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        She revels in a region of sighs:

        She has seen that the tears are not dry on

        These cheeks…
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        In the summer of 1992, I moved to the Ozarks from Orlando, Florida. The shock of moving from the city to rolling hills was immediate and strange. In my earliest years in Missouri, I fell into reading about vampires and writing heartsick poetry.

        

        The small towns of Grovespring and Hartville, Missouri, shaped me, and the winding gravel roads and small-town bubble I lived in stayed with me—making this story what it is.

        

        It has taken me six years to finish The Girl Next Door, the first book in the Ozark Omens series. And though a part of me wants to share details of this story's many versions—on the page and in my mind—I want the version I am giving you now to be the one that takes hold of your heart.

        

        Many hours of research into Romanian, Ukrainian, and Russian vampire folklore shaped this story, as well as research into Roman, Greek, and Nordic mythology. In addition, I was inspired by songs, novels, tv shows, and movies as I created the universe you're about to enter. The mythology of the Ozark Omens series is intricate and dark, resulting from sleepless nights delving into research and my imagination.

        

        Blurring the lines between poetry and prose, The Girl Next Door is a fever dream of a story. But this is only the beginning.

        

        Welcome to Hart Hollow, Missouri.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.

        

        I cannot promise to be less a poem, more a boy.

        For I am neither.

        Not beast, not man.

        Something more.

        Never a father, forever a dream.

        I am what you unleashed.

        I am what she made me,

        and I am frightening, frightened.

        

        My name is Nicholas Hemming,

        and this is my confession.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      She didn’t see him watching. The girls never did. And though the late summer heat was oppressively hot in the Ozark woods she roamed, Amber liked the feeling of peace that washed over her every time she escaped to the wooded area beyond her father’s church.

      Junior year was starting soon, and she was dreading the first day. A ticking clock ticked and tocked and rocked her as she slept, reminding her that each sleep brought her closer to the first tardy bell, the first slam of a locker door, echoing. Specifically, the locker she shared next to her boyfriend, Eric.

      Breakups were never easy, and Amber had suffered the weight of her inevitable decision to end her relationship with Eric Childress—basketball player, baseball player, and a member of the National Honor Society—the perfect boyfriend on paper.

      It kept her up late all summer, the nights she slept, anyway.

      Her dreams had become more akin to nightmares. They were filled with slow, dramatic darkness and comical violence.

      She wasn’t sure what had brought on the sudden night terrors, but to give into them was to be asleep, and that beat the alternative—awake, eyes trained on her doorknob, willing it to remain still.

      In the safety of daylight, Eric wanted more and more from her body with each passing month of their relationship, and she couldn’t give herself to him, not without angering another’s possessive eyes and hurting the one she enjoyed touching her.

      She’d prayed about the impending breakup moments earlier in the church, but it didn’t feel real to her unless she prayed under the shade of green trees, where she felt utterly alone and blissfully shielded.

      So she escaped when she could—changing in the church bathroom before walking out the back door into the heat, her favorite spot in mind.

      A hundred yards into the woods was a felled tree, and Amber had spent hours there throughout her childhood. Though she no longer played with her siblings on the dead wood, she felt comfort when it came into view that evening. She jogged to it, hoisted herself up, and felt the rough bark on her bare legs, her denim cutoff shorts riding up.

      Her father, Pastor Hughes, chastised her for showing so much skin every time she changed into her favorite shorts, but her mother reminded him they lived in a furnace and admonished him for the critique. Interactions such as these made Amber feel bolder and more capable of standing up to Eric when she ended their relationship. More capable of living the way she longed to, in the arms of the one person she wanted to dream of.

      Amber was practicing her speech—playing with the necklace circling her neck—when he found her in the woods. She didn’t hear him coming, but when the Deacon walked out of the brush, Amber clutched her chest and gasped a little. The scent of her fear was potent, though the feeling was fleeting.

      “Deacon Rex,” she said, pulling her hands behind her back.

      Hart Hollow’s Deacon wasn’t an imposing man, wasn’t a cause for fear, and her tension fell away—just slightly.

      She was still alone in the woods with a man. A godly man, but still a man. The hairs on her arms stood straight for a moment before she relaxed.

      Deacon Rex was blind, handsome, soft-spoken, and a staple in the community. And though some might say the young Deacon was a rival of her father’s, Amber didn’t see it that way. We are all children of Christ, she reminded herself.

      Deacon Edward Rex lived on the hill at the Steele Heart Catholic Church and Rectory, the only Catholic church in town. Attendance was slim compared to the many Baptist churches in the county, but the attendees were devout, often driving from the more remote areas of the county to listen to the Deacon speak. Steele Heart Catholic Church had been without a Priest since Father Dodson had passed away the previous winter.

      Amber had often fantasized about attending another church in the community, if only to escape her father’s gaze and expectations.

      And sometimes, his hands.

      Pastor Hughes doled out punishment unflinching, painting it as love.

      Amber twisted the useless purity ring on her finger as the Deacon stepped closer, his dark glasses glinting in the light that peaked through the trees. “My apologies. I believe I caught you in a faraway moment,” he said, his voice calming. “What are you hiding from, Amber?”

      The question caught her off guard, and the tightness in her shoulders lifted just slightly. She’d been hiding from many things that summer, longing for the alone the woods offered. And she felt closer to God there in the trees—could hear him clearly. His voice was muffled when her father was around.

      “Nothing,” she smiled, twisting her hands together into a knot. “What are you doing here?”

      The Deacon smiled, stepping closer. He had his cane in his hands, and he seemed so fragile, so incredibly human. He reached the felled tree she sat on, placing a hand on the bark, twisting around. When he sat down, he let out a long breath, then smiled again as he stared forward. “I enjoy being in nature and often walk on Sunday evenings.”

      “All the way down the hill and out of town?” Amber asked, turning toward the Deacon. The Deacon lived in the rectory on the hill. Steele Mansion had been bought by the church over a hundred years ago. It was tradition for the Priest and Deacon to live in the house connected to the small church, and she wondered how lonely it was for Deacon Rex now that Father Dodson had passed.

      “Sometimes,” he said, staring ahead. He looked strange to her in his attire, and she took him in as if he had just appeared to her on the tree, as if from thin air. He wore a crisp white shirt, grey pants, and shiny black shoes. His attire was not suited for evening walks in the woods, but she didn’t point that out.

      “I enjoy being in nature too,” she admitted. “God is out here, isn’t He?” she asked, feeling warm from the heat.

      The Deacon turned to her, wide grin, incisors a little sharp. The briefest of thrills ran through her as her eyes tried to make sense of the unnatural, a strange cocktail of horror and want. And when he lowered his glasses, showing her his white eyes, she fell deep into the pool. He could smell it, her warring fear and desire. Every want felt like a defiance of her father. And the Deacon’s eyes were a mirror, showing her all she could not grasp under her father’s roof, under his rule.

      “God is out here,” the Deacon replied, reaching out with his left hand, gripping Amber’s neck, pressing the chain of her necklace into her flesh. “What would you like to confess?”
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      “Here it is, Nicholas. Hart Hollow Missouri,” Valerie called quietly from the front seat of her Ford Fiesta, waking me from my shallow dream state.

      With a yawn, I sat up, stretched my arms to the ceiling, and grazed my knuckles on the worn fabric. I’d spent the previous two hours of the trip from Denver to Missouri in and out of sleep, the warm summer air making it impossible to drift off properly.

      Though I was old enough to drive, my Aunt Valerie was reluctant to allow me the privilege unless she was woefully tired. Plus, her passenger seat driving took all the fun out of the act. As a result, our trip had taken twice the time it needed to.

      I leaned forward between the seats, running a hand over my face as Valerie stopped at a flashing light in what appeared to be the town square. I attempted to climb over the center console, but Valerie swatted me. “Stop doing that. We’re almost there. Just stay back there.”

      I huffed out a breath, a remark on my tongue that was better left there. Our arrival in the small, forgotten town was a fresh start, and I’d promised to be less of a dick to Valerie. She was all I had when I arrived in Hart Hollow.

      Valerie put the car into gear and turned as I moved to the rear passenger window. I saw a man with a cane and glasses walking along the sidewalk.

      The buildings we passed were brick, worn down—gone from my vision in a flash. As soon as we arrived in the downtown area, we were passing neighborhoods. Some homes were beautiful, some derelict.

      The houses suddenly stopped, and we were approaching a road leading up to the Hart Hollow school district, the yellow buses announcing its presence. My new school sat on the hill to my right, but Valerie turned left as I pressed my nose to the glass, trying to see up the incline.

      I shifted in my seat, moving to the center console again as we paused at a stop sign before turning left. The town was quiet, and we saw no cars as we pulled up to the Steele Heart Trailer Park entrance. A remark was there, a joke ready to fall from my mouth, but I bit my tongue instead. I’d vowed to be better to Valerie. The prior two years had been rough for us both—since the fire and the deaths at the ranch.

      If our hearts had been made of steel, would we be unscathed right now? I pushed the poetry aside, playing the part of a normal teenager when I asked, “Which one is ours?” before glancing at Valerie.

      She swept her red hair off her face, leaning her head into the headrest of her seat. Then, casting a fleeting glance at me, she pointed to the trailer in the back of the park, by a dark circle of trees. “That one.”

      I leaned forward slightly.

      The trailer was a little less dilapidated than the rest, and as far as I was concerned, it was the mother fucking Hilton compared to the crammed car we’d been in for hours and the motels we’d been living in for the past two years. “Nice. I like it,” I remarked, offering Valerie a reassuring smile.

      She nodded before inching forward.

      Everything we owned was on the floorboard, in the trunk, and scattered across the front seat. Items hastily shoved into bags and boxes the night we left, very few things added in the years since we crossed the state line out of California when I was fifteen. Our nomadic lifestyle meant spending little, blending in. Our budget went to food for the two of us and clothing for me. I’d gained several inches since we left.

      Valerie pulled the car into the grass next to the trailer, put it into park, and cut the engine. I stretched, raising my arms again, finding resistance once more.

      “The landlord said the key would be under the mat. Go look for it, and I’ll start getting things out of the trunk,” Valerie said after a moment.

      I nodded as I reached for the door, dying to stretch my legs. When I stepped out of the car, my back popped and I cursed low, turning away from Valerie as she rounded the vehicle. She hated when I used “foul language.”

      The August heat was suffocating in Missouri, and I pushed my shaggy hair from my forehead as I walked toward the front porch. It wasn’t quite in line with the trailer, but you could reach the door. The mat in front of the entrance was faded and off-center. I squatted down, lifting the corner. A silver key was there, just as she’d said. I snatched it, let the mat fall, and then turned to Valerie. “Got it.”

      She rounded the trunk with a box of clothes in her arms. “Okay, open it up. I’m sure it’s stuffy. He said the last tenant moved out six months ago. Let’s open the windows.”

      I opened the screen door, reaching for the doorknob. I stepped back a little when it opened. “It wasn’t locked,” I said as Valerie reached me, opening the screen door more with her shoulder. We stood side by side at the entrance, and I looked down at her. “I’ll go in first,” I said, dropping my voice.

      I wasn’t scared. Walking into an empty trailer in broad daylight was nothing. Every morning when I woke from one of my fitful and brief sleeps, I reminded myself that the dead could not find me here. The horrors I’d seen in darkened rooms in the past haunted me, but in dreams, those images remained.

      I pressed my hand to the front door, pushing it wide. Valerie clutched the box to her chest next to me, craning her neck to see inside.

      “Flip the light. There should be electricity,” she whispered.

      I reached for the light, flicked it on, and watched it illuminate our new home.

      It was dusty, hot, and smelled like the color of the walls—bland. There was a brown couch on the far wall, one end table, and a glass coffee table. Light shone in the kitchen from the sliding door that led to the back.

      As Valerie stood in the doorway, I walked through the kitchen to the bedroom on the right side of the trailer. When I turned the light on, I saw a full-sized bed and one nightstand. Satisfied that the room was empty, I flicked the light off, and closed the door.

      Valerie had stepped into the trailer, still cradling the box of clothes. “It has two bedrooms. Yours should be down the hall.”

      I passed her, then flicked the light on in the bathroom, giving it a quick once over. Satisfied, I left the door open and walked to the back room, finding my new bedroom.

      Before me was a worn desk against the wall, a dresser with stickers covering it, and a twin bed. Glancing out the window, I saw a line of trees visible through the dirty glass. I squinted, wondering if my eyes were playing tricks on me or if there was a headstone in the woods. Blinking, I walked away, convincing myself it wasn’t an omen.

      I placed my hands on my hips as I looked around the small room, trying to place the feeling bubbling to the surface. It was mine. All mine. I didn’t have to share a room with Valerie. I didn’t have to sleep in the car's backseat. I didn’t have to worry I would wake anyone when the night terrors came.

      When I walked back out to the living room to Valerie, I couldn’t help myself. My lips turned up of their own accord, and my eyes watered with the first smile I’d genuinely felt in years.
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        * * *

      

      Dusk was giving way to nightfall when I got away for the first time that day to explore the woods. Valerie was cleaning the trailer, making it a home. And I was in her way, so she told me to get some fresh air, explore my surroundings, and play outside.

      As if I’d ever played, as if I remembered how to play. She wanted to forget where we came from, but the wound was fresh, still raw. Even two years later.

      I walked into the small circle in the woods and, like an open mouth, it enveloped me.

      It was a cemetery, just as I’d thought, though small, worn down. Forgotten.

      When I looked back in the direction I came, to our trailer, my heart rate sped up, then galloped when I saw the fresh grave to my right.

      I’d had dreams about that place before we arrived, but they never made sense. Not until that moment. They’d started six months before we’d left California. Dreams red and dark, with a sky full of stars. I would lie in the cemetery at night on a fresh grave, eyes wide open, staring at the moon.

      Always a full moon. Two snakes writhed on my chest. The hands always came from beneath me, reaching for the serpents, finding my cool flesh.

      When I would break free, I would always see the hands pulling the snakes beneath the surface, eyes white. Blind snakes. One albino, one dark as night.

      Every night my dream form would stumble back in horror, watching the arms become shoulders, become a body, become a woman. Naked and covered in dirt, red hair fell over her shoulders. One snake in her mouth, half-eaten, the other in her outstretched hand. An offering.

      When she reached me, I would grab her wrist and open my mouth to eat the second snake as my other hand cupped her dirty breast.

      I would wake up only after devouring the snake’s head entirely. The dark snake. Every time.

      I’d never seen the fresh grave in my waking hours until that moment. I couldn’t tell if it looked like the one in my dream or if I was just on edge, making horror real to feel justified in my sleeplessness.

      I rubbed my eyes and blinked twice, looking around the graveyard. The dry summer grass crunched beneath my Converse tennis shoes, worn and faded.

      The day’s events caught up to me, and sleep was calling—I always resisted it because of the dreams, often staying up too late. I often feigned sleep and slowed my breathing, so I wouldn’t worry Valerie. But now I had my own room, and I could stay awake as long as I pleased. I knew I was still under the microscope Valerie held to me, but I was convinced her watchful presence would ease. Valerie was worried about my mental state and the after-effects of where we lived. It was as though she was always waiting for me to explode, unleash something, hurt her. I believed it was because of the men—the father, his sons. I didn’t take it personal. And she didn’t take it personally that I never wanted to be touched.

      My mother and father died in California. Valerie almost died. Or so I thought. I would learn that truth and fiction blurred for her, and her visions were not confined to dreams.

      I walked to a worn headstone and hoisted myself upon it. I pulled a book from the back pocket of my jeans, then the flashlight from my front pocket, clicking it on.

      Valerie agreed to stop at a bookstore on the drive here, and I’d grabbed a copy of Salem’s Lot from a rummage bin, and a collection of short stories by Edgar Allan Poe. I should have grabbed Poe for my night reading since the mascot for my new school was a Raven.

      I had little experience with proper schools; changing towns and districts since we’d left the ranch hadn’t helped me catch up with the real world. But I loved to read, and I would devour any story put in my hand. At the ranch, I wrote poetry that I often burned at our nightly bonfires. Nothing was sacred or private there. They pressed the family upon us. Everything was shared. Even our bodies, enthusiasm faked or ignored.

      I pushed away the thoughts, the memories of probing hands, and focused on the story in my own hands. Before long, the lights in our trailer went out, and Valerie opened the back door, hollering for me to come in soon.

      I yelled back that I would, though I wouldn’t, and I knew she wouldn’t notice. Valerie had an early morning interview at a café in Hart Hollow. She’d been on food duty at the ranch. It was her passion to feed people. She was beautiful enough to be a server, but she told me she was applying for a kitchen job. I enjoyed her food, though it never satisfied me, and I always left the table hungry, my slim frame begging for something more.

      As the hours passed, the night fell over me like a warm blanket. The heat was still stifling, but I preferred it to the alternative.

      The dark didn’t scare me—not out in the open. It was the darkness of my room that frightened me. The promise of no exit, of one door and no way out.

      I glanced at the trailer, my room, and the window. There was an old picnic table by the trailer, and I was already planning to push it below my window so I could sneak out easily. My mind was constantly looking for escape routes and exit plans. Ways out.

      The women weren’t here; they couldn’t get me. They were dead.

      But the mind was a perilous labyrinth, and I often found myself trapped in it.

      The nights we slept in the car on the road were my favorite. Though cramped and subject to my complaints, I preferred it to the lumpy motel beds. The car was full of windows, and I could see out, could see danger before it caught me. The nights spent in motels were filled with fitful tossing under the sheets or stories told in my head as I pretended to be gone from the world.

      And on some nights, I thought of my parents.

      I was ashamed of the fact that I didn’t miss them. It was because of them we lived on the ranch. Because of them, morbid dreams and darker memories haunted me. If our hearts had been made of steel, would we be unscathed right now? Would this body be a weapon, no longer a plague? I am what you unleashed.

      I closed my book and hopped off the headstone, closing my eyes tightly, pushing the violent and dark poetry away. I didn’t have my notebook; I didn’t have anywhere to go with the words.

      I’d made a promise on the way here, scribbling in that notebook as Valerie drove. I wouldn’t let them get me here. I wouldn’t let their memories haunt me.

      I wouldn’t be the little boy they abused.

      Shoving the novel in my back pocket, I started walking toward the trailer, out of the cemetery.

      I saw her then, for the first time, in flesh and red. She was sitting on a headstone just as I had been. How I hadn’t seen her before, I’d later know and understand. But that night, I thought she was a ghost, some waking nightmare.

      The headstone she was perched upon wasn’t worn like the one I’d just left.

      It was grand, beautiful; some would say it was an omen to touch something so lovely. It didn’t belong in the small clearing of those woods, tucked farther into the trees, but close enough to still be a part of it. One word was scrawled in the stone. Salina.

      The girl before me believed in omens; she would tell me this later. But on that night, she told me nothing.

      Her legs were crossed, her hands gripping the stone. She was wearing a sheer, black robe, untied. I was too far away to see what it barely hid, but she was naked beneath it. Her long red hair was swept behind her shoulder on one side, and on the other, the long strands covered her breast.

      It was the woman from my dreams. The snake charmer.

      The Devil.

      I waved my hand in greeting. I don’t know why. It was absurd. As if my body was being moved by a puppeteer high in the night sky.

      She didn’t wave back; she didn’t move. Not for a moment. I dropped my hand, but I didn’t leave the woods. We just stared at each other, and when I went to step toward her, I stopped short as she hopped off the headstone. I could see her body then, every pale inch. She took a couple steps forward before turning toward the treeline. Her robe billowed behind her, and her red hair blew in the hot summer breeze. I stood there like a frozen stone as she walked into the woods.

      Wordless.

      Soundless.

      Through the trees, I could see a house, and it seemed to be her destination.

      She hadn’t made a single sound. And all I could hear was my beating heart as she slipped from my view.

      Sleep did not come for me that night.
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      The week leading up to my first day at Hart Hollow High flew by. Valerie dipped into our savings to buy me school supplies. She wanted me to get a haircut, but I refused, clinging to my defiance. I’d never been allowed to grow my hair out on the ranch. I couldn’t look like a girl. Long hair was for women. I disagreed, but they didn’t welcome my opinions and voice on the ranch. I was cattle.

      Since the trailer park was across the road from the school, I walked to class that first day. And as I crested the hill, the yellow bricks of Hart Hollow coming into view, I smiled, thinking I could be whoever I wanted to be when I stepped into that building.

      I was wrong, but my naivety was powerful, and I rode that high as I found my locker, as I walked to class, though I felt like every eye was on me.

      I wasn’t paranoid. New kids were a delicacy at Hart Hollow High. And at the beginning of my first class—world history—a dozen sets of eyes ate me alive when my teacher, Mr. Pitts, asked me to go to the front of the class.

      “Class, this is Nicholas, our new student from all the way on the West Coast in California. Everyone say hi to Nicholas.” The teacher said California, like Ca-li-for-nia. Like the word made no sense—as if it had never been said before.

      The class repeated after the teacher, lackluster and bored. Hi, Nicholas’s echoed in the small classroom. I gave a wave and a hello, attempting to walk to my seat.

      Unfortunately, the teacher wasn’t done with me.

      “Nicholas, or Nick?” he asked, adopting a tone that told me he wanted to be my friend. He was that kind of teacher. Though my experience in the classroom was woefully limited, I’d picked up a lot about the real world in the two years Valerie and I had traveled.

      “Nicholas,” I said.

      “Okay, I like it. You shouldn’t shorten such a nice name. Nicholas, why don’t you tell the class something about yourself?”

      Jesus Christ. I reached up, rubbing the back of my neck. My shirt felt itchy, and heat crept up along my spine. There was nothing I could tell that classroom about my life that wasn’t straight out of a horror story for most of them. Let’s see, I grew up on a ranch with a crazy-ass blind leader who made us drink blood because God told him it would show us the way.

      Maybe it wouldn’t have been horrifying to everyone if I had told the truth. Maybe some would act horrified and wonder where the ranch was so they could go there. The zealots would find me, eventually.

      I went with the stomach-able version. The one my Aunt Valerie was peddling.

      “Well, uh. California isn’t all big city lights and all that. There are farms and ranches. That’s where I grew up. A cattle ranch. But, my aunt and I moved out here for a change.”

      The teacher cleared his throat. “And this is the first time you’re in a real classroom, is that right?”

      Thank you, Captain Asshole, for telling the entire class I may or may not be stupid. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t—or that I was likely smarter than half the students in there. He’d put a target on my back. Did he know nothing about teenagers?

      I gave a tight-lipped smile. “I’ve been going to public school for the past two years. And yeah. Ranch life was more … life learning, I guess.”

      “That’s okay, Nick. We’ll make sure you’re up to speed in no time.”

      Nick. Nick … I saw a few students in the back corner snickering, and a guy leaned over to whisper in a girl’s ear. “Who let the Crypt Keeper in?”

      The girl watching me had wide green eyes and long legs. I watched back, waiting for her to smile at the idiot’s joke. She didn’t, and instead, she slowly opened her knees. My first day and some girl was trying to give me a peep show. The Midwest was awfully welcoming.

      Mr. Pitts waved a hand for me to take a seat, and I grabbed my backpack from the floor, walking from the front of the room. I could hear whispers and cursed my hearing.

      Sometimes I wished I were deaf.

      The empty seat left for me was next to a girl in a pretty dress. She watched me the entire time I walked down the aisle, then casually looked away when I sat down.

      I could hear the teacher talking about what to expect from the school year and informing us of his office hours. I listened as I got out my new school supplies, and the girl next to me in the pretty dress leaned over, offering a hand. “Hi. I’m Kyrie.”

      I reached for her hand, finding it warm. I didn’t want to touch her, but I didn’t want to draw attention to my touch aversion just yet. “Nich⁠—”

      “—olas.” She laughed softly. “Yeah, I know. We all know. You’re the fresh meat.”

      “What’s that mean?” I asked, leaning toward her. Past her, the girl who’d spread her legs for me glared at Kyrie.

      Kyrie smiled, and her eyes told me she was blushing, but her skin was too dark for me to tell. “People don’t move to Hart Hollow. They leave. They leave without a word. So, anyone who comes here is fresh meat.” She pointed to the guy in front of her. “I’ve known him since preschool.” Then, she said of the girl behind her. “Known her since 1st grade.”

      I smiled widely at her. “Ah, I see. So what do I get for being fresh meat?”

      Kyrie smiled, the corner of her mouth turning up. “You’ll find out. You go to church?”

      I shook my head. Don’t invite me to one. “No. We didn’t have a church on the ranch.” Lie. The ranch was a church. The kind you can’t escape.

      “Well, my daddy is Pastor Davis, and he preaches out at First Baptist on South Street. You and your aunt should come this Sunday. We’re always looking for fellow worshippers.”

      “I’ll run it by her,” I lied. I had no intention of continuing my relationship with The Lord. It had brought me a life of pain and mornings spent begging for forgiveness for sins I never asked to take part in. I could still feel their hands on me when I slept. Which is why I rarely slept. I hoped that would change in Hart Hollow, but the memory of the red-haired girl had kept me up the week leading up to my first day.

      “Good,” Kyrie said, smiling like she’d won a prize. It almost made me want to visit her father’s church. But there was nothing I could offer this pretty girl that she needed.

      I offered my hand again, pretending to be normal, and Kyrie took it. “Friends?”

      Her eyes dimmed a little, and behind her, I could see the guy who had been whispering in the peep show girl’s ear, eyeing us. “Friends,” Kyrie agreed.

      The class went by slowly, and I focused the rest of my attention on the teacher and our first lesson. I’d taken history classes in the other schools, so I felt confident I could pass the class.

      Ten minutes before class let out, a man came to the door, knocking on the frame.

      “Principal Garrison, what can I do for you?” Mr. Pitts asked.

      The tall man stepped in, smiling widely. He was balding, with a spare tire middle and muscular arms. His smile was like a politician’s. “Mr. Pitts, happy first day! I apologize, I meant to be here at the start of class, but some paperwork came up, you know how it is.” The two men laughed the way boring adults do. “We have another new student that will join your brilliant world history class. A foreign exchange student, to be exact.” He raised his eyebrows at the word foreign.

      Mr. Pitts lit up, clapping his hands together like an asshole. “Oh well, this is a wonderful surprise.” He peered around the principal to the person in the hallway, and Principal Garrison stepped further into the classroom, ushering in someone, a girl with long hair.

      All I could see was red hair, full lips, and pale skin.

      Those piercing blue eyes of hers locked on mine the moment she looked into the classroom. Her smile was faint, but I could see it.

      “Students of Hart Hollow High, this is Sorina Oleksander. She’ll be staying in our beautiful little town for the school year.”

      “Sorina, Sorina! Where are you from?” Mr. Pitts asked.

      The red-haired girl looked at the teacher, and for a moment, it seemed as if she were appraising an insect, something beneath her.

      Her voice was deep when she spoke, different than I expected. “Romania.”

      Mr. Pitts said nothing, mouth half open as if he expected her to elaborate.

      She didn’t, and the silence fell over us like a fog. When I cleared my throat, Sorina looked at me.

      “Great, great. You’ll have to tell us a little about yourself tomorrow. For now, I know there isn’t much time left, but why don’t you take that seat right behind Nicholas? Wave Nicholas,” Mr. Pitts requested.

      It was so fucking stupid, but I waved like a jackass as a question manifested in my mind, like smoke, like a dark river—what are you?

      “He’s our other new student. Maybe you guys can be friends,” Mr. Pitts said, and I thought I was going to punch that man in the face before the end of the year.

      Around us, the students talked, gathering their things as if their bodies were in sync with the length of the class, anticipating the bell.

      My eyes caught on Kyrie. She had her lips pursed and her arms crossed. I guess she didn’t like someone sitting by the fresh meat. And maybe didn’t like Sorina.

      Kyrie looked pretty in her floral dress with a cardigan over it. Her dark hair was styled in wavy curls, butterfly clips holding it back from her face.

      Sorina didn’t look like she belonged here. Didn’t look like she belonged in this decade.

      She reminded me of an antique.

      I could feel every hair on my arms stand up when she sat behind me. I glanced back at her and saw only her red hair, a curtain between us, as she fiddled with her backpack. It looked like a prop, a foreign object to her.

      Before I could speak, and I’m not sure I would have had the balls to say anything, the bell rang. A rush of bodies moved around me, and I felt Kyrie brush against me. On purpose, likely.

      I didn’t like that.

      I didn’t like being touched.

      But I would soon learn the town of Hart Hollow cared little for what I wanted.
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        * * *

      

      At lunch that first day, I took a seat alone. The room of students before me was a mass of people who knew each other, and I could hear them catching up on their summers. There was laughter and whispers, and some watched me as I moved about the room with my tray of pizza and applesauce.

      At the end of a row of tables, I set my tray down, then my backpack. I felt like I was in a dream. I’d never had the naked at school dream, school being the least of my worries in life and a welcome challenge after we left. But walking into that room felt like something of a nightmare, though mild compared to my own demons.

      I kept my eyes on the mushy pizza as I settled into my seat. When I glanced around the room, I saw Kyrie watching me. She was sandwiched between two guys, and when they saw her looking, they followed her gaze. One narrowed his eyes, and the other leaned into her hair, saying something.

      She rolled her eyes and grabbed her tray, getting up.

      Maybe she meant it as a mercy, but it felt like she was drawing an arrow, letting it loose.

      I looked up at her as she approached. “Hi, friend,” I said, ensuring she knew where our new relationship stood.

      “I couldn’t let you eat alone. Don’t worry. Everyone will warm up to you,” she assured, setting her tray down next to mine. “Plus, everyone is just a little on edge.”

      “First day stuff?” I asked, pinching off a piece of pizza and turning my body toward her.

      “No.” She moved closer to me, leaning in. “About a week ago, Pastor Hugh’s daughter, Amber, went missing.”

      I felt a chill but pushed it away. I didn’t know that girl. It didn’t matter. “Runaway?”

      Kyrie shook her head. “I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first. It’s like I said, people don’t come here. They leave. It’s just … weird, and it has my daddy watching me like a hawk. Like if someone took her, they must be after Pastor’s daughters or something.” Her laugh was shaky.

      “I’m sure it’s just a dad thing,” I offered, like I knew any fucking thing about the way dads were supposed to act with daughters in the real world.

      “You’re sure, or you know?” Kyrie’s brown eyes could draw you in. I would remember that later when she was gone. And that day, she looked at me like I was a shiny new toy, a pet she wanted to adopt.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Which one?” She smiled.

      “If you’re looking for something wrong with me, yeah, my parents are dead.”

      Her brown eyes softened. “Well, you told the class you moved here with your aunt, so …”

      “So you were fishing?” I would have bumped her shoulder or touched her if I were a normal person. I would have flirted with her, eased her. But I wasn’t a normal person. And how Kyrie couldn’t see that like a blinding neon light, I would never know. Or maybe it as that she could see something was off about me, and that’s what drew her in.

      “Maybe,” she said, reaching for a piece of her pizza. “Why did you move here?”

      “I don’t know.” I sighed. “Not really my decision. I just go wherever my aunt wants to go. She said she wanted to move to the middle of the US, the middle of nowhere. So, here we are. The middle of nowhere.”

      “Have you lived in many places?” Kyrie asked.

      “We tried out a few places before landing here,” I said.

      “Think you’ll stay?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged. “My aunt got a job at the café down the road.”

      “No way! My family and I eat there every Tuesday night and on Saturday morning. Is she a waitress? I haven’t seen anyone new there.”

      “No, she’s a cook. She loves cooking, so maybe we’ll stay. She likes it. Things are slow here.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No,” I said, meaning it. After two years on the road with no proper home, I was happy to settle down. I liked that Hart Hollow was in the middle of nowhere. It felt like I could hide away. I was wrong, but that feeling of being slightly off-balance that first day of school was everything I needed for a moment. “So, are you one of those people who’ll leave this place behind?”

      Kyrie smiled around a bite of pizza. “Yes. I don’t want to marry someone I’ve known since we played on the merry-go-round and have babies here in Hart Hollow. I want to leave as soon as I graduate.”

      I don’t know what came over me then, but I put my finger in my apple sauce and smeared a bit on her nose.

      “Oh my God, why did you do that?” Kyrie shrieked and pushed my hand away.

      Why did I do that? I felt warm all over and … buzzing. I didn’t touch people. I didn’t want to touch people. It was a rule. And there I was, touching this girl. Just her nose, sure, but something wasn’t right. The off-balance feeling from earlier was more pronounced, more vivid in its wrongness.

      Kyrie pretended to be disgusted by the applesauce on her face as I looked around the crowded lunchroom, the buzzing in my ears growing louder.

      My eyes stopped wandering when I saw blue eyes and red hair. Sorina was leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the room, arms crossed, jaw up. She was watching us, and I felt her everywhere. I felt her in my head, in my chest, down to my dick. I shook my head a little, seeing the ghost of a smile on her lips. She blinked, and I did too. Then, when she pushed off the wall and took her eyes off me, I felt like a cold bucket of water had been dumped over my shoulders.

      The warm feeling I had moments before was gone. My desire to lean toward Kyrie was gone, and I found her high-pitched laugh grating.

      She could tell something was wrong and looked around, following my gaze. A trail of red hair was all she caught as Sorina left the lunchroom.

      When Kyrie turned back, her eyes had changed. I could see the jealousy there. Or something there. “You’re not the only fresh meat.”

      “You gonna tell me what happens to fresh meat or leave me wondering again?” I asked, handing her a napkin.

      “Leave you wondering,” Kyrie replied, reaching for the tray.
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      Valerie’s new job at the Family Café in Hart Hollow wasn’t hard work. Not to her, anyway. It was busy, familiar, and held a sense of home. She was used to feeding people. It was her assigned position at the ranch. And though she longed to leave that life behind and the horror experienced in their last hours there, she found comfort in the routine of making meals for people, in keeping her hands busy.

      Idle hands were …

      It’d been one week since she started at the Family Café.

      She went to bed early and rose early to feed the morning crowd, which consisted of farmers and locals. No one passed through Hart Hollow. It was a forgotten town, buried in winding roads and the hills of the Ozarks. She liked it there. She enjoyed the people. God-fearing people. It was familiar. The people they left behind at the ranch were pretenders. It’s what she told herself when she heard their screams. And she often did in the night, and she wondered if Nicholas did, too. He had trouble sleeping, but he hadn’t left the trailer yet. Not far from it, anyway. She suspected he sat on the bench behind the trailer. There was a small cemetery behind their new home in the woods, and she knew he harbored a fascination for them. She’d found sketches in his backpack once, dark poetry, and after nearly being caught snooping, she never looked again.

      Though she acted as Nicholas’s guardian, she often felt they were more like siblings because of the nine-year age difference, and she often still felt like a kid at twenty-six.

      The patrons of the café called her young lady when they saw her leave the kitchen, complimenting her on her cooking. It was a run of luck that the previous cook was ready to retire when she visited looking for a job. She studied under the woman for a week before she was on her own with the part-time workers that came in a few times a week.

      She’d lied on her application, saying she was the head cook on a cattle ranch in California. Then, she lied again, saying the ranch owners had moved.

      They hadn’t moved, not the leaders of the ranch they’d lived on.

      They were dead.

      It was a late morning in Hart Hollow as she reminisced about the past. The early rush had come and gone, and the café was empty as she headed behind the building to take a break where the lone server was smoking. The front door had a bell that chimed out back, so they could take these moments.

      Charla smiled at her when she stepped out into the scorching morning air. She puffed out a cloud of smoke and grinned around the grey. “Hey. Smoke?” she asked as she pulled a pack from her front pocket.

      Valerie shook her head. “No.” She didn’t have vices such as that. And this was a new leaf. Left behind were envy, greed, and the spite she often felt when she looked at familiar faces. Tabula Rasa.

      “Smart. I’m trying to quit,” Charla said, shoving the pack back into her pocket.

      Valerie nodded, unsure what to say. It’s why she could never do Charla’s job. The thirty-something woman was friendly and outgoing. She charmed the customers and made great tips. Well, as great as you could get from farmers in forgotten towns. But you didn’t need much to live in Hart Hollow. The line between the well-to-do and the less fortunate was thin. Easily crossed.

      Before Valerie could suffer another moment of wondering what to say or do with her hands, the bell chimed above the two women.

      “Shit,” Charla said, moving to throw her cigarette in the dirt.

      “I’ll seat them. Finish your smoke,” Valerie said, her voice a whisper.

      Charla smiled, bringing the cigarette to her lips. “Thanks. I’ll be in in a second.”

      Valerie nodded, walking into the building.

      Waiting at the door was a tall man in dark slacks, a white button up shirt, and black glasses. He held a cane in his hand, and his eyes were trained on the wall.

      She could tell he heard her approaching, but his lack of sight was apparent in how he moved his head back and forth. “Good morning, you’re new, aren’t you?” the man said, smiling.

      Valerie furrowed her brow as she approached. “Yes. Hi. Charla is just out back. She’ll be inside in a second. I can get you seated, though.”

      The man was handsome, dark-haired, and broad-shouldered. “And who is seating me, may I ask?” His voice betrayed his appearance. He seemed older than the skin on his face suggested. Yet, he had no wrinkles and a smile that was all teeth.

      “I’m Valerie. I work in the kitchen. I started a couple of weeks ago.”

      The man offered his hand, and Valerie stepped forward to take it, finding his palm was cool to the touch.

      “I’m Deacon Ed Rex. Nice to meet you.”

      Valerie felt a chill as she pulled her hand away. “Is there a Catholic church here in Hart Hollow? I hadn’t seen one when we moved in.”

      The man’s smile grew wider. “Yes. It’s smaller than the Baptist congregations here.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “Steele Heart is on the hill overlooking the town. On Steele Bluff Road. Are you Catholic?”

      Valerie shook her head, then blushed, grateful he couldn’t see her. “No, but I’m looking for a fresh start here. A new church.” She finally spoke the words she’d refused to say out loud, especially not to Nicholas. She knew he would reject the idea. Their ideas for Tabula Rasa were quite different.

      Deacon Rex nodded his head. “You should join us on Wednesday nights, then. Father Dodson sadly left us recently, so I’ve been practicing my public speaking since he’s been gone.” He chuckled. “It’s not that scary when you’re speaking the Lord’s word to a dozen people.”

      Valerie smiled. She liked the sound of that. No crowds. No pressure. No swaying believers like back on the ranch.

      “That sounds nice. Maybe we’ll come.”

      The Deacon nodded. “We would love it if you and your husband came.”

      Valerie shook her head. “No, no, I’m not married. I meant my nephew and me. We just moved here.”

      “How noble. Raising a child is no small feat for a young woman like yourself.”

      Valerie cocked her head. “How do you know I’m young?”

      “Do I not have eyes?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      The Deacon smiled. “I’m jesting. Yes, I’m blind, but I can read a voice like a face. So forgive me. I just sense the freshness of youth in you.”

      “I’m twenty-six,” Valerie said, wondering why she was still conversing with this man. He made her feel warm.

      “And how old is your nephew?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Ah, the throes of youth and adolescence. Teenage hormones and defiance. Am I right?”

      “Mm, somewhat.” Valerie didn’t know. Not really. Nicholas was practically a stranger to her. They’d spent little time together on the ranch before they left. Family units meant nothing when you were all one big family. And in the two years they’d traveled before landing in Hart Hollow, they’d been
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