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      When I dreamed, I saw endless possibilities, though everyone told me I was being unrealistic. I wished they understood that there was nothing more real to me than my dreams.

      “Just you wait and see,” I said with a smirk. My bedroom was empty, and I was speaking to myself, but when I said stuff like that, it felt like I could believe in anything.

      I sat at my desk in my room, and the printer beside me whirred. My fingers trailed over the dozen photo albums lining my bookshelf. This was a nightly ritual for me—printing a photo of somewhere I wanted to go and adding it to one of my dream books.

      I told everyone my dream books were about the places I wanted to visit someday, but that was a lie. The books were filled with pictures of the places I’d already been. No one would believe that, though. Kai Watson, a girl who had never physically left the Midwest, claimed to have seen most of the world by age sixteen? It just didn’t make sense, and that’s why I was taking the secret of my astral travels to the grave.

      Each night was a new journey for me. Tonight, I was visiting Yalong Bay in China. While everyone else at school was at the homecoming dance, I was preparing to travel the world. Savannah wanted me to go to the dance with her, but it wasn’t my thing. She didn’t have a date, but I knew she’d find some guy to run off with and leave me sitting in a corner alone. I’d rather be traveling the world.

      The image of the blue ocean printed clearly. I pulled it from the printer’s tray and placed it in the next slot of my photo album. That’s where my dreams are taking me, I thought proudly while admiring the gradient of the blue sea.

      Braden burst into my room. I quickly slammed the book shut, and my eyes narrowed at my little brother. I wished he wouldn’t do that.

      “Mom said you know where the TV remote is,” he blurted. Before I had a chance to answer, his gaze locked on my dream book. “Why are you still playing around with that stuff? How many do you have now?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told him. I tried not to be hard on my brother about this kind of thing, because Braden was younger than me by four years and he didn’t get it. My dreams could take me anywhere I wanted them to.

      He scoffed. “It would take you a lifetime to visit all those places, even if by some miracle you could afford the fastest jet in the world.”

      Braden would never know I didn’t need a jet to get to those places. My means of travel were much quicker. But this was a prime example of why I couldn’t tell anyone. No one would believe I could lucidly travel in my sleep.

      “It’s just for fun,” I answered, though I knew it was much more than that. “One day, maybe you can come with.”

      “Yeah, sounds like fun,” Braden scoffed. He was clearly making fun of me, and I didn’t like it. He stared at me blankly for several long seconds. “The remote, Kai?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be going to bed?” I asked.

      “Mom says I can watch one episode,” he told me before childishly sticking his tongue in my direction. I found it more annoying than anything.

      “It’s on top of the TV,” I said. “And seriously, knock next time. You never know when you might walk in on my naked butt.”

      A look of disgust crossed his face, but it was enough to make him flee at the thought.

      I laughed. Now it was time for some peace and quiet.

      I crawled into bed and pulled the covers over me, settling in for another night of traveling the world. I twirled my crescent moon pendant around in my fingers before closing my eyes and drifting off.

      I didn’t truly fall asleep the way most people did—at least, my mind didn’t. Once I relaxed enough, my spirit separated from my body. Astral projection had always come naturally to me. I didn’t know why I could do it. All I knew was that every time I fell asleep, my spirit left my body, free to roam the world as I pleased.

      In my spiritual state, I stood at my bedside and looked down at my sleeping form. My chest rose and fell slowly. My body would be safe here while I took my spirit elsewhere.

      I closed my eyes—not my physical eyes since those were already closed, but my spiritual eyes that felt like they were there but really weren’t. An image of Yalong Bay came to mind. At first, the image was still, like the one I’d just printed out, but as I focused, it slowly became animated in my imagination, until waves were crashing against the shore and voices came into focus.

      When I opened my eyes, I was standing at the edge of the ocean, and the sun shone bright above me. I forgot about the argument with my brother as I took in the gorgeous scenery. Dazzling green-blue water stretched as far as the eye could see, and a strip of luscious green land curved around the bay. Fluffy clouds drifted across the sky, and palm trees swayed back and forth in the breeze. Families splashed in the waves, and laughter rang out from beneath cabanas along the beach. Nearby, a group of friends my age played volleyball in the sand.

      I turned around to take in the beautiful mountains rising behind me. The sun glistened off the windows of tall resorts dotted throughout the landscape. Behind the buildings, the most gorgeous green mountains rose in the distance. It was an incredible tropical paradise.

      My eyes journeyed downward to admire the sand at my feet. I dug my toes into it, except the sand didn’t move around them. When I imagined it, though, I could almost feel it. My body wasn’t here to take in the sensations, but whatever I wanted to feel in spirit, it became true. Just by imagining it, I could feel the sun warming my arms.

      I closed my eyes again, conjuring up an image of a green bikini to replace my pajamas. When I opened my eyes, I was wearing the swimming suit I had pictured in my mind.

      I began walking along the sand, where the water met the beach. Cool water drifted over my toes. I looked down to see a white shell at my feet, and I bent to inspect it. It was cone-shaped and twisted like a conch shell, only it was smaller, with beautiful brown speckles over it. I picked it up and twisted it around in my hands.

      “Mama!” a kid called. He couldn’t be more than seven years old. He skidded to a stop beside me, then bent to pick up the shell I’d been looking at. His hands went straight through me, and he snatched the shell from the sand.

      “It’s pretty, isn’t it?” I asked with a smile, but he didn’t hear me.

      “I found a shell!” he called to his parents. He waved the shell in the air and raced back to a cabana where a vacationing family lounged. His mom sat up straight, looking excited as he showed off his treasure.

      “Wow!” she raved. “It’s so pretty.”

      My gaze drifted back to my hand, where I’d been holding a shell just a moment ago, but now my hands were empty. I’d never really picked up the shell at all—the shell I’d held had only been my imagination. My spirit was standing here in real time, surrounded by real people, but I couldn’t truly interact. All I could do was observe.

      I watched the family for a while, taking in their laughter. The kid had moved on from shell hunting and was building sandcastles with his dad. I tried to imagine my family doing anything like that, and I couldn’t picture it. Braden wanted nothing to do with me, and Mom never had the time.

      I left the family and continued down the beach. Hours passed as I inspected seashells and found crabs scurrying across the sand. I jumped in the waves and swam in the water before lying back in the sand to bask in the sun. My breathing slowed as I enjoyed the imaginary heat on my face. Laughter and joy surrounded me, and I soaked it in.

      Eventually, I pushed myself to my elbows. I looked around and took note of children playing in the sand, really touching it and interacting with it. I witnessed couples holding hands, making jokes as they walked along the beach side-by-side.

      One day, I was going to have that. I would find someone who dreamed as big as I did, and he was going to get me out of my tiny town of Amberg. We were going to travel the world.

      I got sad thinking about that, because as big as my dreams were, I often wondered if I’d ever find someone to share them with. That was the one dream I couldn’t quite believe in.

      I decided I’d been lying in the sand long enough. I let my lids fall shut again. When I opened them, I was back in my bedroom, once again clothed in my pajamas. I glanced at the clock and noticed it was almost two a.m.

      My gaze shifted to my sleeping body on the bed. I wished I could bring my body with me on my travels, but I didn’t think that was going to happen anytime soon. My family wasn’t the most financially stable. I’d picked up a job at the grocery store as soon as I turned sixteen. I intended to save up money to travel after high school. It wasn’t much money, though. I only worked two hours on weekdays and part-time on weekends. At the very least, my savings would give me a head start, and then I would make money as a travel blogger to fund my adventures.

      That was the plan, anyway. Mom liked to “borrow” money from me every chance she got. Of course, she never paid it back. If my family actually had money like Darla Baxter’s or Tiana King’s, maybe I could bring my dreams of traveling for real to life.

      Unfortunately, that’s all my current travels were. Dreams—of some sort, at least.

      I couldn’t stay in this house all night. I felt so trapped here. I had to get out.

      I headed to the front door. I didn’t need to leave through the front door. I could walk straight through my bedroom wall, or close my eyes and visualize my destination and be there in a snap, but habit got the better of me.

      I stepped through the door as if I were a ghost. My feet moved under me, carrying my spirit through town and along my running route. I didn’t run tonight, though.

      The town was silent, and the streets were empty. I reached the trailhead at the bottom of one of the bluffs surrounding town and began up the trail. This was always my favorite part of my jogging route. It was especially pretty this time of year when the leaves were beginning to change color and the trail up the slope was overtaken by mesmerizing fall colors. I couldn’t see the colors in the darkness, though, not after I’d escaped the glow of the streetlamps. Most of the time, that would bother me, but not on this path. I knew every rock and root well enough that the soft illumination from the moon was all I needed to guide my way.

      I emerged from the woods and into a clearing. Eagle Park stood at the peak of the bluff, and it was my favorite spot in town. From here, I could see for miles over top of the rolling hills, and I could look out over the river that flowed below the cliff.

      There was a parking lot on the other side of a clump of trees to my left, but I had taken the road less traveled, up a trail that had been beaten down over the years by hikers and runners like me. Moonlight illuminated the hills far in the distance.

      I crossed the expansive clearing and walked past a wooden barrier that kept people from getting too close to the edge of the cliff. A flat cliff face met up with a river below. I had to be standing over thirty feet above the water. Normally, I’d be freaked out being this close to the edge, but I knew no harm could come to me in my spiritual state. If I fell, I’d simply be jolted awake.

      I lay on my back, my toes still dangling off the edge of the cliff.

      I just want to get out of this tiny town, I thought.

      I wanted to truly touch the sand on the beach and let it fall through my fingers. I wanted to share that experience with someone. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do that unless I traveled for real and took my body with me⁠—

      A shrill cry cut through my thoughts.

      I jolted to my feet quickly, immediately alert. Another scream resonated from somewhere near the parking lot. Terror stalled me, until a third shriek sent me running toward the source. Someone was in trouble.

      I pushed through the trees. When they began to thin, I slowed and crouched low. I don’t know why I did. No one could see me, but that didn’t register at the moment.

      My eyes locked on a bush where the sound of shuffling bodies and weak coughing was coming from. A thud came, throwing long brown hair into view. The girl’s head smashed into the ground violently. She let out a grunt, but it was barely audible.

      Then, before I could manage to breathe, a rock came down on the girl’s skull. Blood oozed from a fresh wound. One more time a concealed figure cracked the rock against the girl’s forehead. It was only when she went limp and her head swiveled in my direction that I saw her eyes. They stared my way lifelessly while blood trickled down her familiar face.

      A shriek ripped out of my lungs. Before I could really process what I had just seen, the bluff washed away from my vision. I felt my spirit spring back to my body as if they were connected by elastic. I bolted upright in bed, my heart hammering. A sheen of sweat coated my body.

      I didn’t even realize I was truly screaming until my mother burst into my bedroom. “What’s going on?” she demanded.

      I forced myself to swallow the bile rising in my throat, but I didn’t answer. I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen had been real.

      “I had a nightmare,” I finally said breathlessly.

      Only, the horror had been real. I’d just witnessed Darla Baxter’s murder, and I had no idea who killed her.
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      I hadn’t slept the rest of the night. The thought that a murderer was out there roaming the streets of Amberg frightened me to my very core. After my mom went back to bed, I made sure to check that the doors and windows were locked throughout the house, just to be safe. Then I huddled under the covers and listened intently for any signs of danger.

      Nothing happened, and my family and I were safe… for now. The killer had no idea I’d been there, so he obviously wasn’t going to come after me.

      I thought about telling my mom, but I knew how that would sound. She’d never believe me. I had to trust that the police would find evidence and arrest the killer before he hurt anyone else.

      I had no choice but to go into work the next day. Sure, finding myself witness to a crime may have gotten me off the hook, but how could I possibly explain that to anyone? I couldn’t exactly call up my boss and say, Look, I can’t make it in today because I was astral traveling last night and watched one of my classmates get murdered. I’m kind of traumatized by it. I didn’t think that would go over well.

      Even if I wanted to tell someone what I saw, I couldn’t possibly explain what I was doing up at the bluff so late when everyone knew I’d been at home sleeping. My mom and my brother woke to my screams at the same time it happened. I had convinced my family it was a bad dream, but I didn’t think they’d be forgetting that my “nightmare” woke them at two a.m. anytime soon.

      “Kai,” my co-worker must have said for the third time.

      I finally looked at her and stood up a little straighter behind my register. “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Sorry, Meg. I didn’t get enough sleep last night.” At least that was the truth.

      “Tell me about it.” Megara—Meg for short—rolled her eyes. She stood about five-foot-two and looked younger than me, even though she was a good eight years older. “My son was up all night puking. Anyway, would you mind…?”

      She didn’t have to finish her sentence. I’d heard the crash a minute ago.

      Meg stared at me with a pleading expression. “I’m busy right now.”

      I sighed. “It’s all right.”

      “Thank you!”

      “What aisle was it?”

      “Aisle six,” she said, pointing. “It was a jar of salsa this time.”

      She rushed off in the opposite direction while I abandoned the register and headed to gather the cleaning supplies.

      I began picking up the broken glass and wiping up the salsa, tossing glass shards and dirty rags into the bucket beside me. The red splatters made me think of blood, which made me think of Darla. I couldn’t wrap my head around how cruel someone had to be to kill her. It made me want to hide away in my house and never come out, because if anyone was capable if that kind of evil, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be around people anymore.

      I’d been waiting hours to hear whispers of the murder, but so far I hadn’t heard a thing. Surely the police would’ve arrested the perpetrator by now. Maybe they were keeping it under wraps. If that was the case, they were doing a pretty good job of it.

      It was Sunday and work was slow, but I figured someone would have heard something. In a tiny town like Amberg—which everyone I knew called Hamburger, probably fueled by our one and only fast-food place in town, Amberg Hamburger—a murder would be the hottest news in the last decade. So, what did that mean?

      I had the thought that I’d imagined it all. Maybe it all had been a dream.

      Or maybe it meant no one had found her yet.

      That sent chills through my entire body, because it meant anyone in this town could be the killer. They could be roaming the aisles of this grocery store right now, hunting for their next victim…

      Or tracking down witnesses.

      I snatched up my bucket stood far too quickly to shake off the thought. I ended up whirling around straight into a solid wall of muscle. The bucket fell from my hand
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