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The sunlight streamed through the windows and illuminated Sully’s with golden simplicity.

The line of customers went out through the door, and though the line was long, people were patient. It had taken six months of hard work, two of those begging Vince to take over the menu as my business partner and five of them sitting deep in the throes of therapy, but it was all worth it. Sully’s was back with the best sandwiches in town.

Vince was putting the food together with an expert touch and chatting idly with the customers who had already ordered. We bumped into each other often as I moved from one side of the counter to the other, reacting to his gentle requests and doing my best to be helpful. It was organized chaos.

I loved it.

It was close to seven when I noticed the man on the other side of the window. He was wearing an oversized sweatshirt despite the heat, had stubble on his cheeks, and his lips were cracked and jagged from lack of water. I tensed, dreamer instincts meshing with survivor instincts in a way that told me he was looking for trouble.

He pushed his way through the line, ignoring customers’ protests and insults, and stopped in front of me. I stared at him stoically, but he wouldn’t make eye contact with me. I figured it had something to do with the bulge in his sweatshirt.

“There’s a line,” I pointed out, even as I prepared myself for violence. Though I knew what he had come in to do, I wanted to give him a chance to rethink it.

“Give me all of your money and I won’t hurt you,” he said quietly.

“Counter proposal...Walk away and I won’t hurt you,” I replied.

On cue, he pulled a pistol out and pointed it at me. I held up my hands with a sigh.

“Give me the money!” he yelled.

People screamed and ran for cover. The sounds startled him. He fired twice as he spun around, both bullets landing in the ceiling. Everyone still inside the shop hit the ground with fresh screams of terror. Their fright as they stared up at the man had icy calm settling into my veins.

“Hey!” I called, which made him swivel back around to face me. “Calm down, okay? I’ll get you the money.”

“Hurry!” he screamed. “Now! Now!” He pointed at the cash register with the pistol to get me to speed up.

I opened it and took the money out of the drawer as fast as I could without looking like I was about to attack. I willed myself to look more panicked, but the truth was that I felt calm. I couldn’t find the fear I was meant to have. He was nothing compared to the darkness I chased at night.

There was only about two hundred dollars left after emptying the register an hour ago. It wouldn’t get him as far as he wanted if he was looking to score, and it certainly wasn’t worth the felony charges he was facing, but I handed it over without commentary.

As he took the money from me, he looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, and he had half-moon bags under the eyes, but neither worried me as much as the flicker of darkness I saw in the depths. 

He had a shade in his head.

The next logical, terrifying thought was that it had come for me. Nothing else made sense. The man smiled evilly, face contorting unnaturally, as the shade realized I knew it was there.

I hit the ground as he squeezed the trigger. One bullet breezed past my cheek, while the others went wide. Screams of terror echoed in the shop and someone sobbed loudly, overcome with fear. Vince was behind the counter as well, his eyes full of terror and panic. The shade would kill him if I let this go on. It didn’t care about collateral damage the way I did.

The man leaned over the counter to see if I had been hit. I grabbed him by the hoodie, jerked his head against the counter, and then jumped over to his side of the shop.

He scurried back, but I grabbed his arm and slammed his wrist against the counter. It cracked, and the pistol skittered across the counter, landing on the other side and out of reach. He snarled and lunged at my throat, his dirty hands clenching hungrily despite his lopsided wrist. I punched him in the temple, and he hit the ground with a groan. I kicked him as he struggled to climb to all fours and kicked him again when he didn’t immediately pass out.

He collapsed, his eyes rolling back in his head, and I took a deep breath to keep myself from continuing the violence.

The shop filled with movement as he landed, though I had stilled. People scurried from one side of the shop to the other and tried to make sense of what had happened. Some of them had run out of the building during the fight, and a few were hiding behind cars on the street. Bystanders were asking what was going on and traffic had stopped to avoid the panicked people. The sharp wail of sirens in the distance counted down the time until the cops arrived. They were closing in fast.

Vince stood as I habitually willed my adrenaline to the back of my mind. It was more difficult to put it away than it was to find it, but I reasoned that I didn’t need to put it away entirely. The others would expect panic. They would think it odd if I was too calm.

“Are you okay?” Vince asked, voice trembling as he reached out to me. He held onto my shoulders to look me over. His trembling shook me and I held on to his arms to see if I could help him calm down.

“I think so,” I replied.

He stared at me, blinking a few times, processing his fear and adrenaline. “That was awesome!” he finally gushed.

“Street kid,” I said with a shrug.

He nodded knowingly. Vince had grown up in a rough neighborhood and knew a thing or two about fending for himself. “You can watch my back any time,” he added with a breathy laugh. His hands shook as he took them away, and his breathing was ragged, but the laughter was calming.

He was alive. He was okay.

“Thanks,” I replied with a relieved smile, taking his hands in mine and rubbing them to ground him to the present.

The cops pulled up outside the front door with a squeal of tires and flashing lights. My stomach churned unpleasantly when the first officer jumped out of his car, pistol drawn.

Col, wary and bitter, had answered the call. Six months wasn’t long enough for him to get over the secrets I had shared with him about Grey Haven. His eyes were hard and unfriendly when they caught mine.

Col’s partner and two other officers rushed inside with their weapons drawn, and I raised my hands at their command for everyone to do so.

The truth came out quickly. The customers pointed at the man, explaining over each other that he had attacked me and tried to rob the shop. The officers handcuffed the guy I had knocked out and left him on the ground to wait for an ambulance, and Col’s partner moved to cordon off the pistol and get witness statements. My eyes remained glued to Col’s, telling him silently that there was no need for him to take my statement. Someone else could do it.

He didn’t get the message.

“Are you okay?” he asked stiffly.

“Yeah,” I agreed, crossing my arms warily.

His eyes flickered to the man I had fought before they returned to me. “What happened?”

“Robbery attempt. I don’t think he was in his right mind.”

It was enough to tell him that the man wasn’t what he seemed. “Oh,” he said harshly.

His eyes hardened, but I didn’t have to ask why. He thought my dreaming duties had endangered the people in my shop. He was probably right.

I seriously didn’t want the shade to have sought me out, but it was more likely what with me being called by the school, a creepy shade having my picture, and Harry’s arch nemesis out to destroy everything he held dear, which, oddly enough, included me.

Before Col could say anything else, Frankie, a guy from the local college and recent daily buyer of sandwiches, stepped between us, his face eager to please. “Are you okay? Do you need an ambulance? I can get you some water! Maybe you should sit down! My father knows a surgeon! I could give him a call.” His words tumbled over themselves, drowning out the rest of the panicked crowd.

“I’m fine, Frankie,” I said, resigned.

“Head trauma can take hours to kill you,” Frankie said. “I knew a man, who knew a guy, who died after getting hit in the head by a baseball. Well, it could have also been the liqueur. He liked to drink. I remember one time―”

“Frankie, I’m okay,” I interjected. “Can you check on the customers for me? Make sure they’re all safe.”

“Right, of course, I can do that,” he said proudly, chest puffing with importance at his new mission.

“New boyfriend?” Col drawled as Frankie hurried to help a woman stand.

“He thinks so,” I retorted. “I need to make a call.”

“I need a statement from you,” Col bit off roughly as I turned away.

“Vince’ll give it. He saw everything way better than I did,” I said without turning back around to him.

I walked around the counter and into the back room without waiting for a reply. The second I was alone, my calm disappeared. I put my hands against the desk by the door and leaned on it to steady my trembling. I took deep, calming breaths to get my anger and fear under control.

The fear wasn’t for my personal safety, or that a bullet had almost grazed me. It was about everyone else in the shop. The shade could have killed someone in its efforts to hurt and maim, and it would have been my fault.

Six months without an incident related to me had lulled me into thinking that I had found peace. A foolish, simplistic, thought.

I wanted to call my friends to tell them everything, but that would mean Carrie and Ben flying back and getting involved in another round of dangerous encounters and life-threatening plots aimed at killing innocent people or destroying Grey Haven. The usual.

They were supposed to be enjoying their vacation. It was their first real one in a year. I wasn’t going to take that away from them, though I was dying to get Carrie’s opinion.

She would have a dozen theories to explain the shade, and she would know what to say to make me feel like we could get answers. Ben’s experience meant that he would have plenty of stories to explain the attack, and his sardonic wit would make me laugh and ease the knot of tension in my stomach.

The only person I couldn’t call was Tommy.

A month into his training with Chris, he had stopped returning our texts or picking up our calls. There had been five months of silence and wondering why. Carrie was certain it was Chris’s fault. Ben thought it might be that his training was too intense for anything beyond his fights. I didn’t know what to think beyond hurt.

The only reason I knew he wasn’t dead was because of Harry. He kept me informed of where Tommy was, what towns they had passed through, and if he was safe, tracking them somehow. I was glad for it, glad that Harry knew me well enough to know that I would track Tommy down with hellfire and vengeance in my heart if I thought him hurt or dead, even if it also pissed me off that Tommy had dropped our friendship the second he’d found more interesting things to do.

Tommy’s lack of communication was also something I knew better than to dwell on right now. It would ache and make me doubt everything.

I pulled out my phone with a sigh of resignation and brought up Harry’s number. He picked up on the second ring. “What?”

I explained what had happened as quickly as possible, knowing there was a real chance he would hang up on me if I didn’t. He got bored easily on the phone.

“I’ll send a team out,” he said. “Mrs. Z. will want to talk to you.”

“Great,” I replied dryly.

“Keep your phone on you,” he barked.

“I wi―”

He hung up.

Jerk.

I wrinkled my nose at my phone and listened to the sounds of the people in the shop slowly coming to terms with what had happened. Col’s voice resonated as he took charge of the interviews and comforted the customers still in panic mode. His words settled uneasily against the memory of our last confrontation, leaving me reluctant to face him.

But the shade had come for me, and I had no choice but to accept the consequences of that reality and hope that the end of the situation didn’t find me wading through a sea of blood and regret.

Again.
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Two knocks on the doorframe separating the shop out front from the prep space in the back snapped me to the present. I half turned and spotted Col. He looked reluctant to step across the barrier separating us. I knew why. The last time he had been in the room, I had changed his life forever.

I stared at him, respecting his hesitance and waited for him to get to the reason he had sought me out.

“What do I need to know?” he asked, cold and distant.

While I had told him the truth of Grey Haven and how I spent my nights, I didn’t trust him with details. We weren’t friends, and less was more when it came to how Grey Haven cleaned up the messes the shades left behind.

“Nothing. It’s being taken care of.”

His eyes narrowed. “You really don’t want to piss me off,” he warned.

“I thought I already had.”

“I’m not joking.”

“Neither am I.”

I turned to look at him full on. His navy-blue uniform had my hackles raised and my defensiveness engaged. I didn’t like cops. They made me feel wary as a rule. I had met some who had given the bad guys a lot of competition, and I couldn’t forget the memories of their abuse, of the way they’d hurt people close to me. The anger radiating from Col did nothing to change my mind.

“I didn’t ask you to come here,” I reminded him.

“It’s my job to respond to emergencies.”

“Then go do your job,” I gritted out.

He glared and turned abruptly. I followed him to the door and saw that the shop was crawling with cops now. Five cruisers were directly outside the front door. The lights flashed rhythmically as people swirled around the scene in varying stages of shock. It was like something out of a dream; hazy and soft but grounded in small details that made it seem realer.

The man who had attacked me was still lying on the ground, and the paramedics were checking his vitals. He wasn’t moving. My kick had been effective. He would hopefully be out long enough for Grey Haven’s people to arrive and whisk him away for shade extraction and supervision.

The scene was under control. They didn’t need me to hang around.

I turned away from the chaos, feeling like the shop had been tainted by the violence, and let myself out through the back door. The sun was at its golden hour, and it was shining around the buildings with liquid heat. The brick and glass of the buildings around me were warm and inviting, bouncing the sunshine between them with sparkling displays of light. The radiating calm was a stark contradiction to the madness of the violence I had just lived through.

I shakily sucked in the humid air and forced myself to put the past ten minutes behind me, using the breathing techniques my therapist had taught me.

The sun circling me playfully, the soft breeze doing nothing to cut through the humidity, I took the stairs that led to the second level above the shop. The metal steps groaned in complaint with every shift of my body. They were as ancient as the building they were attached to, and it didn’t help that my weighted thoughts were in my steps, adding gravity to the climb.

The apartment that ran over the length of the shop was large and simple. It consisted of a long, open room, which I had painstakingly arranged into separate spaces for a living room, bedroom, and a kitchen, with a partition dividing the bedroom from the rest. The only other real room was the small bathroom near the door.

It was my sanctuary outside of Grey Haven. It was the only home that I had ever really had a say in decorating, and I was proud of the homey, earthy vibe I had forged out of the empty space. There were still things that needed to be done, but I wasn’t in a rush to get it perfect. I liked that it was taking time. It was a reminder of what I was building for myself.

I pushed back the bathroom door and ran my hand under cold water to clean the cuts on my knuckles and soothe the ache in my hand, then walked out into the living room. In the middle of the room sat a beige sofa and an oversized blue chair, as well as a television and coffee table. To the right of the living area sat a bed, a wardrobe, and a screen for me to change behind. To the left was the kitchen, which is where I went first.

I grabbed an icepack from the freezer and gently settled it onto my hand. Still breathing deeply, I collapsed on the sofa and sank down low so that my legs were stretched out under the coffee table, tiredly thinking about what I needed to do about the attack.

The conclusion I came to was that I had to let Mrs. Z. find the shade. She had resources I lacked. It was the smart thing to do, and I wasn’t interested in another lonely hunt for a shade out to kill me. Someone else could bear that burden this time.

Still, when there was a knock on my door twenty minutes later, I was reluctant to answer. I knew without looking that it was Mrs. Z. Her firm knock came with power and confidence. Even through the closed door her sense of being in control radiated. Despite my reluctance, I got up straight away.

I was stubborn, not stupid.

Mrs. Z.’s normally light-colored eyes were dark blue today, nearly navy. Her expression was stoic, but there were hard lines around her eyes and lips. She wasn’t happy, and I didn’t know if her anger was placed in me causing a scene in the shop or the shade attacking me. I had stopped trying to anticipate her. It didn’t get me anywhere, and it was about as fun as dipping my hand into molten lava.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, her eyes searching my face and body for proof of injury. They lingered on my hand, where the ice pack rested. Satisfied it was a small injury, she went back to assessing my face.

“I’m fine,” I replied coldly, still not over the destiny she had dropped on my shoulders or the various manipulations that had surrounded the revelation.

“What happened?”

“There’s not much to tell.”

“Details, Miss Aim. I need details to figure out why a shade attacked you in such an obvious manner.”

I couldn’t see the point in arguing with her, so I explained the encounter in depth and she listened impassively, giving none of her thoughts away.

“I see,” she said when I finished. “Perhaps it would be best if you came back to the school with me.”

“Yeah, not gonna do that.”

She wasn’t surprised by my refusal. “I cannot make you return,” she mused thoughtfully, as though considering all the ways she really, really could make me, “but I caution you to be careful.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her eyes locked on my face. The moment probably wasn’t as long as my imagination lent it to be, but it was the height of awkward. I didn’t speak over the tension, though I was eager to ask her why she was lingering.

I shifted, and the movement returned her to the present.

“Perhaps now is an appropriate time to tell you about something I have been contemplating for some time,” she offered.

That didn’t sound like good news. Whenever someone used that tone with me, something bad happened. A dozen wild theories raced through my head in the seconds that passed between her announcement and her explanation. She was going to tell me I was no longer welcome at Grey Haven. Someone had died. I had died. Had Harry died? No, she had been contemplating it for a while, which meant it wasn’t sudden. Had she killed Harry?

“Considering the nature of your relationship with the school, and the truth that you are only a year into training...” She took a fortifying breath. “I think it is a good idea for someone to take a more rigorous approach to your training. You are not where you need to be with your education. You are not ready.”

“For what exactly?” I asked.

“I told you once already that I didn’t know. I meant it then as I mean it now.”

I pressed my lips into a tight line to keep from retorting, not believing her, and waited for her to continue.

“There is a school in Mexico that takes in a few people a year. Ten at most. The students who go there are elite dreamers. Their school can focus on aspects of dreaming that Grey Haven cannot with so many students to train. The person who oversees the training owes me a favor and has agreed to take you in.”

She wasn’t kicking me out, but it felt similar. She was trying to push me out, push me into another school I didn’t want to be at. It felt like a kick to the head.

“I don’t understand,” I said slowly.

“What part?” she asked.

“Why can’t someone here take over my training? Why don’t you want me here? What aren’t you telling me?”

Her easy-going calm turned deadly. She wasn’t happy that I was questioning her so disrespectfully. She didn’t chastise me for it. She didn’t have to. Her look was enough. I swallowed heavily but kept her gaze defiantly, determined to get my answers.

“The attack on you tells me that you are no longer safe here. Your anonymity has been shattered. We had thought as much when Ryland’s shade had your picture, but now it is confirmed. It also tells me that the enemy is getting more daring. I would rather you be ready and trained than dead. And as far as training here, you can certainly learn a lot more from your instructors, but they do not have the time to train you one-on-one as Veronique does. Neither do I, as a matter of fact. The offer is an attempt to save your life.”

“I appreciate that,” I replied carefully, “but it sounds to me like this is more of a knee-jerk reaction from the attack than you wanting me to be better trained.”

“Perhaps it is both,” she said quietly.

Part of me was intrigued by the offer. A school that trained elite dreamers sounded so strange, unreal, but also the kind of place where I could learn a lot. It would test me and push me to be better in ways I was desperate to be. But I also refused to run away now. If I went, I wanted it to be because it was a good choice and not the only choice. Not a choice made in fear.

“My life is here,” I told her.

She nodded, not liking it but also unwilling to force me to train if I wasn’t ready. “The offer is a standing one. They do not have semesters like we do here, so you can leave at any time.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied stiffly.

“Be sure that you do. In the meantime, leave the hunt to me. I will find the shade responsible for the attack on you. It will die.”

I nodded.

“I also ask that you exercise more than your normal amount of caution. Harry will be checking in with you until the situation is resolved. If you do not answer the phone when he calls, I will personally come find you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, marveling at how she could so easily turn concern for my safety into a threat.

Her eyes had changed from navy to soft hazel. I searched her face for an explanation, but that was like asking a lion to explain why it wanted to dine on you. There was no answer, merely the hope that she would leave my house as soon as possible so that I could stop feeling so tense. She gave me a stern look I associated with the warning she had just leveled and nodded goodbye.

I listened to her climb the stairs down, wary of her. She took each stair as if she had built them, in no rush to get anywhere. I went to the window as her footsteps faded and watched as she got into an idling car that had a large man in the driver’s seat. He looked to be a bodyguard. It was the first time I had seen her being driven around by anyone outside of her various assistants.

Was she worried about her fate, too?

As swiftly as she had come, she was gone, leaving me with the impression that the danger I was in was far worse than I had allowed myself to believe.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


I paced around my apartment for an hour as I considered my options, dwelled on the offer Mrs. Z. had put in front of me, and ran through the confrontation in the shop, absentmindedly fidgeting with the necklace Tommy had given me at Christmas.

It didn’t take me long to realize that my first step needed to be telling the others what had happened. Not only would they help me process what had happened, life in general was better when Carrie wasn’t yelling. She would certainly yell if she didn’t hear about the attack from me. I was working on sharing with her, relying on her to make the right choice. It was part of my therapy process. And I knew that my first instinct to keep them out of it was the wrong one.

Carrie picked up the phone on the second ring. “Jesus,” she mourned without any preamble.

“You can call me Julie.”

She chuckled, and the noisy din from her end lowered slightly as she retreated to another room. “I’m at this ridiculous event full of terrible people. I hate everyone here.”

“Leave? Maybe?”

“My sister begged me to come with her. She was forced into attending by my parents. Long story. I can’t abandon her to our mother.”

Carrie had an army of siblings. Last count, there were nine in total. She had said once that her parents kept having kids in the hopes that it would fix their marriage, but it never worked. They loathed each other, though they refused to get a divorce because of their Catholic beliefs, and Carrie and her siblings tended to fall victim to their various manipulations against one another.

“Remember your training, then,” I said.

“Which training in particular?” she asked dryly. “The part where I kill shades? Because slaughtering everyone here may just get me arrested.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of being able to stay awake when Mrs. Waite lectures,” I reminded her. “If you can endure that, you can endure anything.”

“You have a point,” she replied.

“I usually do.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

She laughed again, and the conversation around her dimmed further as she snuck away from the party. The twinkling music disappeared, and I was finally able to hear her clearly. We had spoken often since her return to Florida, so there was no sense of separation between us as she started talking. She asked me about town and the shop, clearly searching for a reason to stay away from the party for as long as possible. I interrupted her, knowing it was better to lay the truth in front of her at the front of the conversation than wait until the end.

Seriously, all the yelling.

“I have to tell you something, but first you need to know that I’m okay and no one was hurt.”

“Saying something like that is worse than actually telling me,” Carrie said. “No good comes from a statement like that.”

“You’re right,” I admitted sheepishly. “Sorry. I was attacked in the shop by a possessed man. I knocked him out before he could hurt anyone. Mrs. Z. is looking for the shade.”

“And you have the feeling the shade knew who you were when it attacked,” Carrie guessed.

“Yep,” I said.

“Sounds like a you situation,” Carrie said with a sigh. “How on earth do you find them so easily?”

I smiled gratefully. Making light of the fight wasn’t something Carrie did when she thought it was something that needed her full attention. She was incapable of pretending. She wasn’t Tommy. 

Angrily, I pushed his name out of my mind and focused on the reason I had told her the truth. “I didn’t want you to hear it secondhand and jump to any conclusions.”

“I appreciate that,” she said and paused contemplatively. “Do I need to come back?”

“It’s not that serious.”

“But you aren’t going to leave it to Mrs. Z.,” Carrie said.

“Leave what?” I asked innocently.

“Don’t be an ass. Anyone who knows you knows that you won’t leave an attack like that alone, especially because that shade seemed to know you. You can’t help yourself.”

“You make me sound like an addict.” Which I was. Recovering.

“Yep,” she said.

“I’m fine. I don’t plan on doing anything stupid,” I pointed out, meaning it. Mrs. Z. could have this one. I was on vacation.

“That’s the problem. You never plan on doing the things you do, you just sort of fall into things the same way that Jack and Jill fell down that hill. You know, like an idiot.”

“I’m serious. Mrs. Z. is looking for answers. She’ll figure it out,” I reiterated, hoping she heard the truth of it in my words.

Carrie sighed disbelievingly. “Okay. I’ll do some research from my end. I’ll call you if I find anything.”

Her offer wasn’t expected, but it was typical of her. She wasn’t going to let me walk into anything ignorant, and she was convinced I wouldn’t be able to let it go. Maybe she was right. But I wouldn’t push my way into anything unless I felt like I had no choice.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Uh-huh. I’d better get back to it...” she decided reluctantly.

“Good luck,” I said. “Don’t kill anyone.”

“I’ll do my best,” she replied sardonically.

We hung up and some of the weight pressing on me lifted from my chest. I wasn’t any closer to answers, but Carrie knew the truth. She would help me. I was alone in Sweetbriar, but I wasn’t without my friends.

I paced over to the window on the street side and cautiously looked out. The police had left. I didn’t know if Vince had closed the shop or not, but if he had customers, he needed help. I couldn’t hide from him, or my responsibilities, any longer.

The second I let myself into the back of the shop, it was clear he had closed everything down. The door that separated the front of the shop from the back was wide open, and the silence was steady and a little mournful.

The front door opened with a twinkle of a bell and Vince came in with his boyfriend. Isaac had soft-looking black hair and amber eyes. He kept his hair tucked behind his ears, and tattoos covered most of his arms. He wore simple clothes and had the steady calm of someone who was used to studying people rather than being the person others noticed. He was fussing over Vince.

“I don’t care if god herself peeled back the heavens and saved you. You almost died. You can take the rest of the day off!” Isaac said heatedly, as Vince wearily closed the door behind him, expression pinched.

“I have too many things to do,” Vince replied calmly. “And no matter how dramatic it all seems, I’m fine. I wasn’t hurt!”

“You can go,” I spoke up from the shadows. They jumped, neither of them having noticed me. I had that effect more often than I wanted sometimes. It was the training.

Vince shook his head at me for sneaking up on him – he had chastised me more than once about it – and Isaac pressed a hand to his heart and pouted at me for surprising him. “I’m fine! Why is everyone acting like I was the one he almost killed? You were the one he was pointing the gun at! That he shot at! We should be fussing over you!”

“You’re a hero,” Isaac added, smiling at me and pulling me into a brief but welcome hug.

I wrinkled my nose at him for using the dreaded h-word when he released me and eyed Vince seriously. He clearly believed that I had saved his life and everyone else in the shop. He was full of relief and chaotic emotion. He wasn’t used to being shot at or having to face his mortality so acutely. His reaction was normal and human. It was obvious that he needed some time to come down off the adrenaline and face the truth that he had been near a would-be murderer. Isaac was right, he needed to go home.

“Seriously. You need to take a little time to get your head around what happened. I’m fine, and I can take care of the things here tonight.”

“But―” Vince tried to argue.

The phone rang, cutting him off. No one moved from our standoff of aggressive caring to answer it.

“You know I’m right. And if you’re worrying about me being here by myself, you shouldn’t. I’ve been through worse. Plus, I’ve already called Carrie.”

Vince puffed up at my “I’ve been through worse, too!” He crossed his arms, looking stubborn. “You’re my friend! I don’t want you here by yourself.”

“I thought you were supposed to be the easy-going one!” I sassed back.

Which was the wrong thing to say. He puffed up more, preparing for an argument, the words he unleashed on me pointed, hard, and far from easy-going.

After twenty minutes of back and forth, and Isaac taking the stance that I should come with them and leave the shop till tomorrow, I finally convinced Vince that staying busy here would keep me from obsessing over what had happened, which he understood. Neither of us liked feeling idle.

Isaac and I then teamed up against him, pressuring him to leave and be with his boyfriend, who maximized his adorable pout and unleashed it on Vince with wickedly effective precision.

Eventually, Vince allowed himself to be pulled out of the shop by Isaac, whose hold on his hand was defensive, worried, and full of concern. I watched them walk away, their conversation serious and full of mutual relief, as I closed and locked the door behind them.

A news van rolled up outside the door seconds after they were gone, and I hurried to the back of the shop, so they couldn’t film me through the glass. A minute later, a heavy knock rattled the front door. I ignored it and sat down at the small desk that was the focus of the business side of our shop. The phone rang again. I had a good idea who it was, but I wanted to be sure. I picked it up and answered perfunctorily.

“Hello, this is Marcy Peters at the Sweetbriar Times, I was wondering―”

I hung up, realizing why Harry did it so much. It was pretty satisfying.

I started sorting through the paperwork and messages that needed my immediate attention. The phone rang again, so I pulled the cord out of the wall. Without looking, I tossed the phone into the corner and went to the front and did the same with that phone. I hurried to the back again as I saw a crowd gathering in front of the store and the glaring lights of half a dozen cameras.

The excitement would die down soon enough, but for now I had to keep a low profile and hope that I didn’t draw more attention to myself or go national. There was no telling who would come out of the woodwork with old grudges if my face was plastered everywhere.

Phones sufficiently incapacitated, I sat down and started on the work again. It was tedious and time-consuming, and I was eager for it to swallow me whole. It wasn’t the distraction I needed, though. I kept circling back to the attack, the shade that had come looking for me, if it were part of a bigger conspiracy, and what Mrs. Z. was doing to figure out the truth.

The part of me that enjoyed unraveling mysteries was intrigued, but I also wondered if that wasn’t the point of the attack. Was I meant to look for the shade? Did it want me to look for it so that it could attack where I was most vulnerable? My friends were gone, school was closed for another month, and the only support I really had was Harry, which wasn’t ideal.

Harry had been ordered to stay at Grey Haven because the person hunting him had attacked again two months ago. He had been outnumbered, stabbed in a back alley, and had been a minute away from being stuffed into an unmarked van when Carrie, Ben, and I had gotten to him. It was better to leave him out of it.

My months at Grey Haven had taught me to depend on my friends. I had learned the hard way that running off halfcocked and eager for a fight was an effective way to die. Depending on one another was what had kept Carrie, Ben, Tommy, and I alive for so long where others would have died. We were each other’s saviors.

It didn’t feel wise to make any moves without them, so I thought about Mrs. Z.’s offer to send me to Mexico instead. The urgency I felt in her words was compelling. She was worried about what was coming for us.

Strangely, I wasn’t as frightened as she was. It might have been because I was used to terrible things being sprung on me or because I knew that I had been shaped to withstand whatever crappy situation was thrown my way.

I was either good enough or I wasn’t. Worrying about it wouldn’t help anyone. Too, I was skeptical that the school had called me at all. I was certain there was a mistake somewhere that had yet to be discovered. It would be found out soon enough, and everything would calm down.

Methodically, I worked through most of the chores for the night. It took me several hours. The knocks on the door continued intermittently, but, otherwise, the shop was quiet. When I finished, my stomach rolled hungrily. I decided against a sandwich, as I had enough of those for one day, and made up my mind to leave the shop long enough to pick up Thai food. I figured I could walk a block without dying.

Maybe.

Before I left the shop, I went to the storage area and pulled out a sheathed knife from behind a row of lettuce and strapped it to my waist, under my shirt. I then pulled out a pistol from behind the salami in the refrigerator and strapped that to my ankle. Feeling better armed, I let myself out through the back door.

A person stepped around the large garbage can to my right. My hand flew to my knife, but I released the tension with a silent curse as Frankie’s face appeared out of the dark. He was full of excitement and zeal, his eyes brightened with the emotions. He wasn’t over my rescue of the people in the shop, and he’d been waiting for me. Like a creep. I had the sinking suspicion that his crush on me had just stepped over the line of innocent attraction to potential stalker.

I seriously didn’t want to have to hurt him, but I would if it came to it. I had specific rules about stalkers and what they deserved.

“Why are you hanging out with the garbage?” I asked him as innocently as I could manage around clenched teeth, trying to change my reach for the knife into a start of surprise.

“I was sitting on the wall,” Frankie said, pointing at the crumbling wall on the other side of the garbage cans.

“It’s creepy.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t trying to be. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You disappeared after you talked to that cop, and he didn’t look happy with you. I was worried something happened. I knocked a few times on this door and the one upstairs, but nobody answered.”

I started walking, his words a reminder that the press might be lurking around. I scanned the gravel parking lot. The only two vehicles in it were the truck for the shop and a tiny scooter that belonged to Frankie. Frankie fell in next to me and started rambling about three things at once. His words were a blur of animated noise. I couldn’t focus on them, and he didn’t seem to care.

Everything looked normal and quiet, but my instincts were aware of a subtle difference. Someone was watching me. I didn’t know where the watcher was or if Mrs. Z. had sent someone to keep an eye on me, but the feeling was unmistakable. My stomach swam with tension and coiling adrenaline.

“Where are you going?” Frankie asked, bringing my attention back to him.

“Dinner,” I replied, and he looked at me hopefully. His desire to be included was clear. I sighed. “Do you want to come?” He’d be a buffer against being attacked if the person watching me wanted to keep things quiet at least.

“Yeah, definitely. Thanks for asking. So cool of you.”

He went back to rambling at me, and I kept scouring the streets and rooftops for the person who was making my hair stand on end and my stomach clench in knots. Whoever they were, they were good. I couldn’t see a shadow out of place. If my instincts hadn’t been so tightly wound and perfected, I wouldn’t have known the watcher was there. Frankie certainly didn’t.

We reached the restaurant without incident and sat down to eat our meal. I had no idea what I said or what I ate. I couldn’t focus long enough to really care. When I wasn’t keeping a watchful eye on all the entrances and searching for bad guys in the people around me, I was thinking about the fight. The more I focused on it, the more it worried me.

I counted the people in the restaurant absently. Fifteen. The idea that I made them targets by coming here was unbearable. Any of them could die in the coming minutes because of me. 

Carrie was right. I couldn’t sit idly by and wait for someone else to bring me answers when going out to dinner might mean an act of unspeakable violence.

I had to do something.

“Have you ever been to the movie theater on Broadway? They play old sci-fi classics. They’re having a Godzilla marathon if you’re interested,” Frankie said as we left the restaurant.

This brought Frankie, who I’d forgotten about, back to the front of my mind. “No, thanks,” I said. “I’m going to go home and crash.”

“I could keep you company,” he said hopefully. “Make sure no one else attacks you.”

“No,” I said firmly. “I want to be alone right now. Thanks for having dinner with me.”

I turned on my heel and hurried away from him. He was persistent, unrelenting, and tried to follow me, but I was faster and far more skilled at using the shadows to my advantage. I ducked into an alley, found an obliging alcove to hide in, and waited for Frankie to make the wrong turn, which he did immediately.

Why was a “no” always an invitation to try harder for people like him? Ugh.

I pulled out my phone as it buzzed with a text message. It was from Carrie, telling me to check my email. There, she had attached a list of shades that had been known to track people in the real world. The bad news was that they were all major shades. The good news was that none of them would have been as easy to knock out as the man had been. The shade I had fought was weaker than anything on her list.

The attack was something else, then.

She had also attached a list of theories as to why someone was targeting me. She considered the person interested in killing Harry, an ally of a past shade I had killed, someone attached to Ryland, the list went on. It was far more in-depth than my theories had been, yet the things she listed, such as a shade connected to the hack, or one that wanted to avenge Bernard’s death, didn’t carry as much weight as the idea that there was no way to be certain of any guess without action.

I needed a legitimate lead.

A lead like the person who was following me. If I could get to the mystery person, I could find out if they were there because of Mrs. Z. or not. If it wasn’t someone sent by her, I would get my answers one way or another.

The problem with the subtle feeling of someone watching me was that I didn’t know where they were hiding. I had to find them first.

I stepped out of the alcove and looked down the long alley. There was enough light lingering in the twilight to give the illusion that the alley was deserted. I knew better. I needed to draw the person out somewhere I could ambush them.

Easy.

I hurried to the end of the row of buildings, started to cross the small back road, and came to a careening halt as a car stopped directly in front of me. I grabbed the hood to keep from hitting the ground and looked directly into Col’s eyes. I stared at him irritably, wondering how likely it was that after so many months of skillfully avoiding each other we had encountered each other twice in one day.

It definitely wasn’t an accident. He was following me. I swore loudly and shot him a look of venom. I circled the car and met him at the door.

“This isn’t okay,” I told him.

“You might want to watch your tone,” he warned me.

“What are you going to do? Arrest me?” I asked.

“I might,” he said.

“What’s the charge? Too much sass in my tone? You shouldn’t threaten people just because they’re rude to you. That makes you a bad guy.” He grunted at me, his cheeks turning a soft shade of pink. “Stalking is a crime,” I added. “I neither appreciate it, nor do I need this stupidity right now.”

Red settled firmly into his cheeks, and he looked over my head to keep from catching my eye. “I was just...” He didn’t seem to know how to continue.

“I know that you might have some lingering feelings of loyalty because of Sully. Feelings that override your dislike of me, but stepping across my boundaries to do that isn’t okay. I told you the truth to keep you out of this world. Please respect that. Respect what happened to Sully.”

“I guess you have it all figured out,” he retorted tightly.

“Don’t pretend like you haven’t been following me.”

“It’s not to protect you,” Col said. “I’m well aware you can take care of yourself.”

“Then why?”

“I was ordered to,” he admitted. “By my captain. I don’t know why.”

Oh, crap.

His captain must know Mrs. Z. She had told them to send someone to keep an eye on me. Col, because of his proximity to the case and our history, had been picked. It was a better option than sending one of Grey Haven’s people, who couldn’t be spared from their regular duties, to babysit me. It was just my luck they’d assigned the one person in the police department who had cause to hate me.

“Crap,” I added for emphasis.

“I don’t like it, either. And speaking of things I don’t like. Could you not wander down any more alleys? It’s pretty stupid, considering.”

“I don’t want you on this case,” I told him gruffly.

He eyed me curiously. The dislike had turned to thoughtfulness. “This is more serious than a shade attacking you in your restaurant, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know what it is. It could be nothing or it could be everything, which is why it’s dangerous.”

“I can put in a request to be taken off your detail, but I have a feeling you don’t want someone who doesn’t know your secret following you around.”

“I don’t want anyone following me around.”

“This is your reality,” he said firmly. “I suggest you make peace with it.”

I glared at him, but turned away silently. Arguing was useless.

He was another impediment, another thing telling me that I needed to let Mrs. Z. handle the hunt. There was no way in hell that I was going to put Sully’s cousin in danger, not now, not ever. I didn’t know if I could drop it, but there’d been enough drama for one day, and I didn’t feel like dealing with Col anymore. I needed peace, and I knew where I could find it.

I went home.

The feeling that the truth would find me soon enough was in my veins, and I hoped more than anything that it wouldn’t pull more innocent people into my world before it was over.
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[image: ]


When I was safely barricaded behind the door of my apartment, with my dresser pressed against it, and the windows locked, I took my sleeping pill and collapsed onto the bed. I fell asleep with my hand under my pillow, where my knife was stashed, feeling safer but not entirely safe.

The early morning air was crisp and full of an approaching storm when I woke up. Thunder rumbled in cascading booms in the distance. I listened absently to it while staring at the wall, where rays of muted light dripped over from the windows, and contemplated the day I had ahead of me. The shade haunted every second. The need to do something was strong. The desire to let Mrs. Z. handle it was also strong. I felt caught between two opposing forces.

I sighed and sluggishly decided that I didn’t have to jump out of bed and decide what to do. There was time to make up my mind.

My phone started buzzing incessantly with a series of text messages, pulling me away from the thunder and cascading light. Sleepily, I padded across the wooden floor and picked it up grumpily. The first texts were from Ben and Carrie, checking in on me. The third and fourth texts were from Carrie with more research. It made me smile around my agitation.

I scrolled through the added research without really soaking the information in, bypassing it to let them know I was okay. Sleepily, I placed the phone back on the counter, ate breakfast on the sofa, and stared at the door, considering my options and the advice of the people closest to me. All of them had warned me off, and I knew they were right to be worried.

But I also couldn’t live this way. I couldn’t live like every step I took outside was putting someone else’s life in danger. The shade had nearly killed Vince. It might have shot everyone in the shop had it taken me out first. I had to do something about that. I had to make sure it didn’t do it again to worse results. I had to try.

I stood and looked out the small window next to the door, assessing. It didn’t offer me much of a view, but it was enough to see that I had two annoying problems. Col’s cruiser was parked in the lot, and I could just make out his slumped form in the front. He looked bored as he fidgeted with his phone. On the opposite side of the road from the lot was Frankie’s scooter. Frankie looked as if he hadn’t slept all night, and Col looked as if he had just arrived.

Determined to leave without them noticing, I went to the row of windows on the street side of the building and pushed one open. It creaked fretfully, startling me. I paused expectantly but realized with a huff of laughter that I was the only one who had heard it over the bustle of the street. The opening was small, but it was large enough for me to get through with some wiggling and only some minor loss of skin in my more sensitive places.

Once outside, I carefully balanced on the small ledge that jutted out from the brick and turned so that I was facing the building again, noting that there were two ways down. One was to fall, which was not my preferred way down. The second was the steel drainage pipe that connected to the fire escape on the building next to mine.

I bent my knees, twisted slightly, and jumped. A second passed where nothing was under me save for a long drop down, then my hands caught on the pipe. I hooked my elbow over it with a relieved exhale and allowed my body to dangle over the space for a couple of seconds to recover from the shock of stopping so abruptly.

Then, slowly, I edged my way over to the second building, grateful for Mr. Vimer’s insistence on dangling us above pits of fire and pushups on our fingertips. The torture had trained me for this moment. With another swing out, I reached the fire escape and was able to swing myself over the railing. I landed with a dull thud, rattling the stairs.

Satisfied that I hadn’t died with a splat, I jumped the last few steps of the ladder and landed on the sidewalk. A man who had been walking up the sidewalk looked up from his phone in surprise when I dropped down in front of him, but he didn’t stop walking. He was too fixated on getting wherever he needed to go to figure out the mystery of a girl falling from the sky. He did stare at me until he rounded the corner, though.

I shrugged and walked the opposite way.

My first stop was the last place I wanted to go: Madam George’s. While I wasn’t fond of her – she always made me feel like I had done something wrong by existing – she knew more about esoteric things than anyone. She was an expert. A weird, unlikable, annoying expert. I wasn’t sure if she would help me, but I had to try.

The walk wasn’t far. I kept my head down and my senses alert. The prickling feeling of being watched didn’t return. I was glad for the break, but I didn’t lower my guard. It would take more than a walk to unwind me. It would take answers and the death of the shade.

Her shop was musty and crammed full of books and clutter, organized in a spider web design. The first step inside was always an adjustment. The summer light was instantly dimmed by the tall shelves, narrow windows, and extreme clutter. I fought the urge to sneeze, and my skin rolled with goose bumps. I didn’t know if the chills were because of the sudden cold or the creepiness of the shop.

In the center of the web-like bookshelves was a counter where Madam George stood. She was mumbling to herself and sorting through a box of musty, ancient, books. She paused, looking at me as if I were the strangest thing she had ever seen, but went back to sorting her books with an irritated sniff. “Strange to see you in here without the redheaded one,” she said icily.

“I don’t like it either,” I replied.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Information,” I said. “That is your trade, right?”

She pursed her lips and didn’t reply. She clearly didn’t like the idea of having to help me find what I needed. “You’re welcome to browse,” she said stiffly.

“I was actually hoping you could tell me,” I said.

“No.”

“You don’t even know what I need,” I said.

“I don’t care. If you can’t find it in the books then that’s too bad,” she replied, turning her bug eyes on me with the sort of hatred I was used to seeing in people I knew.

“Okay...”

I wanted to ask her about her hate for me, but I didn’t think she’d answer and I knew that she didn’t plan on being useful. How Chris had ever managed to charm her was a mystery I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to solve.

Resigned, I left the shop, not wanting to waste my time rummaging through books I’d never read. The frustration gnawed at me. Her shop had been nothing more than an irritating detour, and her aggression had left me feeling moody.

She wasn’t the end-all be-all of my resources, though. There were plenty of places in town connected to shades and the secret dreamworld that linked them to us. If I kept looking, I would find someone who knew something. It was the way of our world. Secrets always found their way to the light.

Typically after I had bled a little, but...meh.

But hours of trying and looking gave me nothing despite my persistence. There were too many layers in town to peel back in my lifetime, and none of those layers were currently willing to give me anything. It was as if someone had glued those layers to hardened steel. There were no threads to unravel or information to be found. Either Mrs. Z. was way ahead of me and had warned everyone not to talk to me or the shade behind the attack had been careful to hide its tracks.

It sucked either way.

The thunderstorm that drenched me before noon didn’t help things either. It was hard to take the threats I levelled seriously when I was soggy and smelled like a wet dog.

It was dark out when I decided that there were no more stones to overturn, at least none that couldn’t be looked at tomorrow. I needed to rethink my strategy of wandering around and poking at things. I needed a reset. There had to be another way to find the truth that didn’t include people looking at me like I was crazy or ignoring me outright when I spoke to them.

I entered through the front of the shop when I returned, hoping to avoid the parking lot and Col for as long as possible. There were no customers inside, as it was nearly closing time. Vince was at the register, his chin in his hand as he watched the clock mournfully. No amount of drama from the previous day could take away his boredom at the end of the day when he had no customers to talk to. I found the contrast between yesterday and today slightly jarring. It was further proof that the world kept resolutely, heedlessly, spinning despite what was going on with me.

“Bored?” I asked Vince with a smile.

He blinked several times to clear his reverie and smiled back. “I guess we can’t have a robber every night of the week.”

“Don’t jinx us!” I complained

“You’re right. My bad, dude,” he apologized, wincing.

“All the reporters leave?”

“Yeah, there was a bank robbery across town. It was more interesting than you heroically saving our little slice of heaven.”

“Good,” I said.

“Good that a bank got robbed or good that they left?” he teased.

I shrugged. “Sorry I took off on you today.”

“Hey, dude, I get it,” he said. “Isaac didn’t want me to come in, either, but I needed something to do. Classes are still out for a few more weeks, and the idea of sitting around with nothing to do...” He shivered.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“I think you might have a shadow, though,” he said.

I froze, my muscles tensing. “What?”

“Frankie,” he said. “He’s been in here about a dozen times today asking about you.”

I groaned and leaned against the counter opposite him.

“Aw, he seems nice,” Vince teased me.

“Nice enough to stalk me,” I muttered.

“Fair enough,” Vince decided, wrinkling his nose. “You gonna beat him up too if he doesn’t stop?” he added curiously, looking hopeful.

I laughed. “Maybe. Why can’t boys respect our nos, Vince?”

“Because we’re told from the time we’re toddlers not to accept them, that they’re meant to be a challenge to overcome, then, eventually, we start believing we’re entitled to a yes when we haven’t earned it or when it makes someone else uncomfortable. Entitlement and privilege, my dude.”

“It’s so nice that you’re getting your money’s worth at college,” I teased.

He laughed and shrugged, knocking his shoulder against mine. He sobered and glanced at me thoughtfully. “I’m not saying this about Frankie, just a thought I’ve been having. And I know it’s not my business to comment on your love life, but I feel like we’re friends. We are, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, of course,” I agreed easily. After Tommy, Carrie, and Ben, Vince was the most important person to me.

“Friends get to give you uncomfortable advice, then.” He stared down at his hands, mouth turning down into a frown. “Sully was my friend, too. I miss him like hell, but it’s not dishonoring his memory for you to be happy. I knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t have wanted you to ignore your life―”

“I’m not ignoring my life,” I interjected swiftly. “I’ve been busy. Romance hasn’t been part of that because other things have taken priority.”

“The sad thing is that I think you actually believe that,” he replied. “There’s more to life than helping out here and going to classes, and those are the only two things you’ve been doing since opening the shop. I’m not saying you need a relationship to be happy, but I’m saying that you’ve kinda closed yourself off to some things, and I hate to see it. You should be enjoying life, man. It’s too short not to.”

His words struck a chord, mirroring some of the things my therapist had been pressing me to realize. I hadn’t been doing any of the fun things I normally did to break the tension of dreaming. Hanging out with Carrie and Ben was the extent of my relaxing, and sometimes being around each other so much meant that we talked about work more than play.

The person who normally made sure I had fun was gone, disappeared, and was refusing to return my messages. I was unmoored by it. Unsettled.

“I hear you,” I said instead of trying to talk through the complexities of it all. “Regardless, Frankie is a big fat no, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell him anything about where I’ve been, etc.”

“Of course, dude. I’ve got you.”

“Thanks.”

He smirked and knocked his hips against mine playfully. “You prefer bad boys, huh?” he asked.

“God help me,” I replied, and he laughed. I tapped my chin and looked at him mock thoughtfully. “Hey, do you think Isaac qualifies as a bad boy? I mean, I’ve seen his tatts―”

Squawking indignantly, he put his hand over my mouth, half hanging off me in a sideways piggyback ride, and I laughed loudly and tried to push him off to continue. After a few minutes of play fighting, where I let him win, Vince retreated to clean the shop and I went into the back.

I sat at the computer with an annoyed flop and pressed my hands over my closed eyelids as I considered my day.

It had been long and a waste of time, and I didn’t know what to do next. It felt like I was drifting through the situation
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