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Harry was glaring at me.

The glare wasn’t a new aspect of our relationship, as Harry and I communicated off insults, glares, and fond irritation, but it was still offensive, as it was ninety percent unwarranted this time. I hadn’t asked to be kidnapped, after all. Mostly. Even if I had known it was a possibility when I offered myself up as bait, so that Tommy, Jackie, Chris, and the others could escape from Grey Haven’s prisons.

And I knew that being here was a choice, as part of a plan that Carrie, who I was carefully not thinking about now that her fate was so uncertain, had concocted to get ahead of the Petersons. They wanted Harry, would track him down eventually, and she knew that saving Harry was part of saving Grey Haven and the world.

She had known that Grey Haven would kidnap me and put me near Harry, “to save us,” since he was the school’s protector and I was the inheritor. She was right to assume they were that predictable. Which meant I was unmoved by Harry’s glares, scowls, huffs, and various other forms of expressing his increasing displeasure at seeing me.

Before, when he was my guardian instead of the idiot I had to rescue all the time, he had the ability to punish me through exercise, extra homework, or more chores. Now, he had nothing but his glare, and it was a lot less impressive than I remembered it being. Maybe because it wasn’t being accentuated by the booze, righteous anger, and guilt.

Being locked away had been good to him, as contrary as it seemed. He looked more settled, less inclined to sink into lonely misery and push everyone away. It made his growls and glares look more like a kitten trying to assert its authority rather than a badass dreamer.

Though to be fair, I had recently been tossed into a nightmarish world of possession, pain, and unconscionable machinations of a shade out for blood and revenge, so my perspective on what was scary was a little skewed.

Harry’s eyebrows gradually lifted, sensing the change in me, and the scowl switched to thoughtful and a little hurt that I wasn’t moved by his displeasure. I did my best not to laugh at him, knowing it would just make him yell. Harry liked to be scary. Most of the deadly vibe he put off was real, as he was one of the best dreamers of his generation, but he’d never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, and we both knew it.

“Did you ask for me here so that you could tell our captors your plans, or...?” he asked, gesturing toward the ceiling where there were definitely cameras recording everything we said and did.

“Or...?” I pressed with a smirk.

He huffed, annoyed at being called out. “Fine. I didn’t actually have a second part to that question, smartass. Why’d you ask for me?”

“Just wanted to be sure you were okay,” I said, though it was a partial truth.

Carrie had pressed upon the importance of making sure he was in the building before they came for us. I put my hand to the necklace Tommy had given me, reassuring myself it was still there, which meant the tracker, at least, was broadcasting my location to them. I didn’t know about the camera, but I figured it wasn’t as necessary as the GPS.

Hopefully, they would come for us and hadn’t been recaptured by Grey Haven, killed by the Petersons, or somehow otherwise stopped from saving us. I really didn’t want to spend the rest of my life locked in a prison.

Not that I would be telling Harry all that.

I had no doubt that someone had the glorious task of listening to everything we did and reporting back to whatever higher ups were in charge of the prison, and they didn’t need to know I had an escape plan yet. They’d figure it out when the explosions started.

In the meantime, I planned on singing as many off-key renditions of Rihanna as I could, even if it was an insult to her legacy.

“I’m fine,” he replied grumpily.

“I can see that.”

“Can I go now?”

“Do I look like I’m in control of your comings and goings?” I asked archly.

He frowned at me some more, leaned back on the sofa contemplatively, and then seemed to really process me. His eyes narrowed, widened, and his expression settled into a deep guilt I would recognize anywhere, mostly because I’d seen it in the mirror so often.

“You were possessed?” he asked softly, voice stricken.

I didn’t want to know what he saw in my face to lead him there, but there was no sense in arguing it. “Yep.”

“Who?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the Petersons? Their shade McDaddy...Super shade? Whatever. He tricked Carrie and then manipulated me, though I went in knowingly to save her. Is it a manipulation if you walk into it willingly?” I shrugged helplessly. “Not important...He made me kill a bunch of people while I was under the influence. Unsure yet if he’s dead-dead or if he got pulled out into this reality with all the powers of a shade, which was the whole point of his possession of me, by the way. To escape via Grey Haven’s connection to this side of things and take revenge on the school and possibly all of humanity. Who knows with megalomaniacs, really?  Also, Mrs. Z. sucks, Grey Haven’s board of directors are liars, and I think you should reconsider any loyalty you have to them, ‘cause they literally are banking on you dying to save their asses.”

Harry blinked. Then blinked some more. After a moment’s deliberation, he face palmed, which was, all told, the proper reaction.

He leaned forward, hands still covering his face and braced his elbows on his thighs, to better lament his life, the world, and having ever met me. He stayed like that for several minutes, which was also satisfying.

When he raised his head, eyes full of existential dread and regret, and opened his mouth to speak, no doubt to ask questions I couldn’t answer, the lights went out and the robot voice said, “Attention all treasured guests, the facility is in lockdown. Anyone trying to escape at this time will be shot on sight. Thank you for your understanding.”

“Is this you?” Harry demanded, as the robot voice repeated its message, only to cut off mid-sentence, voice dying with a high-pitched whine.

I shook my head, stomach swirling with butterflies and tension. There was no way the others could have gotten to us this quickly. Not if they were meant to get to Mexico, find Veronique, plan our rescue from a place not surrounded by Petersons and Grey Haven, and figure out how to integrate the shade crossing over to this side into the plan.

“Is it?” he asked again, angrier.

Oh, right. Dark room.

“No, Harry. This isn’t me. Tommy wouldn’t be dumb enough to cut the power of a building he’s trying to infiltrate, Jackie would already be exploding everything she could reach, and Ben would have found a way to hijack the robot voice to calm me down. Don’t insult my friends like that again, or so help me, I will pinch you.”

“Dumbass,” Harry muttered, voice closer. He found my shoulder, pressed his against it, so we both had an idea of where the other was in the room, and sighed. “The Petersons?”

“I don’t know why they’d be here, or how they’d know I was here,” I replied. “But...yeah, probably.”

“The auditor probably led them here. She’s arrogant, certain that no one would ever mess with her and doesn’t think things through. I’m guessing they’ve come to kill me and get you to do whatever they have planned for Grey Haven.”

“Know what that is?” I asked, wondering if the school knew what the shade’s ultimate goals were and if they had told Harry.

“I’ve been here,” he returned dryly, deadpan.

“Right. Yeah. Lucky you.”

“They make me do cardio,” he complained.

“It’s good for your heart,” I tried to soothe.

“I will gut you.”

“You don’t have a knife.”

“I don’t need a knife.”

“What? Should I call you Harry Talons or something? Got knife hands?”

He grunted in annoyance and took a deep breath to keep from retorting. “How did this conversation get away from me?”

“It’s the fear,” I said sagely, just as the emergency lights flickered to life. They were an eerie purple and cast Harry’s face into skeletal shapes that made me fear an incoming echo. Nothing happened, though. It was a relief since I didn’t think collapsing right now would help us escape and Tommy wasn’t here to pull me back from the edge.

“What’s your escape plan?” Harry asked, surprising me that he had guessed my purpose here. Of course, Harry usually knew what we were up to before we did. It was an annoying talent and made me feel a little predictable.

“Wait for the others to blow stuff up?” I offered sheepishly.

“Fine. We’ll do it my way,” he decided, crossing the space between us and the door and pressing his ear against the metal.

I tried to put my ear against the door as well, but he glared at me—this one actually violent—and I backed away, hands raised. He nodded, stepped back, and ran his hand along the wall next to the door. He hit it with his fist and a screen flipped around, revealing a thumbprint reader and a ten-key touchpad.

Rising up on my tiptoes, I tried to peek at what he was doing, but my injured thigh spasmed and I rocked back on my heels with a wince. I rubbed at my thigh, hoping it wouldn’t get in the way of the running I sensed looming in my future.

A second later, the door popped open with a hiss. He pushed it out of the way, head poking around the corner as he inspected the empty hall. With a gesture for me to follow, he stepped out, and I followed him trustingly.

The lights were a darker shade of purple in the hall, and a white light strobed rhythmically over a second door to the right.

“You know how to escape?” I asked suspiciously, squinting at him as I tried to process what that meant.

“Of course I know how to escape. I’ve been here for months and they only have basic cable,” he returned grumpily.

“And you don’t trust the board of directors because you’re a paranoid asshole,” I added, though with growing anger.

He shrugged one shoulder in agreement.

“Why didn’t you leave?” I pressed, heart racing aggressively and mind whirling with how unnecessary my capture had been.

He hadn’t fought to get back to us when we needed him the most. He had stayed here and let himself rot in safety while we had nearly died. He abandoned us to the Petersons, to Grey Haven, to the pain, and I hated him a little bit for it.

He didn’t reply, but his guilty expression said enough.

“You don’t deserve this,” I said, softening. “And you definitely don’t deserve to be used as a tool by people who don’t care if you live or die.”

“Mrs. Z. cares,” he replied quietly, stopping in front of the door.

“Does she?” I asked archly, wondering how he could think so when she had been so eager to disappear when the Petersons had started terrorizing Sweetbriar and attacking Grey Haven. She hadn’t done a thing to help since the fight had gotten loud.

He didn’t reply, either because he was too busy looking for the mechanism that controlled the door or because I was right to question her loyalty and he knew it.

Before he could figure out the door, it blew back and knocked into Harry’s shoulder. He went down, and I leapt to the side, the door missing me by an inch.

I raised my hands instinctively as it clattered against the ground behind me, my feet sliding into a fighting stance. I sensed movement where the door had been, tracked it warily, and took a step back as what I was seeing registered fully.

Fear pulled dread into my gut and made my raised hands tremble.

Highlighted by the strobing light, and backed by Col and Helen, stood the man who used to be Frankie. His face was the same, down to the moles and the dark eyes, but everything had changed. His features were harder, sharper, and his eyes flashed with power and energy that should not have been possible in this reality. I could feel his evil in my chest; could sense the darkness in the air between us. He was all shade.

He was the shade.

The wrongness of his existence in this world had me swallowing nausea, even as his radiating energy threatened to overwhelm me with memories of death, murder, and pain. He was an echo made flesh; terror carved into the bones and marrow of my body.

I glanced over at Col, who was smirking with their perceived victory, to Helen, who was scowling at me, and then back to the shade, who looked like all his dreams had come true. He looked between Harry and me, eyes bright with malice and looming violence.

Harry slowly stood, hand gripping his shoulder and body held like he was ready to die fighting.

“The protector and the next in line to the throne. How exciting for me,” the shade drawled, laconic voice as familiar as my nightmares. It made me freeze, remembering his words of torture. The sound put me back into my apartment where I had killed my family again and again. He had tortured me for weeks with that voice—had used it as a means to hurt and kill others.

With a flash of showy power meant to terrify us, he appeared next to Harry in a too-fast blur of darkness and wrapped his deceptively delicate-looking hand around Harry’s throat. He lifted him off the ground, hand clenching to crush Harry’s larynx.

Because I was an impulsive idiot who didn’t like assholes hurting the people I cared about, I punched the shade in the face. He blinked at me, nonplussed, but didn’t otherwise react. I retreated, shaking my hand out as it burned and throbbed painfully

“Ow,” I whispered sadly, as Col stepped forward and grabbed my wrist to keep me out of the way of the shade’s murdering.

I kneed him in the groin without taking my eyes off Harry, and Col doubled over, groaning loudly. I was about to kick him again, this time in the face, but Helen raised her shotgun in a warning, and I stepped back, hands raised. I watched helplessly as the shade turned his head to look at me smugly, hand tightening as Harry went pale and his hands clutched at the shade’s too-strong fingers as he tried to break the hold.

Ignoring Helen’s warnings and Col’s groans of pain, I stepped around Col, to attack the shade again, to do anything, but two steps were all I managed before chaos struck again.

The hall darkened, shadows stretching out and covering us, dimming the lights and turning the shade and Harry into outlines backed by violet and white. I turned, searching for the source, wondering if the shade was doing it, only to hear him ask, “What’s this?”

With a boom and a shockwave of power, the shadows parted and Mrs. Z. appeared in the doorway. Her hair was in a perfect bun as always, and her violet eyes were blazing with hate and intensity.

“Release him,” Mrs. Z. warned, eyes only for Harry and the shade.

The shade smiled, beyond pleased to see her in front of him. “Make me.”

She arched an eyebrow at him before disappearing as suddenly as she had come. The shade’s grip on Harry loosened in surprise and then fell entirely as he was flung against the wall by Mrs. Z.

I rushed over to Harry, ignoring Helen’s raised shotgun, and touched his shoulder. He had collapsed against the wall, coughing and gasping for air, and he gripped my hand like he wasn’t sure if I was a threat. He caught my eye, softened his touch, and took deep gulps of precious air, trusting me to hold him up and protect him until he recovered.

Mrs. Z. and the shade moved away from us, the sound of crunching metal meeting against the whisper of dark shadows that radiated from them both. Helen helped Col stand upright, pulling him behind her protectively, even as she kept her eyes on me, determined not to let me get away. I ignored her and watched the fight, scared, unsure, and awed at the power and skill in front of me.

I had felt Mrs. Z.’s unusual power from time to time, and I had seen her fight once, but it had never been like this. Never like she was fighting her equal; never like the outcome of the fight might be in question. They were a blur of darkness that left destruction and pain in their wake, and I had no idea who was going to win.

At an unseen sign from one or both, they broke apart, panting and pained, taking a moment to recover, so they could start the process all over again.

Mrs. Z. faced me in the hallway, while the shade faced her, and I was struck by her furious expression and how out of control she seemed. I had never seen her look more human, more like someone who bled, felt, and feared.

“You cannot have him,” she declared.

“Your time is done,” the shade replied. “I’ve already won. You’re just too arrogant to see it.”

Mrs. Z. smirked and slammed her palm against the ground with a crunch that rang alarmingly loud in my ears. The shade, Helen, and Col flew back against the walls, struck by an unseen force, and Mrs. Z. flashed over to Harry and me, far faster than I could track or react to.

She grabbed our wrists, her grip unrelenting, and then we were moving, the ground rushing beneath us as we ran away from the shade and the terror he had brought with him.
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Mrs. Z. stopped running with a gasp. She put a hand to her chest, her body heaving with the exertion of carrying us so far, and I pulled away from her immediately. We were still in the facility, and I had no idea what floor we were on or if we had gone up or down.

I checked on Harry, whose shoulder wasn’t broken but bruised enough that it would hurt like hell for a week. He scowled down at it and then up at me, like he thought it was my fault the shade had hurt him. I rolled my eyes, knowing he was just angry at being hurt, and turned away from him, searching for a way out in the room we had stopped in, not wanting to deal with Mrs. Z. and my conflicting emotions over her choices quite yet.

I immediately wished I hadn’t.

The room was full of dead people. They all had wounds that suggested the shade, Col, and Helen had torn through them with wicked violence they had relished. Nearest me was the auditor and the group that had brought me to the prison, still wearing all black, faces covered, save for the auditor, who stared up at the ceiling with unseeing eyes, blood pooling around her head wound like a halo.

I looked away, searching for Tommy before I remembered he wasn’t there with me; none of them were. I was alone in this hellscape with someone I didn’t trust and Harry, all while a major shade snapped at my heels.

“What are the odds the Petersons have a bunch more people waiting outside to shoot anyone who tries to leave?” I mused, focusing on escape instead of the way I wanted to vomit then cry.

Harry grunted and ambled over to the fallen. He stared down at the auditor for a moment, eyes dark, and then he bent down to take the closest weapon, a pistol, and checked the chamber and magazine one handed.

He glanced at me, then at the fallen, and joined me on my side of the room. He held the pistol out to me and went to retrieve his own, not looking at me as he did, a kindness he didn’t want acknowledged. He picked up three more weapons, tucking them around his body, and finally looked at Mrs. Z., jaw clenching with anger. He dismissed her with a flick of his eyes and caught my gaze as he spoke.

“You’re probably right. We need a defensible spot to fight,” he decided.

“They have more people and stronger forces,” Mrs. Z. countered. “Fleeing is our only option.”

“You’re good at that, huh?” I spat at her harshly, the way she had abandoned all of us the past few weeks sparking like wildfire in my chest. “You wanna leave Harry behind so he can die for your escape? What do ya say, Harry? Feeling frisky for death?”

Mrs. Z. stepped closer to me, anger bubbling over and eyes flashing dangerously. “I have never wanted Harry dead. I have fought his fate since the moment I learned he was the one meant to die.”

“Why him and not the others that have died for you?” I spat back. “Where was your care then?”

“It’s because I’m her great-great-something nephew,” Harry retorted before Mrs. Z. could dismiss the question or change the subject.

That was not at all what I had expected for an answer, and I looked between them, searching for a spark of familial resemblance. It was there a bit, in the shape of the nose and jaw, and the eyes that were flashing with common anger as they glared at one another.

“Okay,” I stalled. “Okay. Um. So. That’s neato. So, she was okay with the others dying for her when it wasn’t family. That’s pretty terrible. Why was it you this time? I thought the little girl who dealt with bringing people back to life could control the re-birth thing?”

“The school,” Harry decided slowly, as if the thought had only just come to him. “It wants her out and wants her distracted so it can arrange things to its liking.”

“The school wants you out?” I asked, not following the leaps Harry was making or the full context of their glares and silent communication.

“We don’t have time for this,” Mrs. Z. replied, eyes flashing with power before her body swirled with darkness that somehow looked weak, fractured. I looked at her more closely and noticed grey along her temples. She was older than I remembered, less flawlessly ageless.

If the school wanted her gone, it was certainly letting that opinion be known now. My bet was that she had fled the school for that reason. She didn’t want the board of directors to know that she had been weakened or that the school was revolting against her control. She was scrambling to survive, hiding in an attempt to make things right, and doing a terrible job of it all.

“You want to fight your way out?” Harry asked. “When that little bit of magic you did has left you shaking?”

Mrs. Z. inhaled sharply, stilling, an attempt to stop the way she was trembling, and glared harder. “I have watched this prison for months to protect you from them. Show some gratitude.”

“That’s where you’ve been?” I asked incredulously.

She flicked her eyes to mine then away, an admission and a dismissal in one, like I didn’t have the right to question her about anything.

Anger beat like madness in my chest.

How dare she abandon us to stand guard over a prison that wouldn’t have been infiltrated had she been at the school to manage the auditor and Mr. Jonah! How dare she act like her ties of loyalty were the only thing that mattered when people were dying to save the school! How dare she think that we wouldn’t have fought to keep the shade away from Harry!

Harry saw the yell building in my throat and crossed the room. He tucked his pistol under the elbow of his bad arm, wrapped his good hand around my wrist, and tugged me over to the door that led outside. Daylight peeked around the slightly bent metal, and it was the best thing I had seen since waking up.

Beyond the main door was a second, heavier door, which had been ripped from its hinges. Several more guards littered the ground outside, blood splattered gruesomely around them. I didn’t want to look, but I had to, and it made me ache.

More blood, more horrifying memories to keep forever.

A vast stretch of land stretched out beyond the door, trees met by craggy rocks and a drop off that sounded like it led to the ocean below. We were in the middle of a forested island, and a dozen Petersons were milling around the outside, weapons at the ready, eyes searching the terrain and sky like they thought Grey Haven’s forces were around every rock and tree. A call went up when Harry peeked around the edge of the door, proof they had seen us, but no one opened fire, waiting for a command to act.

Behind us, the shade stepped into the room, hands in his pockets, wide grin in place.

“Do you like the gift I brought you, Julie?” he asked playfully, gesturing with his chin to his reinforcements.

“Die already,” I retorted.

“Already did,” he said. His dark gaze landed on Mrs. Z., as Col and Helen stepped into place beside him. “Remember that? Remember when you killed me? Wasn’t that a fun day for us all?”

“You were putting the school at risk. I warned you. You decided to carry on, and I had no choice. Besides, you tried to kill me first,” she replied, cold as a winter’s day.

“I was curious!” the shade replied, voice full of pain and a hundred years’ worth of frustration. “I was twenty, scientific, and eager to understand. I just wanted to know more about the way our realities collided, how the doorways worked, and why shades had to be the enemy in this fight you engineered. Now, I know that shades are the enemy because you fear us too much to understand us.”

Mrs. Z. scoffed defiantly, but her body was rigid with the truths he was saying. She held so many secrets in her head, so many things she had done to protect the school that she could never be qualified as good or kind. She was selfish and afraid, but she was also the school’s protector and the only reason Harry wasn’t dead. Maybe the only reason I wasn’t dead, too.

It was complicated, and human, and I wished that her choices hadn’t brought us here.

“And I suppose you possessing one of your family members that year and sending them on a suicide mission into the school to find a way back to this side was your version of ‘good?’” Mrs. Z. asked sharply.

“They volunteered. They knew the risks, and they, like me, like all of us, knew that shades weren’t the problem with the dreamworld. The people who kill them on sight, who stalk through dreams like a nightmare of this reality’s making, are the problem. You couldn’t let us have the dreamworld, couldn’t let us be at peace, so I’m going to take this world and the dreamworld and leave you with neither. I will rule both, and you’ll be dead. Maybe if you come back as a shade I’ll let you serve me. I’ll need my shoes shined, after all.”

“I will never serve you,” she said, chin raised haughtily.

He stepped forward, hands coming out of his pockets. “One last battle, Mrs. Zurowski, and then we can put this feud to rest forever.”

“You were always a terrible liar, Fred.”

I hiccupped out a hysterical laugh, squashing it only because it made them focus on me and I didn’t want them to, unimpressed, though, that the shade’s name was Fred. Someone so scary shouldn’t have had such a common name.

Of course, that he was human once and had twisted himself so far from humanity was terrifying on its own; a reminder of how easy it was to fall into darkness.

They squared off. Harry found my wrist again, linking us, prepared to run as he assessed how this fight would go. Mrs. Z. had worn herself out getting us to the top level. She didn’t have much left in her. The shade looked like he could fight all day, power just as strong as it had been in the dreamworld, and would happily do so if it meant making Mrs. Z. suffer. Running felt like the safest option.

She shifted her stance, arms hanging at her side, relaxed. It was a trick, and one that Fred didn’t mind walking into with a smile. He reached out for her, blurring into shadows, and she ducked away. She blurred once more, rushing toward us.

I thought it was to drag us out, to help us escape him and the Petersons, and didn’t fight the rush of air around me. Instead, a cold blade pressed against my neck, as did her forearm against my stomach, holding me in place.

Fred froze, as did Harry. Fred’s expression held rage and fear. Harry’s held shock. Harry swallowed heavily as he processed her new plan, eyes wide. “Mrs. Z.?” he whispered, desperate for this to be a ploy on her part.

I knew it wasn’t. I could feel the blade cutting into my skin, blood welling delicately along the steel. She’d have no problem killing me. Part of her had already done it in her mind. If she thought that my death would save her and Harry, she would slit my throat without a thought.

“You want her?” Mrs. Z. asked, ignoring Harry. “Let Harry go.”

“No,” Harry spat back, shaking his head.

“And have the idiot ruin my plans by sacrificing himself? No thank you. Been there, done that,” Fred replied, eyes narrowing as he took in the room, the Petersons that surrounded us outside the door, and Mrs. Z.’s trembling desperation.

“I am not playing a game with you, Fred. I have known I might have to kill her for a year,” Mrs. Z. announced calmly, like she hadn’t pretended to be my mentor, an adult I could trust, and the person who had saved me from self-destructing on the streets. “If it came to it, if the war escalated, I knew she might have to die so I could live on as Grey Haven’s guide. I have prepared myself for defying the school, and I will do what I must to survive, to endure, to keep protecting the school for more generations to come.”

“You are such an asshole,” Fred replied, laughing in amazement, and I hated that I agreed with him.

“You need her to open the door that links this world to the dreamworld to bring your shades through,” Mrs. Z. pointed out, pressing the knife that much closer to my skin. “You know I will not do it for you. She is your only hope.”

Fred nodded agreeably. “I want very much to kill you and take the next in line to a safe little space where I can erode her will, get her to obey me, and unleash my fellow shades on this reality and create a new, oh-so-delightful nightmare,” Fred agreed blandly, like he was discussing the weather instead of plans for world domination.

“Harry...” I murmured softly, not caring much for any of the options that were being presented to me.

“Let her go,” Harry begged Mrs. Z., eyes shining with unshed tears.

A well of blood dripped over the edge of the knife in reply, Mrs. Z.’s hold on me unrelenting. Harry raised his pistol in a flash, pointed directly at Mrs. Z.’s forehead. She flicked her eyes over to him, surprised, stricken, and devastated. Fred grinned joyfully.

“Ohhh, family drama. Col, go make me popcorn.”

Col looked around the room dutifully, missing Fred’s sarcasm, prepared to search the entire prison for popcorn, and Helen sighed, rolling her eyes heavenward.

The tension between us ratcheted up and held, as Fred stared at us, contemplating Mrs. Z.’s resolve, Harry stared at Mrs. Z. with a murderous expression, and Mrs. Z. looked between them both expectantly. The tension released as Fred laughed and held his hands akimbo. I carefully kept myself from jerking in surprise at the sudden sound, hating him and his love of dramatic gestures.

“I could just kill you both and no one will be there to protect the school.”

“The defenses will engage and you will spend a thousand years trying to get through,” Mrs. Z. replied.

“I have the time,” he replied lazily.

Harry sidestepped, so that he had better aim for the shot, his eyes finding mine meaningfully. He looked down at my hand, where I was still gripping the pistol he had given me, then up again, trying to communicate. He wasn’t Tommy, Carrie, or Ben, however, and I couldn’t read him the way I could them.

Then, he started tapping on his thigh with his bad hand. The movement must have caused him a lot of pain, but his expression remained neutral, focused. It was also effective. It was the language I had worked out with the others when we couldn’t speak to one another during a mission. I had forgotten that Harry was there, always watching, seeing more than I realized.

I wanted to shake my head, to argue with him, but I felt Mrs. Z.’s intent. She was building up the strength to do her shadow light show and whisk Harry away. I would be her offering in her escape. My death for their safety, a twist on Harry’s normal fate.

Mrs. Z. and Fred continued to exchange threats and barbs, caught in a standoff backed by fear and plans the shade had spent a hundred years or more making. They were both afraid and pushing relentlessly toward their own selfish needs, alike in many ways. We had a minute, maybe two, before they escalated it to fighting again and Mrs. Z. killed me to save Harry.

Harry tapped his thigh firmly, a warning that he was going to act whether I liked it or not, which was the only head’s up I got before he squeezed the trigger on his pistol. I slumped purposefully, squeezing my own trigger as I fired at Helen, Col, and Fred. They ducked and flinched backwards, surprised by the sudden violence. Harry turned to fire at them, providing coverage.

I didn’t watch to see if any of the bullets landed, or to see if Harry’s bullet had found Mrs. Z.’s forehead. I knew it had. It was the only reason her knife had disappeared from my throat. 

Harry didn’t miss.

Instead, I sprinted outside at Harry’s silent urging, his grim expression suggesting he would fight through every last Peterson to get me somewhere safe, to protect me.

Bullets landed in a row of trees Harry had pushed me toward, missing us by inches, and then he was sprinting, pulling me with him relentlessly. The dull pain in my leg and sharp burn against my throat were forgotten as adrenaline urged me to run faster than I ever had. Harry ran at my side, pushing past branches and leaping over fallen trees and scrubby brush toward whatever safety we could find in the wilderness.

Behind us, the Petersons gave chase.
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


We slid to a halt at the bottom of a sloping hill, brambles nicking us as we rolled under them with the frantic purpose of people who would die if we didn’t move fast enough. Harry held his pistol up, pointed toward the ridgeline, mouth grim.

“You killed her,” I whispered, staring at the side of his face, unable to look for the Petersons the way I needed to with the truth of what he had done for me in my heart.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “She...I’m responsible for your safety. No matter what. That’s my vow as your guardian. I’ll always protect you.”

“Harry...”

He grunted at me, a pointed reminder that I should shut up.

“You’re gonna need so much therapy,” I decided.

His expression lightened into sardonic amusement, and his chest vibrated with a repressed laugh. He sobered just as quickly, darting his eyes over to mine before watching the terrain again.

“You know he’s going to take you, right?” Harry asked.

I sighed. “I’d figured he would after I got you to safety, yeah.”

“Idiot,” he replied fondly.

“No, listen. If he takes me, you’ll be the only one who knows what happened. The others will come here looking for me and find nothing but dead bodies and a dead end. They won’t know where to start. You will.”

He swore, knowing I was right. “He might kill you before we can get to you.”

“He wants me to open the door to Grey Haven. Give him access to both worlds. I’m the only one who can now that Mrs. Z. is dead.”

A branch snapped in the distance, along with voices raised to communicate location as they searched. They were being methodical, probably tracking us, unconcerned that we would get away from them. They had a shade after all.

We had Harry’s grumpiness and my stubbornness. Not great tactical tools, if I was being honest.

“That buys us time,” I added.

“Not much,” he replied.

“Enough,” I decided.

“This is stupid,” he complained.

“I’ve heard that about my plans a lot. Guess what?”

“No.”

“I’m still here,” I finished with a smug smile.

“I’ll have to let them think I’m dead or they’ll keep looking for me.”

“There’s a cliff near here. Water below. Can you hear it?”

“I hate you,” he decided, lowering his head in defeat.

“Do you remember that time when Tommy and I were trapped in the casino?”

“I hate you more,” he replied in a defeated way that told me he absolutely remembered the casino.

“So yes?” I pressed, thinking of the mission and the show we had put on for the twin shades that had trapped us. We had been forced to be overly dramatic about our goodbyes, stalling for time as Ben and Carrie got into place to take them out. Tommy and I had tried to show each other up in how sad we were about dying, and it had been a lot of fun, even if we had nearly died and the show had gotten way too close to being accurate.

“You think you can survive the fall?”

“No time to worry about it now,” he muttered, pulling on my arm as a pair of Petersons yelled at us from the top of the hill.

We had to run or risk Harry dying for real, which meant no time to plan his jump. He nodded at me, serious and focused, and I nodded back, a reminder that I had his back and had faith in him. Together, we rolled out from under the brambles, firing up at the Petersons as we did, and ran in the direction of the water.

My pistol clicked, empty, and I tossed it as I ran. Harry kept his in his hand, though I didn’t know which of the three weapons it was or if he was running out of ammo.

After only a minute, we skidded to a halt at the edge of a decently tall cliff and watched the waves crash against the rocks with angry determination. Grey clouds scudded low over the horizon and the land formed a soft J, so that I was able to see more untamed wilderness beyond the sea. The wind was bitterly cold, and I resisted the urge to wrap my arms around my body.

“That’s...taller than I was expecting.”

Harry paced the edge, eyes sweeping the rocks below.

“There’s gotta be another place...another way.”

Harry stopped, deliberate and focused, and turned, pistol raised. I whipped around and watched Col and Fred step out from behind a copse of trees. The rest of the Petersons melted out after them, grim faced and armed to the teeth. I couldn’t think of a time when I had more guns pointed at me, and I had been on the end of a lot of people wanting to shoot me lately.

Lips curled maliciously, Harry immediately opened fire on Fred. The shade stopped, surprised, then looked down at his chest. The bullets had hit directly over his heart but bounced off with a clatter.

“Ow,” he intoned dryly.

Harry’s pistol clicked as he ran out of bullets. He dropped it, chest heaving, and eyes full of dark promise. “You’re gonna die before you get what you want.”

“Nah,” Fred dismissed. “Col...shut him up, please.”

Col smiled and fired at Harry. One of the bullets went wide, but the second hit him in his injured arm. He raised his hand, stumbled back, and his foot caught on the edge of the cliff. I reached out to him, half instinct, half desperation, but it was too late.

He toppled over the edge, the only proof he had been there was the blood that had splattered on the ground.

“HARRY!” I yelled, thinking this was nothing like the time Tommy and I had acted for the shades. It was scarier; bloodier. I ran over to the edge, the bitter wind whipping away the tears that had sprung up freely. “HARRY!” I yelled again, searching the water below for his body.

There was nothing but the violence of the waves crashing against the rocks and the certainty that our act was no longer pretend. Col had killed him, and I had no problem returning the favor. I whirled on him, eyes blazing with violence, and the victorious smile on his face faltered.

I stepped forward, wanting to tear him apart with my bare hands, but Fred stepped in front of me, his hand on my shoulder, blocking the way. The grip, though light, was painful, a reminder that he was stronger than me.

“Nice to see you again, Julie. Sorry for taking so long to get us here, but you know how I like my drama.”

“You mean torturing me?” I spat back, tears drying up under the truth that I had to face this, face him. Again.

I was alone, a prisoner, and surrounded by people who wanted me dead. Harry was gone, and the others would never find me. I didn’t know how to give the shade the doorway he was after, but I figured I would eventually. Or, more likely, die saying no. But I absolutely refused to give him my tears or my fear. He had taken enough.

“Yeah,” Fred said eagerly.

“I’m going to make sure that you die alone, surrounded by people who hate you, while you plead for mercy,” I gritted out.

“Cool,” he decided indifferently. “Ready to go? Or do I have to drag you?”

“Oh, no I’m definitely going to resist. Plus, you know, my leg is hurt, so walking out isn’t an option.”

He laughed. “I do love your spirit.”

“Eat glass and die,” I replied politely.

His grip on mine tightened in a way that made me want to scream in pain, anger, and frustration that he was touching me when I was so helpless to do anything about it. “Sleep now. We’ll talk later.”

The world went dark, and I knew that when I woke up everything would suck a lot.
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I BLINKED MYSELF INTO consciousness, adrenaline lighting my insides with the need to move, act, and do.

Fear moving like electricity in my veins, I sat up and took in the room I was in with practiced efficiency drilled into me by my teachers, and by Veronique, looking for escape and cataloging potential weapons.

The room held a bed, three bookcases, a closet, and a door to a bathroom. The floor was carpeted in beige and the walls were white and bland. It looked like something out of suburbia, which was far more disquieting than if it were a dilapidated shack in the middle of nowhere.

It was so ordinary, normal. It was a reminder that the Petersons weren’t only jerks who liked to hurt people, but also people with families and complex lives. It made it way, way worse. It was mostly just terrifying how easily the world had created monsters out of humans who had been twisted by ties of loyalty and family.

But they had also given me access to a window, which was nice.

I crept across the floor, placing my feet carefully to avoid squeaky floorboards and listening for signs of the Petersons nearby, a little put off by how quiet the house was and how still the air felt around me. I didn’t know if it was because they were waiting for me to try something or if it was because I was alone. I didn’t like not knowing, but I knew it didn’t matter. I had to escape before they got what they were after.

The window wasn’t bolted shut, but it was also very old. It got stuck halfway up and I paused, listening again. No one opened the door to stop me, so I jimmied it the rest of the way up, wincing with every rattle of the glass, and carefully unhooked the screen that kept the bugs out in summer. It took a bit of maneuvering to get it inside without banging it against the edges of the window frame, but I managed it and leaned it against the wall so I could look outside more fully and take stock of how annoying my escape would be.

I was on the second level, which was inconvenient, but not unmanageable. The fall would suck, but staying to be tortured would suck a lot more, so I felt okay about the cost of the landing. I stuck my legs through the opening and leaned forward, prepared to let myself fall, but felt metal press into my neck, followed by a distinct click.

“I wouldn’t,” Col warned.

I sighed and contemplated fighting back. Col sensed me doing it, and stepped closer, uncaring that it put him in range of my hands.

“You see the street we’re on?” he asked, pointing at the beautiful, tree-lined street that looked similar to the one Sully had lived on, only with bigger houses and bigger trees.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“That house is my great uncle’s. That one over there is my cousin’s. Another cousin. Another.”

He kept pointing out houses down the street, and people started stepping out, all of them carrying weapons, none of them caring that it was broad daylight or that they were armed for war. They stared up at me, smirks in place, their family resemblance to Fred eerie.

“You could jump out the window, but all it would do is put you right back here. You wouldn’t make it to the sidewalk.”

After another moment’s deliberation, in which I pictured slamming his face against the window, I turned and swung my legs back inside. I stood with a wobble, leg hurting worse than it had before, and glared at him. He holstered his weapon, confident I had learned my lesson.

With a sigh, I flopped onto the bed and looked up at him neutrally, knowing it would make him angry to see me so indifferent. He had been looking for reactions from me since the moment he had revealed his loyalty to the Petersons. It was nice not to give them to him, even if it was the only power I currently had over the situation. I was petty like that.

His smirk transformed into a scowl that reminded me too much of Fred. I kept looking at him placidly, though, waiting for him to say something else, to explain why he was lingering. He fidgeted at my cool stare and then hardened, like he had remembered that he was supposed to be in charge.

“You’re wanted downstairs. My grandfather would prefer you used the stairs, but if you’d like me to push you out the window, I’d love to oblige.”

“But then how will he torture me for information?” I snarked back.

Col raised one eyebrow in cool indifference and gestured for me to walk in front of him. The radio on his shoulder squawked to life, reporting on a possible sighting of dreamers, as I walked out through the door and into a tastefully decorated hallway.

There were house plants along the windows and pictures of smiling people at a picturesque lake.

It was normal. Weird. Bizarre to see such peace while terror
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