing I needed to get free or risk some horrors I didn’t want to know about, I stopped blindly thrashing and reared my head back to headbutt him. A loud, resonating thud sounded. Pain blossomed across my skull, but I had to ignore it. I turned in his loosened grip and kneed him in the balls, which made him drop like a bag of flour before I stumbled away.
My head pounded and my instincts screamed, so I bolted, heading full steam back to my van at a speedy clip, much to the surprise of the robed figure staring after me. I could run faster than most people thought I could, but that was their own bias getting in their way. People underestimated chubby girls like me all the time, and right then, I used it to my advantage. I heard the roar sound again, as if calling to me or spurring me on.
A high-pitched female voice with a soft twang called, “Stop her. Now.”
A handful of hooded figures chased after me, torchlight slipping into the inky night behind me, and I knew there was only one thing I could do. I hadn’t done it in ages, but the power pulled on my gut, urging me to use it, to dip back into the neglected well. So I slipped into the shadows, like I had so often when I was young, like I’d sworn I’d never do again after my horrible night out with Merry and Mia during the tornado.






  
  Two


One thing 99.9 percent of people who knew me do not know: I had this weird superpower. It wasn’t something immediately handy, like telekinesis or mind-reading or flight. It was a little like teleportation, just not as cool. Was why one of my favorite X-Men had always been Nightcrawler, but that fun fact about me wasn’t exactly important. 
Instead of being able to poof out and poof back in at a different location instantly, I could kinda move into a strange, shadowy version of our world. I pop into a place where everything is the same, but it was all gray scale, like an old black-and-white movie. Time seemed to run the same, objects were the same, and people were still there. The difference was the people couldn’t see me, but I could see them. I could then move around like I normally would without being seen.
It might’ve been useful, if it weren’t for the downside, which was admittedly huge. There were other things, the creepy and scary things, living in the grayish world I visited. 
First, there were living shadows that crawled all over me. I could feel them move and slide across my skin. When I was little, it’d been funny. Amusing. The older I got, the more scared I became about those things latching onto me, because I didn’t know what they were or what they wanted. Kids didn’t question motives, but when I’d started thinking about it, the more frightening possibilities crowded my thoughts, and I couldn’t shake the feeling they wanted something from me. Something I might not be willing to give.
Second, there were monsters there. I mean honest-to-God ripped-straight-from-childhood-nightmares type monsters. They’d started showing up if I stayed too long, as if my being there attracted them. If I was in the shadow world for, say, five minutes, I’d hear them. It was a slide and slither of wetting things, or the stomp of massive feet. I’d feel them coming as if I had a sixth sense for them closing in on me. I’d even seen eyes in the deeper shadows of the space, but only glimpses. I’d never confronted one of the things, never even got a close look at one until much later in life. My body would get clammy, and my nerves would start tingling, my version of Spidey senses. I’d dip out real quick when the feeling became overwhelming, luckily before anything serious found me. Except for the last time… hence me not wanting to go back there. Ever.
I’d been able to slip into this other place, whatever it is, for as long as I could remember. I had apparently started doing it as a toddler, which had sent my parents into multiple fits. They’d refused to believe my stories about the shadowy place until one day, I’d winked out right in front of their eyes and came back moments later, giggling and talking about creepy crawlies on my skin.
To say my normal-ass, working-class Midwestern parents freaked out would be an understatement. They weren’t religious, but they’d started talking to people who were in broad hypotheticals. When they got no answers, they read up all they could on odd phenomena similar to this. Mom and Dad found nothing. They’d tried; they really had. The story of their life with all the Carter sisters, really. They always tried, no matter what, and we loved them fiercely for it.
The other Carters didn’t have any type of superpowers, unless the patience my parents had shown while raising three stubborn-as-hell daughters counted, which it should’ve. My younger sisters were special in their own ways, but no superpowers there either. At least none had manifested. It was only me in my family with this odd tic, and my parents hadn’t found anything to help any of us understand it.
When I had been little, it hadn’t mattered. I’d played in the shadow world by myself sometimes, messing with my sisters or parents while I’d scampered around unseen. The older I got, the scarier the place seemed. Real life was a big and scary place on its own. Add another version only I and some menacing creatures inhabited, and it had felt like I’d needed to stick to what I knew and what I—and everyone else around me—understood.
There were times I’d slipped in during my late teens, like when I was being sexually harassed by this asshole at a party once, but mostly I steered clear. The last time I’d slipped through was on Merry’s twenty-seventh birthday, and it hadn’t been a choice—it was out of fear. I regretted it for many reasons since, one being I’d caught sight of one of the slithering things and nope. Just nope. It was too terrifying to talk about, too terrifying for me to actually talk for a while after I’d blinked back to reality, in fact. Freaked Merry and Mia way out, even more than the tornado that had jumpstarted the whole horrifying chain of events.
Afterward, I’d sworn I’d never do it again. I’d stay where I was, firmly planted in the real world. But I figured when I had menacing robed figures outside a looming black church in the middle of nowhere threatening to tie me to a cross, it might’ve been okay to break a promise to myself.
Luckily for me, the shadowy world was more gray than black at night. It made my path away from those creeps brighter and easier to navigate. While they stumbled around in the darkness, their torches illuminating a small circle around them, I booked it toward my van as fast as I could. My thighs chafed and my legs strained as I ran toward my goal on the opposite side of a shelter. I ignored the shadows clinging to me and caressing my skin as if they had missed me as I pushed forward.
Curiosity got the better of me, however, and I slowed enough to look behind me. Their robes were dark gray in the shadows and spotted with strange glowing symbols. I’d never seen anything like it. Whatever they had written on their clothes was reacting in this world somehow. If they weren’t chasing me in the dark, I might have stopped to question them about it. As it was, I didn’t think they’d be too friendly at the moment, so it was likely best for me to not know.
They didn’t appear to have their own superpowers, stumbling as they ran blindly in the dark in different directions. Two robed figures searched side-by-side, somewhat organized but still ineffective. They couldn’t see me hidden in my shadow world, so they searched for someone no longer there. It would be a hilarious game of Marco Polo on dry land, if it wasn’t because they wanted to kidnap me for some reason I knew had to be nefarious. As if any form of kidnapping wasn’t nefarious.
One pair was stumbling in my direction, but the darkness made them slower and more careful, which gave me plenty of distance. Didn’t last long, because a lone figure in a fully shimmering robe stepped out from the pack of people still circling the beams embedded in the ground. She threw her hood back. I saw her face clearly, what with the glow of symbols flowing up her neck flaring bright for a few seconds. She was a petite, light-haired, fair-skinned, button-nosed young woman. Could be any smiling and cheerful OSU sorority girl I saw on the daily in my café, the ones who too often got a bad rap because the world didn’t like to let women enjoy things. The hard slant of her mouth and the hateful crinkle of her steady stare marred her pretty-girl looks. Her stare, oddly enough, was pinned right on me. As if she could see me.
Which apparently, she could, because she screamed out with her harsh twang, “She’s right there, you idiots! Heading to her van.” She looked right into my eyes and cocked her head when I jolted in surprise. The hard line of her mouth turned into a sickeningly sweet smile when she yelled to me, “Seems like we got a lot to talk about, honey,” as her minions headed in the direction of her pointing finger.
There was no time like the present to get my ass out of there, so I stopped my snooping and booked it. Sadly, there were some great runners in the hooded-figure game, and a few were getting a little too close for comfort. I’d have to slip back into the real world to get into my van and get away, and at this rate, they’d be right on top of me when I did.
I gasped and pushed myself harder, running for all my might from the robed figures and the monstrous sounds I heard in the shadowy distance. I knew I’d have to jump back out before those things jumped me, no matter if the humans were close. No matter if I hated the idea.
I was hoping against hope, running full tilt, but they were gaining. Until I had yet another surprise. A figure slipped into the shadow world in front of me, several yards ahead, closer to my van. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t literally watch the space shimmer before a person emerged, solid and tangible in the world of shadows. They were lean, dressed in all black, and had a black hoodie pulled up. They pushed it back, and I saw her face—a face I had seen earlier in my café, staring at Merry. My sister had stared back, smitten at first sight, which was why I remembered her now. She’d also been sitting with the tall hunk of a man who’d camped out in my café during the last two weeks for at least an hour every afternoon.
I stopped, shocked at her appearance in a place I’d never seen another person before. Her hands and arms glowed with the symbols, like the robes. She yelled out harshly, “Damn it, run! I can buy you a little time.”
I kept running, moving past her, close enough to feel her presence, to hear her muttering things under her breath. Her hands glowed brighter as I stared over my shoulder. I felt a wall of something invisible rush out from her palms, air shimmering as it had when she came through to me, heading out into the real world to knock all the robed figures I could see to the ground.
She turned without a second look and yelled, “Come on!” as she zipped past me. Also a better runner apparently. I saw the big hunk of a man from my café bouncing on the balls of his feet as if ready for a fight. He sported a few of his own glowing symbols on his dark clothes and the tattoos on his forearms. We were less than ten feet from my escape when the woman muttered words and blinked out of the shadows, back into reality. I shook my head in disbelief again but pulled on the feeling deep in my gut to follow her out, and I stumbled to a stop in front of my van.
“Get in the vehicle,” she barked.
“My vehicle, you mean?” I snapped back. “Who said you were invited?”
“We don’t have time for this. Look.” She pointed past me, back at the figures now peeling themselves off the ground. Any moment they’d be up and running, literally. She was right. I had no time to quibble. They seemed to be helpful, at least right now. I’d sort out everything else later.
The big guy wrenched my driver’s side door open. For a second, I thought he was getting in, but he smiled back at me and waved me inside. A gentleman even in a crisis, apparently.
I dove in, not bothering with my seatbelt for the moment, and cranked it on. The woman was already in the passenger seat. The man climbed in through the back doors, which I didn’t even wait for him to close. I floored it, bumping up the hill and over the lane toward the exit without turning on my headlights. I flipped the beams before turning onto the small side street that would eventually lead me to the lights of Columbus, away from this weird night. Questions spun around in my mind.
“What the hell?” was the one I yelled first.
The woman beside me laughed, but it was mirthless. Then she grimaced, the flash of white teeth stark against the night and her dark-brown skin. “Was going to say the same damn thing,” she muttered.
Not helpful. Not at all. At least the dude in the back was mindful once again. “We’ll explain, Miranda. Promise. Just get us to the café.”
I didn’t even question how he knew my name. I’d never talked to him, much less told him my name. Whatever. There was a lot I didn’t know. The name bit seemed inconsequential as the van screeched onto Lane Avenue and headed toward Warm Regards.






  
  Three


It was the dead of night as I drove silently through the streets of Columbus, careening as fast as I could toward my café. I was on autopilot, turning on the familiar roads, moving from Upper Arlington to the campus area into the familiar grounds of the Old North neighborhood. 
Old North was an odd place, which was why I liked it so much. Nestled between The Ohio State University’s massive campus and the hipster haven known as the Clintonville neighborhood, the small strip of neighborhood was a mishmash of student-centric businesses jammed into older brick buildings dotted with the occasional gas station or fast-food restaurant. High Street, the main thoroughfare running through the bulk of Columbus, bisected the area, with many businesses planted along the busy street. There were small shops, cool eating spots, and lots of bars, which made sense with it being so close to a college campus and all. Surprisingly, there weren’t many cafés, and no bakery cafés. Made it the perfect place to start my small business years ago, after my life had kinda fallen apart. Although, I’m thankful for all the falling apart now.
Like most women in their early thirties, there was a lot I did and did not do in my life. After pastry school, I’d landed a good job at the Greater Columbus Convention Center, creating cute, tiny, flavorful desserts for meetings and conventions while I’d saved to open up my own place. It was supposed to be temporary, a quick one-year pit stop before I moved on to my thing.
Then he’d come along. Of course he had. There was always at least one of those “hes” in any story about a straight woman’s life. Even though I had been in my early twenties when I’d run into him in a German Village bar, I’d never lacked in male attention. I was mid-sized, a little between plus and not, but I had enough tits and ass to make many men take notice. I was also not afraid of it, not deterred by my size. I was proud of my body, what it could do and what it could feel.
Back to him. His name was David. Three years older than my twenty-two, he was beautiful, smart, and very much into me. He came from New Jersey coastal money, moved to Ohio for Miami University, and stayed there through his MBA. Got a big job at Huntington Bank headquarters in Columbus out of grad school and was all set to make it his thing for life. He was engaging, sexy as hell, and ambitious.
I’d fallen hard and wanted to build a life with him. Don’t get it twisted, I’d made those choices. I had to own that. David had encouraged my decision to stay on at the convention center rather than strike out on my own, and he’d talked often about the failure rates for food businesses, but ultimately, I had been the one who’d let myself believe him. In every way.
I was married by twenty-four, then divorced by twenty-nine. A nice young woman who came to me in tears ripped those love blinders off. She confessed she had slept with him for six months before finding out he was married. I started the divorce filings immediately. I liked to think of myself as a fiercely loyal person, but loyalty should only extend to those who showed it in return. There was a lot I could sacrifice for those I love, but loyalty was paramount for me. Someone showed major signs of disloyalty, I was done. Even if they were my husband.
I had thought a lot as David had fought me through the divorce. About how I’d given up pieces of myself over the years voluntarily. I knew then it was a blessing he’d cheated, because he was a man who would ask a woman to give up these things and be happy when her dreams died a slow death in service of his own. Again, I was not blameless in all this. Love could blind or be blind, and in the small moments where I had given pieces of my dreams away, I had been happy and willing to do so to build something else. The difference was my partner hadn’t felt the same, and it wasn’t until I stepped back out of love when I saw how much I’d put in for so little return over the years.
David got the house and the cars, the toys and status symbols he liked so much. I got the lion’s share of the savings, enough to make my dream an immediate reality. Less than three months after my divorce, Warm Regards opened in the Old North neighborhood of Columbus, close enough to OSU to get some student business but far enough away to make it comfortable for my sanity as a newly divorced woman staring down her thirties.
My parents helped with creating the space, putting their literal sweat into the building I bought: the café space, kitchen, and the apartment above it. Merry, the middle Carter sister, was a genius with accounting, though she used it for good as she worked with a LGBTQ nonprofit in town. She started my financial systems and did my books. My little sister, Mia, was a computer whiz. She worked in web design and security, but she created a kickass digital logo for me and upped my social media game. Upped it so much, after three short years in business, I had been making more than enough to hire people to run the actual café so I could focus solely on baking for my walk-in customers and special-order clients.
I was lucky. I’d put a huge chunk down on buying the building that housed my business and my apartment. It was a square, two-story brick storefront built back in the 1950s. Modest but sturdy. A little like me, or at least I liked to think so. The first floor was the small-ish café space which led back into my massive, state-of-the-art kitchen. It was the love of my life, really—the place where I spent most of my time.
My apartment above was large and airy, a mostly open space with the one bedroom and bathroom closed off. A space perfect for hanging out with my sisters, cooking for my friends, living a solid life. The building, which I’d been in for three years, had seemed like home since I had first walked in, even before I’d bought the place.
I felt grounded there in a way that seemed right, which was probably why I didn’t question it at first when the strange, tattooed dude who helped save me suggested we go there.

      [image: ]None of this calmed my nerves as I screeched the van to a halt in its reserved spot within the tiny three-car lot behind the building, barely avoiding a run-in with my Mini Cooper. I sat gripping the wheel so tight, my knuckles felt strained, and I stared unseeing at the back of the building. After a few moments, the woman next to me seemed to think it was okay to speak. 
“Miranda—” she began with an exasperated sigh, but I was having none of it.
“Out. Now.”
She started again. “Miranda, we really should discuss—” 
I turned to her slowly, the look on my face apparently enough to stop her speech while I took her in fully for the first time.
Even with her sitting in the van in dark, nondescript clothing, I could tell she had a lean, honed body. Or maybe I just remembered it from seeing her before. With her hood back, her close-cropped black hair sprung up in tiny, tight curls across her head. Her facial features were sharp, all cutting cheekbones and hard brow with a wide-set nose making a slash down the center of her face. Her mouth was full and lush, even if it held a look of annoyance. All of it made me very aware of how Merry could find this woman mesmerizing after their simple encounter in the café earlier in the afternoon. However, with her sleeve pushed up to her elbows, I saw the faint outline of strange symbols embedded there, like tattoos on her skin created with barely legible ink.
“What are you?” I asked in a whisper.
“What am I?” she replied, her tone expressing clear offense at the question. Which, fair enough, if it wasn’t for the circumstances.
“What am I?” I asked then, and my voice cracked when I did. My whole life, I’d known nothing about my powers, about this weird thing I could do. Now here was someone I literally saw do something similar. Do more, in fact. Maybe she could answer my question, the one always rattling around in my mind: why
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