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For every heart that has shattered in love’s name, may you discover the beauty in piecing yourself whole again.
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Chapter 1
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The highway was empty, like an emotional wound. I should have been thinking about the retreat, how a weekend of silence might stitch me back together. Instead, Katie kept creeping in, a splinter under my skin I couldn’t pull free.

Katie was, for lack of better words, emotionally unavailable. Not cruel exactly, but careless with my heart. She never really acknowledged the pain she caused, always armed with excuses, always finding a way to justify it all...even when that meant scolding me for touching her in public, or interrupting our time together to have shouting matches with her unhinged ex outside my place. Loving her was a roller coaster with dizzying highs and stomach-dropping lows, never steady for long. I try to remember the good, the way her laugh filled a room, the way her touch was something I could never resist, even when I knew I should, even when I knew she would never change. She would never fight for me, for us. In the end, I knew I had to walk away and finally put myself first. But the timing. God, the timing. The breakup hit right in the middle of chaos at work, when I was already stretched too thin.

Employee relations are draining, even on the best days. Investigations leave me hollow, listening to fear, shame, and pain I am supposed to process objectively. Managing my team on top of that is brutal. I balance workloads, coach, support them, all while running on empty. Some nights, I carry their stories to bed like ghosts. Some days, I wonder how long I can keep giving without losing pieces of myself.

I tuck my brown bob behind my ear and glance in the rearview mirror. My own eyes catch me off guard, deep blue, almost gray. They do not belong to anyone else in my family. My smile though, and that small dimple at the corner of my cheek, those are undeniably from my mom’s side of the family.

I pull my gaze back to the road just as a sign flashes by: Moonshadow Retreat—5 Miles.

Five more miles.

I let out a slow breath. I need this break. With every minute, the life I am leaving behind fades a little further in the mirror. Maybe that in itself is exactly what I need out of this journey.

* * * *
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I pull the car onto the winding drive, the forest pressing in around me. Pine trees rise like silent guardians, their needles brushing against the night sky. The moon hangs low, casting a silver glow over everything, as if it had been waiting just for this cabin.

I know I made the arrangements to come here, but I cannot remember doing it. Lately, it feels like I have been on autopilot, moving through life without noticing the steps I’ve taken.

The cabin comes into view, a sprawling log structure with multiple rooms, warm light spilling from its windows. Water laps softly nearby, hidden among the trees, carrying the sound of gentle currents. For some odd reason, it sends a chill through my body.

I ease the car to a stop, stepping out to stretch my legs, then shrug into my green hoodie before I bend to open the trunk.

“Adaleigh Murdock!”

I look up to see a woman emerging from the cabin. She is tall and slender, with long dark hair that falls like liquid down her back. Her gown sways softly with each step, and her voice carries easily across the night. “We’ve been waiting for what feels like ages for you.”

I smile, closing the trunk, bag in hand. It is dark now, though I have not checked the time in a while. “Sorry if I’m late,” I tell her.

She shakes her head, a smile playing on her lips. “Everyone arrives exactly when they are meant to,” she says warmly.

As I walk toward her, she extends an arm and places her hand lightly on my shoulder. Her touch awakens something in me, a sympathetic feeling I didn’t know I needed. It is comforting in a way that catches me off guard. She leads me up the wide steps and into the cabin, the glow of the interior light spilling into the night around us.

As we step into the cabin, I pause for a moment, taking in the sight. Many women stand in the entrance and along the hall, smiling at me as if they have been waiting just to greet me. Their outfits are all over the place. Some elegant, some casual, some that seem entirely out of time, but somehow, they all feel right in this setting.

After a few soft pleasantries, I set my bag beside the stairwell, and we are guided toward the dining room adjacent to the hall. “Sit, sit!” the woman insists, guiding me to the head of the long table. She takes the opposite seat while the rest of the women arrange themselves along either side.

My eyes widen at the spread before me. Charcuterie boards lined with delicate cheeses and jams, fresh-baked breads, champagne, skewers of meats. Every dish seems tailored to my taste. “Wow,” I murmur. “It’s like...all of my favorites, but I never told anyone.”

The woman smiles at me, soft and steady. “Where are my manners?” she says, addressing the table. “Adaleigh, my name is Luna Shepherd, and you can think of me as your guide during your stay at Moonshadow.”

I smile and nod as women begin passing around the food, making sure I have first pick on every dish. “You really know how to spoil a girl,” I tease, earning a chorus of smiles.

“Did I miss something on the invite though?” I ask. Curious faces gauge me, some smiling, some holding back quiet amusement.

“Whatever do you mean, dear?” Luna replies, her voice calm.

“Was I supposed to dress up?” I ask, glancing at my green hoodie. Some of the girls stifle giggles. Luna smiles warmly. “Everyone is welcome to come as they are, be who they are,” she reassures me.

“Oh, I did not mean to offend...”

“Nonsense, dear. Nobody is offended.” She waves me off, and I nod, settling into my seat.

“So...when did everyone else arrive?” I ask, curious. They had clearly been waiting. More knowing smiles circle the table.

“Everyone arrived just as you did, when they were meant to. Some have been here...longer than others,” Luna says.

One woman at the end near Luna catches my eye. She seems restless, wearing a long dark blue gown with a tattered apron over it. Her cheeks are flushed, hair disheveled, but her green eyes are remarkable, impossible to ignore. I study her briefly, then ask if I can have everyone’s names since they already know mine. Her gaze flicks between me and Luna, and Luna nods politely.

“Salem,” she says, then returns to her dish, head bowed.

Names continue in a quick stream, until finally, Madeline. A beautiful brunette to my right, her long curly hair spilling out from beneath a black beanie, tumbling over the shoulders of a worn flannel. Torn jeans complete the look, effortlessly cool. Her voice is quiet, almost detached when she gives her name, but there’s something about her that lingers, pulling at me.

“I’m looking forward to getting to know you all better,” I tell them, preparing a cracker with jam before placing a slice of gouda over the top.

“You will have plenty of time to get to know these ladies just as well as I have,” Luna says. Her smile is warm, but for a moment her voice carries an eerie edge, like a subtle warning or a hidden truth. “Some of us have been waiting hundreds of years for this moment.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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I choke on my cracker, coughing hard, my throat burning. Madeline slides over a glass of water just as I reach for it, her hand brushing mine. My eyes dart back to Luna.

“I’m sorry...what did you just say?” My voice is tight, trembling.

The room shifts subtly around me, like the walls are exhaling. Luna’s gaze holds mine, still warm, but now heavier, more serious.

“With each woman who comes to Moonshadow, this never gets easier,” she admits. “Adaleigh, you are with us tonight because earlier today...you had an untimely passing.”

My heart hammers against my ribs. I try to think back to the day, to the moment, but everything is a blur. I can’t remember a thing.

“We...we will help you remember, Adaleigh,” Luna says, her voice lowering, steady, commanding yet gentle. “When you are ready.”

I push my chair back, shaking my head. “No...this is a weird joke,” I manage.

I flee from the table, racing through the hall. I glance quickly toward the stairwell, but my bag is no longer there. How the hell?

I burst out the door, and down the steps toward my car and stop dead in my tracks. My car. Where is my car?

Luna is there in an instant, blocking my path, calm but unwavering. “Adaleigh,” she says softly.

“Where is my car?!” I demand, panic rising.

She shakes her head. “It doesn’t belong to you anymore,” she says, her tone heavy. “None of your worldly possessions do.”

Panic surges. I turn and bolt toward the woods, thinking maybe I can lose her, disappear into the trees. But just as suddenly as I step onto the road from which I came, I’m back in the hall, standing next to the stairwell. The women are there again, standing quietly, watching, their eyes full of concern rather than malice.

This isn’t like the horror movies I’ve seen. There’s no deranged family, no bloodlust. These women...they seem to care.

The anxiety swells, chest tightening, and I feel myself wobble. A hand lands lightly on my shoulder. I turn. A woman in a jade green tailored suit smiles gently.

“We get it, doll,” she says. “You’re feeling shook. We’ve all been in the same boat at one time or another, and we’re here to have your back.”

Other women nod, some murmuring soft reassurances. I feel the tension ease slightly, though my chest still races.

“I think...I need to sit back down,” I confess, voice barely above a whisper.

* * * *
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I sink back into my chair, still trembling, the women watching quietly resuming the same seats they were in prior. Their presence is a strange comfort. Luna leans forward slightly, her hands resting lightly on the table, her gaze calm but unwavering.

“Adaleigh,” she begins, her voice soft but certain, “you left for work early today, before sunrise. You were exhausted, dehydrated, running on the weight of so many
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