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      A crash breaks the silence of the early morning. With a jolt, my eyes pop open and I’m on my feet, bag slung over my shoulder before I’m fully awake. My shoes slap the pavement beneath me as I sprint for the open end of the alley. Sparks of light flicker around the periphery of my vision.

      Real or imaginary?

      Casting a glance over my shoulder, I catch a garbage truck depositing a dumpster on the ground. The lid bangs against the metal side and echoes off the buildings lining the alley. The lights pulsate with each loud hit, then fade when the noise settles.

      The shot of adrenaline coursing through my system leaves my heart racing, even as my mind dismisses any real threat of danger.

      Slowing to a stop, I lean against the side of the building and press a hand to my chest, willing the beats to slow. I’m safe. I’m safe. I’m safe, I chant while practicing deep breathing.

      The air nips at my heated cheeks and cools the moisture already collecting around my hairline. Closing my eyes, I focus on the sensations that ground me in reality.

      The stale smell of rotten food and garbage.

      Rough brick beneath my fingertips.

      The fuzzy build-up and bitter tang on my teeth from my short night’s sleep.

      I am here, and I am awake—at least, I hope so. Opening my eyes with painstaking slowness, I silently pray the spectrum world won’t fill my view.

      I let out a loud sigh of relief at the graffiti-spattered wall across the alley. The ground is littered with trash and random detritus: a shoe, a discarded bike tire, the carcass of a dead rat.

      This may be the first time I’m excited to see a rat in any form. Rats don’t exist in the spectrum world, so the furry corpse is further confirmation I still exist in reality.

      One. Two. Three. Four.

      Counting my heartbeats is one way I calm myself down—a strategy for slowing the release of adrenaline into my system.

      I live in fear of adrenaline rushes.

      They are my main trigger to seeing the world I’ve been told doesn’t exist. I do whatever I can to avoid them—including isolating myself, which isn’t usually an issue since people are naturally uncomfortable around me. Over the years, I’ve honed my senses to be aware of the world around me, but I’m screwed during the few hours my body demands sleep.

      If only sleeping with one eye open were possible.

      I’ve had more instances of slipped reality in the past year than the last ten combined. One of the many negatives of homelessness is that you always live life a bit on edge. Still, that doesn’t outweigh the one big, fat positive that comes from living on the Denver streets: Becoming a runaway saved me from being locked up in a psychiatric hospital.

      I’ll accept a wide variety of suffering to hold on to my freedom.

      The first groans of an awakening city disrupt my thoughts. The beeping from the garbage truck that startled me awake stops when the driver shifts from reverse to drive and thunders on his way. Cars rumble by, their morning exhaust creating plumes of smoke in the air. Rusted metal security gates creak and clang when store owners roll them up to invite business for the day. Muffled shouts ring out from down the block and a dog’s sharp bark echoes from an apartment above.

      I miss the darkness already.

      Pushing off the cold wall behind me, I check my hat to make sure everything is safely tucked away.

      My hair grows too fast and I haven’t so much as trimmed it in the last year. The strands are dirty and matted, the platinum blonde hue covered in several layers of grime. Hiding my hair has nothing to do with my insecurities and everything to do with downplaying my femininity. I don’t need to make myself any more of a target than I already am.

      People see me as weak.

      I’m not, but making it through the day without altercations is important if I don’t want to accidentally slip out of this reality.

      My other option is to cut it short. It’s something I’ve considered more than once, but I’ve already given up so much. I can’t stomach losing something else. Instead, I’ll keep it hidden.

      Satisfied my head is properly covered, I tug the beanie down over my ears and plod to the corner of the building. Keeping my body pressed against the brick wall, I peek at the rousing world outside the dingy alley.

      The sun is only just beginning its daily ascent. The sky holds fast to the gray and blue screen of night, but the darkness will soon be chased away by the budding light.

      The corners of my mouth turn down at the evidence of the growing day.

      I prefer the night. Shadows are a comfort in a way the glaring daylight will never be.

      Hunger fists inside my gut at the same time my stomach lets out a pathetic grumble, reminding me it has been too long since my last meal. I don’t need as much food or sleep as a normal person, but three days without a bite is stretching it a bit far, even for me.

      Slinking into the alley, I consider my options.

      I usually rely on a combination of dumpster diving, charity, and occasionally the odd job to feed myself. I can’t afford to go to a mission—they ask too many questions and filling my belly isn’t worth getting tagged as a runaway minor. Begging isn’t a viable option because loitering in a public spot is too much of a risk as well.

      Shelter isn’t a problem . . . until winter. Things get dicey during Colorado’s arctic months. Last year, I had to break into more private properties than I cared to keep track of, just to escape the frigid temperatures.

      When I turn eighteen, I’ll breathe easier. Becoming a legal adult means I can’t get thrown back into the system—or worse. My last foster family wanted to commit me to a psychiatric hospital. To escape that fate, I need to age out. I only have to endure this degrading existence for six more months.

      Leaving the city in search of a more peaceful life is the dream. Settling somewhere in the mountains would be nice. Somewhere far enough from prying eyes so there are no witnesses to my strange episodes in the spectrum world. Even better if I can build a home right into the rocks to protect me from my living nightmares.

      Until then, it’s safer to hide among the masses—in plain sight, but basically invisible.

      Just six more months, I remind myself. The reassurance feels good, so I say it again—this time aloud.

      Talking to myself has become an odd sort of comfort. People look through you when you’re homeless—something I’d counted on when I ran away from my last foster family. Becoming invisible was an essential part of my survival, but what I didn’t figure into my plans was exactly how dehumanizing that would feel. Chitchatting with myself reminds me that I’m still a person, albeit a strange one.

      My gut twists, telling me that my most urgent need is sustenance so I can stay alert for a few more days.

      I mentally run through my anemic list of possibilities. There’s a grocer on 6th Avenue that throws away their expired food once a week, but that won’t be for two more days. It’s early, I could stop by Denver Bread and see if they need help hauling in their morning delivery of flour in exchange for a few bucks or even food. Fresh bread is delicious and hard to come by these days. People don’t throw fresh loaves in the trash for vagrants like me to fish out.

      There are a few downtown restaurants I could hit up. Newberry and Sassafras are close, but don’t open for several more hours. Anita’s opens early though. It’s been . . . hmmm . . . two weeks? That could work.

      Pulling the straps of my backpack tight, I dart out onto the sidewalk at a fast jog, heading toward the greasy spoon diner twelve blocks away.

      This distance is barely a warm-up for me. I can run for hours before getting winded. It’s just another one of the oddities I hide from the world.

      The city passes me by as I keep a steady pace. A few cars drive by, but the sidewalks are almost completely empty. It’s too early for Denver to be overrun. In a few hours, pedestrians will fill the walkways, hurrying to and from work. Midday, tourists lay claim to the city’s streets and sidewalks until they are flooded by commuters rushing to catch the rail or stuffing themselves into their cars to camp in stop-and-go traffic for hours.

      The cycle repeats itself daily, a cylindrical juggernaut that never changes. One that I’ve learned to use to my advantage.

      As I turn down Fifteenth Street and head toward the river. I try to remember what day it is, seventy-two percent sure it’s Tuesday. That’s important because Karen works Tuesdays. She’s liberal with the restaurant’s leftovers, so I try to only go to Anita’s during her shifts.

      Picking up speed, I barely take note of the buildings flying by. The skyscrapers in the business district are a blur of gray that I’ve never found visually appealing. Resisting the urge to close my eyes, I focus instead on the crisp morning air hitting my face. When I was younger, I used to run full speed and pretend I was flying. The longing to do so again creeps up from time to time.

      My hands twitch with the desire to rip off the wool hat concealing my hair and let it stream free. My scalp itches under the mass of hair and thick yarn. I like to feel the tickle of the breeze running its fingers through my strands. The early fall chill hasn’t quite set in yet, so it’s too early to be wearing the tight-fitting hat, but taking it off is out of the question.

      My sigh is swallowed by the wind.

      Rounding another corner, I spot Anita’s. The squat one-story restaurant is sandwiched between two twenty-story apartment buildings. The red Spanish-tiled roof and yellow stucco façade is out of place between the sleek buildings flanking it, but it’s been a neighborhood staple for over half a century, so it isn’t likely to change anytime soon.

      Shaking off thoughts about my hair and replacing them with the anticipation of a hot meal, I go to the side of the building and peek through a window that gives me a partial view of the kitchen.

      Wearing a pair of high-waisted skinny jeans and an Anita’s t-shirt, Karen is standing in front of a wall stacked high with dry ingredients and cans. She holds a clipboard in one hand, while the pencil clutched in the other bobs through the air as she takes inventory.

      The hint of a smile moves my lips when I see her.

      Five months ago, Karen spotted me curled up between dumpsters behind the restaurant. With cover on three sides and an easily scaled fence in the back, it was a great sleeping spot. I must have looked pretty pathetic because she’s been feeding me breakfast a couple times a month ever since. I always arrive before the restaurant opens and refuse to set foot inside the establishment. It’s too easy to get cornered in public buildings. If it came down to a chase, I’d rather be outside, where my chances of escaping are significantly higher.

      Knowing my quirk, Karen always brings a plate out to the alley.

      She’s good people, that one.

      I don’t stop by every week because I don’t want her anticipating my visits. What if she gets overly worried about me one day? Her concern might compel her to call the authorities, not realizing how much harm that would cause me.

      I appreciate her generosity, but I’m not willing to risk my freedom on the kindness of a stranger.

      Watching her perform her pre-opening ritual, I gently rap on the glass that separates us, careful not to make too much noise. She raises her chin and swivels her eyes to me on the second tap. A warm smile blossoms on her face that reaches her crystal blue eyes.

      I wave and stretch my smile to match hers. When she motions with her hand, I nod my understanding and go to the back door.

      I don’t “people” well, but my awkwardness hasn’t deterred Karen yet. Whether she’s pushing her unease aside, or it truly doesn’t exist, I’m not sure—I’m simply grateful for it.

      Leaning against the alley wall with my arms crossed, I watch the sky change colors. As the blue lightens, the shadows shorten.

      I’m ready for the door when it bangs open, so I don’t startle. Karen walks through backside first, her hands occupied with a tray. My eyebrows pinch together as I take in several overflowing plates as well as a glass of orange juice and a mug of coffee.

      The meaty scent of maple-glazed bacon tugs at my taste buds, and my mouth waters. I’m like Pavlov’s dogs when it comes to bacon; I lose complete control of my salivary glands.

      When Karen moves past me I catch sight—and smell—of eggs, berries, toasted bagels with butter and jam, and hash browns as well.

      This amount of food is excessive.

      “Do you mind grabbing those crates and turning them over, Lizzie? I thought we could sit and have breakfast together this morning. Looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day and I have some time before the other employees arrive.”

      Karen thinks my name is Elizabeth, and calls me Lizzie. My name isn’t either of those, but giving out my real one isn’t something I do anymore.

      Grabbing the overturned vegetable crates, I right them so we can both sit. Karen sets the tray down on a cardboard box that hasn’t been broken down yet.

      I regard her and the food with a small measure of trepidation.

      With glossy-black hair that hangs several inches below her shoulders, Karen is a beautiful woman. In the past, she’s eaten with me a time or two, but when she did she kept her distance, knowing I was skittish. She usually stands with a shoulder leaned against the building, munching on something small while sipping coffee, as I eat leftovers from the night before. Since I only ever stop by before business hours, the cook is never in.

      Leftovers are more than fine with me. I learned a long time ago not to be picky. Not having to dumpster dive for food is a luxury I don’t take for granted.

      Today though, she’s brought a feast—and I’m suspicious of the change. Did she make this food while I was waiting for her? Surely it would take more than a few short minutes to conjure up so many dishes.

      Catching me silently eyeing the bounty, her smile kicks up a notch.

      “Believe it or not, I was a cook in another life.”

      I suppose that’s the only explanation I’m going to get. I don’t welcome questions myself, so asking them in return feels hypocritical.

      The crease between my eyebrows smooths as the sweet tang of pulp-filled orange juice slides down my throat. I savor the taste of the sugary goodness as if it were a sip of fine wine.

      “This is too much. I couldn’t eat half of this if I tried.”

      That’s not entirely true. I may not eat often, but when I do, I can really pack it in. I usually pace myself, because a girl who eats like a linebacker tends to raise a few eyebrows.

      She swats a hand through the air as if to brush away my words. “Just eat what you want and leave the rest. I felt like making sure you had a full belly today.”

      My smile tightens as I nod and reach for a strip of bacon, wondering if she’s become a little attached to me. If that’s the case, this is going to have to be my last visit to Anita’s. I can’t risk Karen getting used to having me around. Besides, I don’t do attachments. I’m not used to them, and the few I’ve made over my lifetime have always broken apart in painful ways.

      Nope. The only person I want to be around is myself.

      I’m a loner by design. Why else would I have been dumped on a doorstep as a baby? If my own parents hadn’t wanted me, why should anyone else?

      Someday I’ll find a place to live where no one will bother me. Somewhere no one will judge me.

      That’s life goals, as far as I’m concerned.

      “So, what are you up to today?”

      I shrug. It’s not as if I lead an exciting life. “I thought I’d stop by the Waldorf for high tea later.” I wink as I chew my bit of egg to let her know I’m teasing rather than being smart with her.

      “Oh, yes,” she replies, playing along, “I hear their spread is absolutely divine.”

      “I can’t imagine it holds a candle to this feast.”

      Is that French toast?

      I’ve only had that dish once before. When I was about eight or nine the foster family I was living with decided to celebrate my birthday with a sugary breakfast. That was one of the better days.

      Brushing aside melancholy thoughts, I bring a piece of syrup-soaked bread to my mouth.

      Heaven.

      “This is delish.”

      “Thanks.” Her smile reaches her eyes and her whole face lights up. I love that about her—how one facial expression conveys so much emotion. “It was actually my grandmother’s recipe.”

      “Mm-mmm,” I mumble as I stuff my face with a third bite of the treat.

      “So, I was wondering something.” Karen presses her lips together as she regards me. Something about the sudden stiffness to her posture causes a rock to form in my stomach. I swallow hard and chase the food with a sip of orange juice while I wait for her to continue.

      Years of intuition tell me my meal is over.

      “I’ve never seen you without a hat. Would you mind if I ask what color your hair is?”

      It’s a harmless question, but a red alarm starts screaming bloody murder inside my head. My intuition has been right too many times to ignore it now.

      Standing swiftly, I grab my bag and backpedal, never taking my eyes off Karen.

      “Lizzie, what are you doing?” A worried line appears between her eyes as she stands too—her height rivaling my own almost-six feet—and takes a step forward. She holds her arms up in front of her, palms facing me in the universal gesture for “calm down.”

      Is she trying not to scare me off?

      Too late for that.

      “Thanks so much for the breakfast. And for everything. But I should probably get going.” I don’t stop my steady retreat, but she halts. That leeches some of the paranoia out of my system.

      She isn’t coming after me. That’s good.

      “Was it because I asked about your hair? You don’t have to tell me, I was just⁠—”

      A crash inside the diner has both our heads swiveling to the back door.

      A normal person would assume it’s the cook or one of the wait staff.

      A normal person wouldn’t shoot an accusing glare at the person kind enough to feed her.

      A normal person would smile warmly, sit down, and eat as much of the amazing breakfast as she could fit in her belly.

      I’m far from a normal person.

      “Emberly, this isn’t⁠—”

      That one word causes my adrenaline to spike ten times stronger than my morning wake-up call.

      Emberly. She knows my name. My real name.
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      The widening of Karen’s eyes reveals she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      I should be running right now.

      That’s definitely what I should be doing, but bursts of lights flash along the periphery of my vision, freezing me in place.

      This is bad. This is so bad.

      “I’m sorry. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We’ve been searching for you for a very long time. We just weren’t sure if you were the one we were looking for.”

      Uh-uh. No way. That’s creeper talk.

      Starbursts of light or not, I am out of here.

      Turning so quickly my bag slaps the side of the restaurant, I take off. No holding back, a full-on sprint I never use because it draws too much attention. I can run faster than a normal person should be able to, and right now, I welcome the speed.

      In a split second I’m at the front of the restaurant, but it’s already too late.

      I skid to a halt. The chest of a tall, broad shouldered, dark-haired man only inches in front of my nose.

      Backpedaling several steps, I check over my shoulder to see Karen standing twenty feet behind me.

      “She’s over here,” the man shouts, his deep voice booming.

      It takes no time for several more people to join the giant of a man, creating a human wall in front of me.

      I catalog the threat.

      Eight people total. Men and women. All tall. All dark-haired.

      I’m definitely not getting through them. That leaves Karen behind me. If I jump the fence in the back, I can escape through the rear alley.

      “You’re coming with us,” says Goliath’s twin.

      Yeah, I think I’ll pass.

      Flashes of light start overtaking the central portion of my vision.

      No no no no no no no!

      This is not the time to slip out of reality.

      “Deacon, you’re scaring her. This isn’t the way to do this,” Karen argues.

      “We don’t have time to baby her like⁠—”

      Flee, instinct roars at me.

      I have to get out of here.

      Right. Now.

      I have no idea who these people are, or what they want. But what I do know is that if I wait around any longer, I’ll be a sitting duck. Stuck between this reality and the other, I’ll be easy pickings for these weirdo kidnappers as I run from monsters no one else can see.

      Turning, I run directly at Karen, dipping to the right at the last moment to edge around her. The movement should be too fast for a person to track, but her hand shoots out and snags my pack as I skirt her.

      Dropping my arms and shoulders, I slip out of the backpack. There isn’t a material possession I own that is worth sacrificing my independence for.

      Jumping, I land on the fence like a squirrel, at least six feet in the air. The metal wires bite into my hands as I scramble to scale its height.

      Light explodes in my vision as I drop to the ground on the other side.

      “She’s phasing!”

      When I pop up from a crouch, my realities have merged.

      No! This can’t happen right now!

      Structures from the real world remain, but it’s as if a Technicolor screen has overlaid them.

      The building to my left must be an apartment because it’s bursting with light. A mix of colors pulsate around it like a giant rainbow aura. Reds and blues dominate the assortment, with sparks of yellow, green, and purple.

      Currents of air move around me in tangible waves of light and sound, causing the hair on my arm to rise and a sticky-sweet aroma to tickle my nose.

      I ignore all of it, because it’s the dark smudges high in the lavender sky that have captured my attention.

      They are the creatures of my nightmares and this distorted reality: shadow beasts.

      I’m not frightened of the dark, but I am scared of them. They’re the real monsters that go bump in the night, and I have the scars to prove it.

      Black splotches jerk through the air like bats, making their trajectory almost impossible to gauge.

      Cover. I need it. Fast.

      My feet beat the pavement as I race down the alley. I keep one eye on the beasts in the sky.

      I only ever have two options when I’m attacked: find somewhere to hide, or blend in with a large group of people. The former is always the better choice, because avoiding floating blobs of color—which is how people appear to me in this reality—is tricky. Also, people can see and hear me clearly, but the shadow beasts? Conveniently invisible to the naked eye. When I’m fighting off or running from dark amorphous shadows with sharp claws that no one can see, I definitely look insane.

      Since it’s still early in the morning—it can’t be much past six—the commuters aren’t out in full force yet, so blending in with a group is not even an option.

      That means I have to find one of my hidey-holes. Somewhere to lay low until the spectrum world fades.

      I mentally run through the list of safe locations as I sprint. The closest is an alcove under the Platte River Bridge about eight blocks away. The white aura that encapsulates my body might as well be a beacon that reads MEALTIME to the flying creatures above, but being near running water will camouflage me. Since discovering the trick, I always have a list of places I can hide within running distance.

      Bursting out of the alley at full speed, my mind focuses on reaching my destination. There is no way my human pursuers can keep up with my speed. Since there isn’t a row of glowing auras waiting for me the moment I bust out of the alley, I have to assume they haven’t caught up to me.

      I ignore the sights and sounds vying for attention.

      My path is already plotted in my mind: four blocks straight, three blocks east.

      My eyes remain fixed on my course.

      I eat up three blocks in only a handful of seconds. I have to hope that any people driving by didn’t catch the blur darting down the street.

      I’m just about to round the corner of the fourth block when a shadow drops out of the sky and lands in front of me.

      Skidding to a halt to keep from colliding with it, I hear the telltale thud not far behind me.

      Fear burns its way up my spine and explodes like a firecracker in my brain.

      The monsters have found me.

      The shadowy forms boxing me in are just that—formless blobs of darkness. They remind me of a moving black hole. Their edges are semi-translucent, almost like looking through shady mist. I can’t see through the main part of their bodies—if that’s what the darkness even is.

      If this reality is like seeing the world through a sunlit kaleidoscope, these beings stand out for their absence of color. It’s as if they suck the beauty of this world into themselves. Not satisfied by simply obscuring the light, they seek to devour it.

      The forms on either side of me undulate and move, as if posturing. I don’t know what they are or what they want, except to hurt me. My body is littered with scars from these creatures, whose sharp talons I never see, but feel slicing through my flesh.

      Since no one else can see these abhorrent beasts, my foster families and social workers always thought my injuries were self-inflicted.

      I learned to hide my wounds as best I could, but a particularly bad attack six months ago landed me in the hospital. I needed thirty-four stitches and two liters of blood to replenish what had been lost.

      Since I had a history of similar injuries, the powers-that-be assumed I’d done something to myself. And what defense could I have given them? The leading theory was that I’d jumped out of the window of an abandoned industrial building. I suppose that would account for the cuts on my body, as well as the broken bones.

      Lying in a hospital bed, I overheard my foster parents talking with my case worker about sending me to a psychiatric hospital. That was the last day I was officially a ward of the state.

      Forcing the memory from my head, I scan my surroundings while the rest of the world wakes, none the wiser to the personal hell I face.

      Cars zip along the street to my left. A parking garage stands to my right.

      I bounce on the balls of my feet, steeped in indecision. My options aren’t good, but just as the shadow beast strikes, instinct has me bolting to the right and ducking into the garage.

      Finding the stairwell, I race up the steps and emerge on the upper deck of the lot. I rush to the far corner and find that over the ledge is a six-story drop to the unforgiving ground below.

      Way to go, Emberly. You really stepped in it this time.

      What was I thinking?

      Running to the top of a garage was the worst idea ever.

      Suddenly, I’m the dumb girl in a bad horror film, running into the attic when she should have raced outside.

      I want to throat punch myself.

      On a bad day I’m a lot of things, but dumb isn’t usually one of them.

      Jerking my eyes skyward, I spot several dark shapes swooping toward me. The two uglies following me have reached the top deck as well.

      I’ve been in bad spots before, but this one may be the worst yet.

      My only weapons are speed and maneuverability. Even after all these years, I have no idea how to fight these creatures. I’ve adopted a hide-at-all-costs philosophy when it comes to these other-world experiences.

      Standing my ground, I wait for the monsters to reach me. A familiar golden shimmer zooms in front of me, leaving a trail of gold dust in its wake. I swat at the reoccurring nuisance. The flittering light appears from time to time, but since I’ve never figured out what it is and it doesn’t seem to want to hurt me, it isn’t a priority.

      Refocusing my attention, I start to piece together a messy plan of action.

      If I can draw the two shadow beasts away from the stairwell, I might be able to get back on the ground. I’ll run into the nearest building if I have to. Who cares if I draw people’s attention? This is a matter of survival.

      Sweat trickles down my spine as time stretches.

      A little closer, you ugly fat blobs.

      As if hearing my thoughts, the shadows start toward me.

      I flick my gaze upward. The ones in the sky haven’t slowed their descent. It’s as if the beasts on the ground and in the air are in a race to reach their prize: me.

      They’re going to converge on me at once. I’ll be the loser that ends up a pancake beneath them.

      Three. Two. One. Now!

      When the shadow beasts are only a hair’s breadth away, I dive to the right, tuck into a somersault and spring to my feet.

      The ground shakes as their forms collide, but I don’t glance behind me to survey the carnage or to see what is following me or how closely. Instead, I sprint for the stairs and pray I’m fast enough.

      The stairwell is only feet away.

      I’m going to make it!

      Just as the tip of my toe passes over the threshold, something slams into me from the side, sending me flying into a nearby car.

      I crash into the driver’s side of a silver sedan, breaking the window and leaving an Emberly-sized dent in the door.

      Landing with a thud, my forehead slaps the concrete. My view of the color-drenched world blinks in and out, but with stubborn will alone, I remain conscious.

      This isn’t how I’m going to go out.

      I’ve survived seventeen torturous years with my body and freedom intact. I plan to keep myself alive for years to come.

      I shove off the ground and bounce to my feet. My head’s angry with that move, but I tell it to shut up.

      Only two creatures still stalk me. It appears the others are battling each other. I can’t be sure that’s what’s happening, but to my eyes, the monsters look to be viciously ramming into each other.

      It would be comical if it wasn’t a life-or-death situation.

      The two that aren’t engaged in a weird game of bumper cars come at me from the front.

      Blood flows freely down the left side of my face, making it impossible to see out of that eye. Nervously, I pull my bottom lip into my mouth to chew on, only to release it with a grimace. I didn’t realize it was speckled with blood as well.

      Even with the massive amount of adrenaline flooding my system, my brain is sluggish. Instead of taking action, I just stand there, my feet glued to the ground.

      I was wrong. This is the end.

      I’m going to die without knowing the truth about what has hunted me my whole life.

      I throw my arms up in a feeble attempt to protect myself, but look away, unable to force myself to face the end.

      I’m sure any moment, my life will flash before my eyes, but rather than a montage of childhood scenes, a blinding light drops from the sky, forcing me to squeeze my lids shut.

      Something lands, shaking the concrete slab under my feet.

      It’s only a moment before the brightness dims and my eyes pop open. Standing with his back to me is a guy in jeans and a black leather jacket, double-fisting a pair of weapons. A sword in his right hand, a gun in the other.

      I’m already dead. That’s the only explanation.

      I can’t see humans in this reality, only their strange colored auras. But I can see this guy in glaring detail. Everything from the mop of dark hair on his head down to his chunky-soled, well-worn black motorcycle boots.

      I rub my eyes, managing to smear blood all over my face.

      Smooth move, Emberly.

      I scan the roof with my good eye. The shadow beasts are still there.

      What. Is. Happening?

      The guy standing between me and my attackers is a good half-foot taller than me, which puts him around six-foot-five at least. His raven black hair is longer on top than on the sides.

      My perusal of his form is shoved aside when I register the faint white glow haloing his body—an exact replica of the one encasing my own.

      We are somehow the same, but not knowing what makes me different, I can’t say what our similarity is.

      “What are you waiting for? The dinner bell?” He taunts the creatures in a deep growl.

      Is he trying to get killed?

      The silence is broken several beats later by the bark of a humorless laugh, startling me. Jerking, I smash my elbow into the car door.

      Add it to the growing list of injuries for the day.

      “You know I’m harder to kill than that.”

      My eyes scan the deck. He can’t possibly be communicating with those ugly things. They don’t talk. I’ve never once heard so much as a peep out of any of them, and I’ve been running from the monsters for as long as I can remember.

      “I guess that means it’s up to me to make the first move.” The guy concludes his strange one-sided conversation by lifting the gun and shooting several rounds at the shadow beasts.

      Covering my ears, I crouch during the initial volley of shots.

      Ever since my second foster home, I’ve had an aversion to guns. It doesn’t matter that this one may have just saved my life—I still don’t like them.

      After another series of loud pops, the gun clatters to the ground in front of me. The acrid stench of sulfur laced with a metallic zing wafts from the barrel. It reminds me of burnt earth.

      I glance up to see several of the shadows zipping toward us.

      The guy mumbles something under his breath that sounds like, “This is what I live for,” before the air sizzles and pops, and I’m blinded by another bright flash.
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      A roar splits the air a half-second before the brightness dims. An oversized lion towers on all fours where the guy was just standing.

      I press a fist to my eyes, further smearing blood across my face. What I think just happened couldn’t have really happened.

      People do not just turn into animals.

      The golden beast shoots forward and collides with the first dark shape it reaches, knocking it back several feet and sending both animal and shadow beast tumbling.

      Several monsters join the fight. The lion’s claws gleam in the daylight; sharp fangs snap, and it isn’t long before the animal’s coat is glistening with black liquid.

      “Steel! Stand down!” a sharp voice bellows.

      I’m so caught up in the battle in front of me, I missed the people swarming the top floor of the garage. There are at least twenty newcomers, all haloed in the same white glow as myself and the mystery guy who just disappeared. The group forms a semi-circle around me, pushing the shadow beasts back.

      A feline growl snags my attention. I look up to see the lion jump over the line of would-be rescuers and take up a sentinel position in front of me. Shaking out its coat, the lion splatters me with a putrid mix of black blood and saliva.

      Nasty.

      I was already covered in my own brand of grossness, but that bath upped the “ew” factor by a million. Thank goodness I didn’t have my mouth open, because the fluid on me smells like a combination of rotten eggs and butt. I have to order my gag reflex to stand down.

      A man on my left turns his head to issue a command to the group. I recognize his masculine features right away.

      Deacon—the man from Anita’s. The would-be kidnapper.

      With people and monsters both blocking the stairwell, I have nowhere to run.

      “Steel, take her to the transport,” Deacon barks.

      The lion growls low in its throat, the sound vibrating in my own chest. The fine hairs at the nape of my neck stand on end.

      “It’s not a discussion. Do it. Now!”

      Shaking its head in annoyance, the oversized cat turns to me. Its head alone is half the size of my torso. I move to retreat, but my back hits the driver’s side door of the Emberly-dented car.

      “Nice kitty,” I murmur with wide eyes.

      It makes a very human guffaw before rolling its teal and sapphire eyes.

      There’s a shock of black fur streaked through the beast’s gold mane to the left of its right ear.

      I’m not exactly sure what this thing is—it certainly isn’t your garden-variety zoo lion—but I am sure I’m not comfortable being anywhere near it. Even if it did save my life, there’s a wildness about the giant animal that makes me nervous.

      Without warning, it sinks to its haunches and jerks its head in a “hop on” gesture.

      I shake my head so fast I won’t be surprised if I get whiplash from the motion.

      No way am I climbing on that thing’s back for a joy ride.

      It growls low in its throat in a show of impatience.

      “Listen up, buddy. I don’t make a habit of climbing on strange animals.”

      The overgrown house cat rolls his eyes another time, proving he understands every word coming out of my mouth.

      He takes a step forward, and I scramble up and over the car hood behind me. Sliding off the other side, I take off in a sloppy run.

      There’s another stairwell on the opposite side of the parking deck that I’m determined to reach.

      Behind me, a roar morphs into a loud caw. It’s like someone is jamming knitting needles into my eardrums. I stop myself from bringing my hands up to cover my ears, so I can keep pumping my arms as I run.

      A wave of displaced air slams into my back a moment before I’m airborne, feet still moving as if I can run on wind.

      The gusts of rushing air steal my gasp. A talon wrapped around each of my biceps keeps me suspended in air.

      Sucking in a lungful, I ready myself to let out a scream, but before I can release it, we bank hard and the exclamation lodges itself in my throat.

      We soar through city streets and take corners so quickly, I’m sure we’re going to crash into the side of a building. Craning my neck, I confirm I’m in the clutches of a giant bird. Its wingspan alone is easily twice the length of my body.

      I struggle against its hold to no avail.

      I’ve survived my entire life completely alone in this split reality, but I’ve never seen anything close to what I witnessed today.

      People appearing in the spectrum world with the same glowing aura as me.

      Battles between the shadow beasts I’ve spent my whole life either hiding or running from.

      Giant animals that understand English.

      My head aches from more than the knocks it has taken. If I make it through this day alive, I’m going to find an underground bunker somewhere to live the rest of my life out in seclusion. Somewhere I can exist free of this terror.

      I swallow a scream as we bank and swoop toward the ground. A couple more feet and my toes will skim the pavement in an industrial neighborhood I recognize. I spent several winter nights in one of the abandoned buildings here.

      There isn’t a single human aura in sight.

      “Let me go, you overgrown turkey!” I yell at my captor.

      An angry caw answers, followed by a violent shake that rattles my already jumbled brain.

      When this bird lets me go, I am going to kick its feathered butt from here to next weekend.

      Our speed slows and I notice a white van idling about a block ahead.

      Oh gosh, it’s a cliché kidnapper van.

      A couple of people with pulsating white auras stand close to it. I can’t make out their features beyond identifying a dark-haired male and female. The guy is leaned up against the kidnapper van, doing something on his phone. The girl is pacing.

      “I’m serious!” I shout at the bird. I would bet money it can understand me, and I’m willing to annoy it into dropping me. “If you don’t let me go, I’m going to hunt you down and make sure you’re the centerpiece of my Thanksgiving meal! All that fat I see on you will make a juicy—ahhh!”

      I’m falling.

      I don’t have time to release a scream before my feet connect with the unforgiving pavement several car-lengths ahead of the white van.

      I try to duck into a roll, but I’m not fast enough.

      I stupidly hadn’t actually expected or prepared to be released when I was conducting my verbal assault on the flying brute.

      My legs crumple under me right before my side slams against the asphalt. The momentum throws my legs over my head, and I end up doing several awkward rag-doll flops before I stop moving.

      The back of my head cracks against the ground on the last roll.

      I lay spread eagle in the middle of the road, convinced every bone in my body is broken.

      My vision swims. The telltale sparks of light sputter on the edges of my eyesight before condensing in the middle and petering out, alerting me I’m back in the real world.

      Everything hurts.

      I’m going to skin that bird.

      The sound of feet pounding against the ground grows louder as the seconds tick by.

      “Steel! What were you thinking?” That musical voice is vaguely familiar and very annoyed.

      “She called me a fat turkey.” I hear, rather than see, the shrug in his words.

      “I don’t care if she called you Big Bird. You don’t just drop someone from the air. She’s hurt!”

      A blurry face appears above me at the same time someone else blows out a harsh breath. A car engine revs in the distance.

      I blink twice before Karen’s concerned features register—my mind is understandably sluggish.

      “Are you okay?”

      That was a dumb question. Of course I’m not okay.

      Another head pops into view. He’s blocking the sunlight, so his features are shrouded in darkness. I squint up at him, but his face won’t leave the shadows.

      “She’s going to be fine. You know how fast we heal. Besides, if she hadn’t run from us, none of this would have happened.”

      “Steel,” Karen snaps at the guy.

      “What?” He holds up his hands, all earnest innocence. “I got her to safety, didn’t I? Where’s my thanks?”

      What. A. Jerk.

      I strain my arm muscles, fully intending to show him my favorite finger, but it hurts too much to move. I have to settle for a scathing glare that he doesn’t even catch.

      I don’t know how he did it, but I’m pretty sure this dude shape shifted into a bird and dropped me on purpose.

      “Get in the car. We’ll discuss this back at the academy.”

      He shrugs and straightens.

      Good riddance.

      Karen captures my attention once again. She opens her mouth to speak but is cut-off by a surprised exclamation from Bird Boy.

      “Sable, her hair!”

      Sable?

      Karen reaches forward and snatches a lock of my light blonde, red-tipped hair.

      Somewhere along the way, I lost the hat. Not surprising when you’re running for your life, getting thrown into cars, and flown through the city all before being unceremoniously dumped on the street by a giant bird.

      “I didn’t know if I should believe it.” The words are just above a whisper, as if she’s speaking to herself. She rubs the strands between her fingers.

      “Could she have dyed it?” My blurred vision snaps back to the guy . . . Steel.

      Moving my head, bad idea. It feels like the percussion section of a really bad high school band is banging away up there.

      “We can’t dye or bleach our hair,” Karen responds absentmindedly.

      The guy shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I know that. But what else makes sense? Her eyes are freaky enough. This is just going to make her stand out more.”

      “Hey . . . you’re freaky,” I croak. I slam my lids shut over my very-not-weird dark blue eyes as a wave of nausea overtakes me.

      “Shoot.” Karen’s concerned voice is back. “I’m sorry. Let’s get you up.”

      “No. Lie here . . . and die.” Unless someone is going to knock me out for good, I’m not moving.

      Steel emits a short laugh.

      “Come on, help me get her up. We need to get her in the car. Drake has it running.”

      Oh right, I’m being kidnapped. I almost forgot.

      Do I even care anymore?

      I think about that for a moment while footsteps shuffle around me. When hands reach under me and force me to stand, I decide that yes, I still very much care about being taken against my will.

      I smother a whimper as I’m pulled to my feet. Groggily opening my lids, I concentrate on pushing energy into my right arm.

      I learned to fight dirty a long time ago. Life hasn’t afforded me the luxury of honor.

      Almost blindly, I strike out at the blurred figure in front of me. Even more of my vision has dimmed, but I’ll worry about that later.

      There is a pain-filled grunt a moment before hot agony radiates down my fist and shoots down my arm.

      I welcome the pain, because it means I connected solidly.

      As hoped, the hands holding me fall away.

      My victory is short-lived as I attempt to stumble-run away, only to find myself upside down over someone’s shoulder a hot second later. I stare down at a familiar pair of worn boots from my topsy-turvy perch.

      Parking garage dude is also Bird Boy, who is also Steel? I guess that means the giant lion didn’t eat him after all.

      Pity.

      The fight has completely left me . . . and any minute, my breakfast may as well.

      “Sick,” I manage to whimper-whisper.

      “You’d better not,” Steel orders. “You already gave me a bloody nose. If you even think about throwing up on me, I’ll feed you to the Fallen myself.”

      Who or what are the Fallen? I wonder—right before succumbing to the darkness.
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      Light is the worst.

      Grabbing a pillow, I shove it over my head to smother myself.

      Oh, feather down. Comfy.

      I snuggle into the softness, refusing to fully wake. It’s like sleeping on a cloud. I like.

      Wait . . . I don’t have down pillows. I don’t even have a bed.

      Popping up with a squeak, I promptly drop several feet and land with a muffled oof. I’m tangled in the bedding I pulled with me and my shoulder and hip throb from breaking my fall.

      “Ow.”

      Rubbing my bruised side, I peer up at a giant four-poster bed to my left.

      “Who sleeps that far off the ground?” I mutter. “It’s unnatural.”

      As I struggle to free myself from the bedding pretzel-twisted around my legs and torso, my mind scrambles to make sense of the situation.

      Wannabe kidnappers. Getting chased by the shadow beasts. My would-be rescuer. A gigantic lion. An enormous bird. Getting dropped from the sky. A cocky jerk.

      Yep, that about covers it.

      Pulling a sheet off my head, I stand and suck in a lungful of fresh air.

      “You must be feeling better.”

      I yip and spin in a circle. Karen is watching me from an oversized chair in a darkened corner of the room.

      Yeah, that isn’t creepy.

      Standing up, she takes a few tentative steps toward me.

      She looks . . . different.

      Her hair waterfalls over her shoulders in sleek sheets. She’s ditched the mom jeans and sneakers for black leggings and ankle boots. The artfully distressed gray t-shirt she’s wearing—I’m an expert in what real distressed clothes look like—hangs off one shoulder. Her face is free of make-up except for a light dusting of blush, some mascara, and a rosy sheen on her lips.

      The overall effect makes her appear ten years younger. She can’t be older than her mid-thirties. I don’t know how I ever thought she was middle-aged.

      “Where am I?”

      I scan the room, looking for something to use as a weapon. I’ve been taken against my will, after all.

      The room looks like a fancy hotel suite. A glass vase is the most threatening object I can find. In a pinch, I can work with that.

      I’m scrappy.

      Karen sighs and indicates the bed. “Why don’t you sit down? It’s been a long day.”

      Crossing my arms, I jut my hip to the side and stare her down. She’s right, it has been a long day.

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, Karen?” I practically spit the name, which I’m beginning to doubt is real.

      “Right. Okay then. Fair enough.” Bringing a hand to her face, she pinches the bridge of her nose. “First off, my name isn’t Karen, it’s Sable.”

      “And where am I . . . Sable?”

      “We’re in the Rockies, about three hours from Denver. Glenwood Springs. It’s an old mining town. We brought you to one of our academies. As you’ve probably worked out, I’m not a waitress. I’m actually the headmistress of this institution—Seraph Academy. This is a safe place for people like you. People like us.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘people like us’?”

      Karen—Sable—gestures to the bed again. I continue to glare and she sighs when it becomes clear I’m not planning on moving.

      “People with the blood of angels. Everyone here⁠—”

      “The blood of angels?” I rear back. My foot tangles in the forgotten bedding balled on the floor and I go down hard.

      Stepping over the mess, Sable offers me a hand up. When I’m on my own two feet, she continues. “Nephilim to be exact.”

      “Nef-a-what?”

      “Nephilim. Everyone here is descended from the union of a human woman and an angel of darkness.”

      “Wait . . . you’re telling me my father is an angel? Or, an angel of darkness?” The phrase feels awkward and clunky. “What even is that?”

      “You ready to take a seat yet?” Sable asks as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      I nod.

      Yep. I think it’s time to do that. Sitting sounds fantastic right now.

      Wide-eyed and attentive, I drop my butt onto the soft bedding and gesture for her to continue.

      Sable shakes her head and silky hair brushes over her shoulders. “The original couplings of disgraced angels and humans was just the start of our lines. It’s very
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