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PROLOGUE
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“WHAT TIME IS IT?” THE man’s voice comes out rough, hoarse, as the movie credits roll across the screen. I force my eyes to focus in the dark of the room until the numbers on the clock come into view.

“Midnight.” The mischievous smile comes automatically when I realize those same twelve chimes that used to haunt my childhood nightmares are now just a mark on the clock.

“Actually, it’s eleven fifty.” He makes the correction after turning just enough to see the clock on the kitchen counter.

“If you were going to check the time, why did you ask me?”

“Because I love hearing you get it wrong.” His arms tighten around me, and I let out a soft sigh in reply.

“Ten minutes don’t make a difference.”

“What do you mean they don’t? A lot can happen in ten minutes.” He whispers it close to my ear. His voice, warm and thick with lust, sends an involuntary shiver across the back of my neck.

“Then show me what can happen in ten minutes.”

I remember every detail with perfect clarity: how his hands moved across my body, the pitch of every gasp, the sound of the window shattering. I remember every second inside those ten minutes. Because that’s when I died—while the clock tolled its twelfth stroke.
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TICK

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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“SUSANE CLINTON, CUT that crap out.” I mumble it into the pillow, my voice muffled against the fabric. “It was just a nightmare.”

Usually, nightmares don’t get to me. But this one in particular has been replaying on a loop since I was a kid. Vivid. Sensory. So real I can practically smell the sugary scent of candy apples on my pillow.

I take a deep breath, shut my eyes, and try to drift back to sleep, but the ticking keeps me awake. It’s like the clock is inside my head, hell-bent on underscoring every rhythmic beat of every second since my last birthday. The nightmares came back harder that week, right after I blew out the candles on the number twenty. But birthdays aren’t some kind of evil omen. Unless evil omen is just another word for getting older.

“You know it’s not just a coincidence.”

A chill runs through me as that familiar voice whispers inside my skull. I’m pretty sure it’s my conscience, but I’ve never dared to ask anyone. Not after the horror of watching Carrie at eight years old.

I frown, staring at the floral quilt. My conscience could at least have a female voice instead of these masculine whispers. It’s like having some phone-sex guy on a non-stop loop inside your head.

A muffled laugh snaps me back to reality. My eyes dart automatically toward the sound—the bed next to mine. Emily’s red curls bounce along with her shoulders as my five-year-old half-sister smothers her giggles into her pillow. But the second I sit up, she freezes.

The thin mattress springs of her twin bed creak under my weight as I settle beside her pretending-to-be-asleep body.

“I know you’re awake, you little pest.”

“I’m not!” she yells back.

“Shh. You wanna wake up Dad?”

“Already awake.” The familiar, sleepy male voice drifts in from the half-open bedroom door.

John’s face is framed by red curls, identical to Emi’s—whirlpools of fire against his pale, freckled skin. My own hair, though just as curly, is black as a starless night. Probably a genetic hand-me-down from my mother. Probably, because I’ve never seen a single photo of her.

My dad likes to tell me how much she hated photographs, with the same intensity he stresses how my features are identical to hers. But the sad, distant look in his eyes always makes me wonder if that’s really such a good thing.

“Breakfast?” I suggest, as his dark eyes stare at me, skeptical of the offer, probably remembering my previous culinary disasters. “Which means coffee and whatever’s left of yesterday’s cake.”

“I’ll go wake Estela.” That’s all he says before disappearing toward their room.

Emi stays in bed, rocking back and forth like a pendulum. Estela is her mother, and pretty much mine too. She showed up seven years ago to fill the missing piece of the Clinton family puzzle. I remember perfectly how her blonde hair gleamed in the park’s sunlight. The orange lipstick against the glossy candy apple she held out to me.

I should have refused that candy apple.
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“GOOD MORNING!” ESTELA hums as she steps into the kitchen, her footsteps rhythmic. I raise my eyebrows and bite my lower lip to keep from laughing at the sight—pretty standard for breakfast around here. “Suse, could you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Here.” My eyes go wide, and I almost choke on a piece of cake when she holds out a small wad of cash. “Emi needs new clothes, and I noticed you do too. I’d go with you, but I have things to take care of.”

The corners of my mouth curl up in satisfaction—for a moment, anyway—but then my brow furrows as I watch her. A strange feeling creeps in, like it’s trying to take hold of me.

“Look at her more closely.”

The male voice whispers in my head. Convincing enough to make my eyes scan Estela’s features carefully. Her blonde hair is tied up in a perfect bun, as always, but her skin looks a shade or two paler. And there’s worry, even if she’s hiding it, in those green irises.

“Everything okay, Suse?” she says, catching me staring.

I nod like a coward again instead of voicing my doubts out loud. I look back down at the leftover cake on my plate. She seems fine—except for a few small details.

Still, I stay quiet for the rest of the day, lost in insane conjectures and blurry memories from years ago. Emi and I spend the afternoon weaving through clothing racks and fitting rooms, but only my body is actually there. The sky’s already dark when we finally leave the last store, walking calmly along the cobblestone street.

Ristreville fits every small-town cliché: nosy neighbors, slow development, low crime rates. The local police station basically handles petty stuff—grocery store thefts or loud drunken arguments at the Santa Costa bar.

The soles of our shoes slap against the stones in time with our slow steps. We’ve got time until the next bus. Along the way, Emi excitedly tells me about a girl from school. I laugh at the way she mimics her, but her voice quickly fades into background noise when I hear the voice.

“Susane.” A tremor runs through me. I’ve heard that tone plenty of times, but always inside my head. I try to focus back on what Emi’s saying, but the voice calls my name again, insistent. “Susane!”

I freeze. The voice isn’t coming from inside my head anymore. Even Emily stops and looks around. Her eyes scan the area, but I don’t see anyone. Just low-walled houses, gray cobblestones, and flickering streetlights. But instinct overrides reason. I grip my sister’s hand tighter and run. A wave of adrenaline pushes my body forward. I don’t know why I’m running or who I’m running from, but it’s like my body’s making its own decisions.

My feet only stop when my lungs are burning, desperate for oxygen. I brace my free hand against the wall of a gray building with peeling paint. The sign says it’s a fish market, but the boards nailed over the windows make it clear the business is long dead.

Another pair of hands presses against the same wall—small hands, with chipped pink nail polish. Emi was practically dragged here by me. One look at her tormented face is enough to weigh on my conscience.

“I’m sorry.” I wrap my arm around her, a failed attempt to calm her down and wipe the panic off her face. “It’s okay now.”

“What happened?” she whispers. My only answer is a dry swallow.

I can’t explain it to her. For years, that voice only lived inside my head. Giving orders, sarcastic comments, advice. My mental voice. My angel. I told our dad about it a few years ago, but only him. He’s the one who explained that everyone has a voice inside their head, and it’s called a conscience. But our consciences are supposed to be invisible. Inaudible to others.

“You’ve always known I’m more than that.”

I ignore the voice. I ignore the insanity and the merciful instinct to keep running. Instead, I search the quiet part of my mind for a good excuse to give my sister. I put my hands on my knees and lean toward her, so my eyes are level with hers.

“There was some creepy guy. I don’t want to talk to him, but he keeps following me. You get it?”

Her expression shifts into a mix of disbelief and acceptance. The lie must be obvious in the darkness of my eyes, but all she does is give a tiny nod.

“Good.” I force a smile for her. I straighten my spine, even though my muscles stay tense.

One look is enough to confirm that whoever it was has given up the chase. The instinctive part of me says go to the police, but the logical part points out there’s no proof of stalking. You can’t get a restraining order against voices in your head.

I give up chewing on it. I just need to keep moving. I grab Emi’s hand tightly and fall back into the same slow rhythm as before, even though now the silence carves a small gap between us. Things only partially return to normal when Emily’s natural chatter kicks back in on the bus, lasting the rest of the ride home.

At home, I shed my clothes and stuff along the way to the shower. The hot water crawls slowly down my naked body. I silently pray it will wash my craziness down the drain. Gradually, my muscles relax under the pressure of the soap against my skin.

But any peace shatters when I hear the commotion from the other room. I turn off the water, dry off, and throw on clothes in a couple minutes. My wet hair leaves drops on the wooden floor all the way to the kitchen, where my dad stands with a confused, almost panicked look. Emi sits quietly at the table, forcing herself not to flinch at every heavy step he takes.

“What happened?” My bewildered gaze bounces between the two of them.

“Come here,” he says, his voice shaky as he heads toward his room. Emi jumps up to follow us.

“I’m coming too.”

“No!” His authoritative tone makes even me flinch for a second. “I already told you, this isn’t for children!”

“I’m not a child, and—” She shuts up under our father’s stern look. His hands are trembling, and he looks like he’s about to fall apart.

“Your show starts in five minutes, Emi.” My voice comes out nervous but firm enough for her to nod and sit down on the couch.

I turn toward our dad and follow him warily. At first glance, there’s nothing strange about the room. But the way the man in front of me reacts—dilated pupils, trembling lips—makes me take a harder look. Sure enough, the first step inside is met with a strange tinkling sound under my feet.

The floor is covered in small, uneven shards of glass, stained with weird red tones. Blood. My stomach clenches as my brain processes the scene ahead, until nausea takes over my body.

“Dad, what—?”

“Estela stayed in bed all day. She ran out of headache medicine.” His voice sounds hollow, like his mind is desperately trying to escape the reality of it. “I went out to buy more at the pharmacy, but when I got back, she was gone. I thought she was in the bathroom, or had gone out, but I seriously doubt it.”

Finally, he moves. His fingers reach for the blanket, just enough to pull the fabric away from the bed and reveal more blood. The stain on the mattress leads all the way to the window with the shattered glass. There’s also a broken lamp, pieces scattered across the floor. It’s obviously a struggle. The window glass was broken from the outside in, given the shards on the bedroom floor. My heart races.

“Someone took her.” I state the obvious, and he nods.

“I already called the police.”

In the distance, I can hear the church clock. And to my terror, just like in the dream, it chimes twelve times.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]




MY HANDS TREMBLE ON the table while the cop fires questions at me. He looks serious, but his face is young, no lines yet—he can’t be older than twenty-three, maybe twenty-four. His skin has a woody tone, same as his dark hair, which makes his cold blue eyes stand out even more. Icy irises, empty of any feeling, soaking up every word I say without writing a damn thing down.

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“How was she acting?”

“Any idea where she might be now?”

I stare at him, pissed off at that last question, leaning forward with my palms flat on the table.

“I’m sorry, Mr....” I squint, trying and failing to read his name tag.

“Call me Miguel.”

I nod once.

“So, Miguel. You really think if I knew where she was, my dad would’ve called you here?”

The pen stops tapping against the table. He looks surprised. His whole vibe shifts from friendly to formal in a second. It’s obvious he’s not used to being challenged—and something tells me that goes beyond his police work. His Adam’s apple moves slow up and down while he crosses his arms on the table and leans in until our faces are inches apart.

“Careful, Ms. Clinton. I could take that as disrespecting an officer.”

I shrink back from him and those sharp words. There’s something off about his voice. It fills the room, suffocating. Like it echoes in my ears a few times before my brain can even process what he said.

“I’m sorry.”

What the fuck is wrong with me? I never back down to anyone. Maybe it’s because he’s a cop—someone who could actually nail me, ruin my record.

“It’s fine. I understand you’re upset about your mother’s disappearance.” I open my mouth to correct him, but before I can, he keeps going. “Ah. Sorry. Your stepmother.”

I nod barely, but my forehead wrinkles right away. I don’t remember telling him that. But I just shrug it off internally. Maybe my dad explained the family tree.

“You know your dad didn’t say anything.”

“Not now, Angel.”

The cop starts explaining the rest of the procedure, but his voice becomes background noise. I don’t even know if my dad is listening. He looks like a zombie, his eyes glued to the checkered pattern on the tablecloth. Something’s off about how he’s acting. For a second, I get the feeling he knows something important but is deliberately hiding it. Every two minutes, he glances at the cop’s face like he can’t believe he’s really there—like the guy might vanish right in front of him.

I bite my lower lip and breathe deep, staring at the ceiling. I must be going a little more insane every day.

Hours crawl by until the cop finally leaves, promising to do what he can. Emi shows up right after, peeking in. I know it’s wrong, but I lied to her. I said Estela had to go on a last-minute work trip.

“Then why was a cop here?” she asks.

“Your sister’s been causing trouble,” our dad answers, looking at me in a way that even I start believing I’m the guilty one.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Something’s wrong. He’s cold, like Estela’s disappearance is actually my fault. He’s barely said two words to me since the cop left.

I go to my room with Emi after she insists on sleeping in my bed. For a moment, in the dark, I almost believe Estela is just traveling and will be back next week. Still, I can’t sleep. As the night drags on, the church clock’s mechanisms seem to tick inside my head.

Tick-tock, Tick-tock

Tick-tock

Tick... Tock
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A WEEK LATER, MY DAD is a fucking mess. Same as me—two dark bruises under his eyes. His irises always seem to be staring at nothing. He snaps at the smallest things and seems determined to avoid me, like I’m a pariah.

I pick Emi up from school after my shift at Marker Bookstore. We walk home in silence—talking stopped being a priority days ago. Then I hear footsteps behind us. The street is busy, but there’s something weird about these particular ones. Like the sound of them drowns out everything else. The walking gets faster, and I dare to turn down a different street. My breathing speeds up as I get more certain someone is following us. Somehow I know it’s him, but it can’t be.

They’re just hallucinations. I repeat it in my head like a mantra.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

A chill runs through my body, and instinctively, I look over my shoulder. The street is a dead end. Empty. Just him and us two.

“Susane.”

I freeze. I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s been haunting me since I was a kid, making my dad doubt my sanity. But he can’t be real. And even if he is, how didn’t I recognize him a week ago?

I grip Emi’s hand tight, turn around, and stare him down.

“What do you want?” I hiss.

A black velvet mask covers his face, except for those intense blue eyes. I refuse to accept how sure I am about who it is. Because that means all my gut feelings are real—and so is my insanity.

“You already know what I want.” He pulls off the mask, revealing the same blue eyes that grilled me a week ago.

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do,” he murmurs calmly, his lips curling into a cruel half-smile. “You. Specifically, your blood.”

His voice makes my skin crawl and triggers that primal urge to run. But his sharp laugh stops me. I stare at him, not understanding why the laughter keeps growing, until I feel my hands empty. I look around in panic for my sister, but she’s gone.

“Emily!”

The only answer to my scream is Miguel’s laughter, louder and louder, eating up the last scraps of my composure. I squeeze my eyes shut. None of this is real, and a part of me—small as it is—knows it. Just like I know I never should have stopped taking my meds.

“Susi!”

I open my eyes, and air rushes back into my lungs. Slowly, I realize I’m lying on the rough sidewalk of Petrez Street. I blink, trying to focus. White spots blur my vision—maybe from standing up too fast.

“What happened?” Emi murmurs beside me, her tiny hand touching my shoulder.

My mouth falls open in shock at the little redhead standing in front of me, perfectly fine. I grab her face in my hands and turn it side to side, checking every inch of her. Her skin is flawless. Not a scratch.

“Are you okay?” I keep checking, worried. It’s not possible. Did he knock me out? “Did he do something to you?”

“Who?” She pulls away, confused. For a second, she looks at me exactly the way our dad did years ago—like I’m crazy.

“Miguel.” The name comes out weak. It dies on my lips as I see her worried expression.

“Are you okay?” Emily looks around, searching for help.

My confused mind tries to think logically and settles on the verdict that I passed out from exhaustion. I haven’t slept in three days—that’s enough to make the brain shut down. I put my head between my knees and breathe deep, my fingers tangled in my hair when I hear it again.

“You think I’d hurt a child, sweetheart? I don’t hurt children. It’s all in your head. Literally.”

It was all a hallucination. But I’m still in it. The sour taste of bile rises and falls in my throat. The bad feeling lingers. So does the sensation of being watched.

“I’m fine. I just... had a dream.” I shake my head, dismissing the thought, and lock eyes with her. “Don’t tell our dad.”

She nods mechanically and stares at the street, lost in her own thoughts. She stays silent the whole way home. But that’s how she’s been for the past twenty-four hours, ever since we told her about Estela’s disappearance. No point in keeping up the lie any longer.

She didn’t cry. Didn’t panic. Didn’t bombard us with questions like we expected. She just went silent and kept up her routine. I thought I knew her well enough to at least have a clue what she’s feeling, but this silence—this coldness—doesn’t match the emotional little redhead I’ve known for the past five years.

Finally, I decide to sleep tonight before I pass out from exhaustion again. It seems like the right call. But I soon discover that sleeping was a terrible idea.
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I WAKE UP AT MIDNIGHT to the sound of twelve bell chimes. I groan and rub my eyes. Emi is fast asleep. Dad probably is too. I should go back to sleep, but my dry throat scratches with every swallow. After tossing and turning for what feels like forever, I drag myself out of bed toward the kitchen. My fingers find the cold glass water bottle in the fridge before my sleepy eyes can focus.

But the drowsiness vanishes fast at the sound of shattering glass. It takes a hundred painful heartbeats to figure out where it came from. The kitchen is still silent, the water bottle still intact in the fridge. Can’t say the same for my dad’s room.

I risk getting closer to his door, but the sound of more breaking glass makes me step back two paces on instinct. I fumble around in the dark until my shaking hands find the drawer in the old kitchen cabinet. I open it slowly, praying it won’t squeak, while my fingers blindly search. My eyes stay fixed on the door until my hand finally closes around the big metal knife. For good measure, my other hand slowly pulls my phone off the charger, ready to dial 911.

Another crash. A window opens and slams shut. That’s when survival instinct shuts down, replaced by the need to protect. I shove the half-open bedroom door with my shoulder, knife raised, ready to attack the intruder—but the room is empty. No one there. Not even my dad. Just a scene straight out of a low-budget horror movie. Because it’s always those movies where blood is the star.

I hold my breath and smother a scream with the back of my hand holding the phone. My eyes instantly fill with terrified tears. The wallpaper is shredded, like claws or something sharp tore it into strips. Like the other day, there’s blood—but this time, a flood of red seems to have hit the room. Every wall is stained with morbid scarlet. Broken objects everywhere. And worst of all, no sign of my dad.

My whole body trembles uncontrollably. I don’t notice the first tear fall, but within a minute, my face is wet with them. Sadness and fear fight for control of my body, slowly suffocating me. No way someone loses that much blood and survives. My shaking fingers are about to dial 911 when my phone rings. An unknown number glows on the screen.

“Hello,” I murmur.

“That was a warning.” It’s a computerized voice, but I have an idea who’s on the other end. It wasn’t a hallucination. Not entirely, anyway.

“What do you want from me?” I choke out between tears and clenched teeth. “Please, stop this. I swear I don’t know what I did.”

“You were born, Susane Clinton.”

The line goes dead. He hung up. Panic takes over as I run to my room. I shake Emi’s shoulders, no time for gentleness.

“Pack your bag.”

“What? Why?” she mumbles, still sleepy, while I toss clothes and toiletries into backpacks on the bed.

“Hurry, Emily!” She finally seems to catch the urgency in my voice and starts helping, even if half-assed.

I grab documents and every bit of cash I can find. Something tells me we won’t be coming back to this house anytime soon. My eyes land doubtfully on the knife on the bed. But on impulse—or instinct—I shove it into the pocket of my hoodie, a few sizes too big for me.

I don’t have a plan. No parents. No destination. But I have a goal: protect my sister. I’ve got a backpack on each shoulder and drag a half-asleep Emily by the hand. I open the door and feel my blood turn to ice. There’s already someone on the doorstep, wearing a nearly mocking smile. In front of me stands Miguel, dressed in dress pants and a white vest stained with blood.

Instinct takes over. I push Emi behind my body and brandish the knife, pointing it at him. Despite my threatening expression, something tells me the weapon won’t do shit against him. I’ve been in one school fight before—and if past mistakes taught me anything, it’s that I’m useless in a physical confrontation.

“What do I have to do to get you to leave me the fuck alone?” Emi starts trembling, her fingers gripping the fabric of my shirt tight.

“Just come with me.” His voice sounds light, casual—like he’s just saying, “Good evening. How are you?”

His relaxed posture makes it clear he’s not worried about me attacking with my knife. I breathe deep, air moving in and out of my lungs slowly, out of sync with my racing thoughts. On impulse, with no better plan, I slam the door and lock it fast. I run back inside with Emi in tow. There’s a back door. No way he can get there before us. But Miguel does something unexpected. He kicks the front door down.

Fucking old door! I curse internally.

My scream joins Emi’s as we speed up. The two backpacks get left behind in the hallway. We’re a few steps from the back door when it gets kicked down too—but not by Miguel. It’s another man. Maybe his accomplice. He’s wearing a white mask covering his whole face. I frown. Something about him is familiar, but I don’t have time to comb through my mental list of “people who might want me dead.”

There’s nowhere to go except... before my brain finishes the thought, I’m already running with my sister toward the basement. The door is heavy, made of iron. My dad used to work on something down there. We were forbidden from going in, but with a heavy heart, I know he can’t complain now. Even if he’s alive, he’d understand the situation. We’re on the stairs leading down when I feel a hand grab my shirt and yank me hard.

One look at Emi makes my throat tighten. I have to protect her. I lunge forward, using all my strength, managing to leave only a scrap of fabric in the man’s fingers. He’ll recover in seconds. So I run as fast as I can down the stairs, dragging Emi. Finally, the basement door slams shut.

I crouch in front of my sister, gripping her hands as tight as I hold her gaze.

“I love you,” I whisper. “I’ll always take care of you, no matter where you are.”

“I love you too, Susi.” Her teary eyes show how confused she is, but I’m afraid I won’t see her again. If that’s the case, I want her to remember these words. To know my death wasn’t in vain.

I tear a strip from the sleeve of her pajamas, hold the fabric, and shove her inside our father’s secret room. I lock the door, punch in the alarm code, and it seals shut completely with Emi inside. I stare at the closed door for a fraction of a second, my heart sinking in my chest, pounding out painful beats of goodbye.

Despite the melancholy in the air, my steps stay steady—quick, unwavering—all the way to the end of the hall where the laundry room is. There’s a small rectangular window. I break it with the closest object: the iron.

Contrary to what you’d expect, I don’t climb out through the window. I just break it so they’ll think Emi escaped that way. She’s small enough to fit through. I snag the fabric of her pajama sleeve on the shards of glass still stuck in the frame, making it look like her sleeve tore during the escape.

I sit in a dark corner beside the washing machine. The knife is still between my trembling fingers. They want something from me. I don’t know what, but common sense tells me they’d find a way to break into the room where Emi is if I were in there too.

The sound of a fight startles me. I can hear punches and angry grunts, but I can’t make out the words. Something shatters, followed by a guttural groan. More thuds and shards hit the floor, syncing with my tremors, until finally silence settles over house number 120 on Clockmakers Street.

Footsteps are what break the silence. My knees are pulled to my chest, shaking along with my whole body, as the sound grows louder until it’s only inches away. I see him before his eyes land on me. The masked man is wearing a ratty hoodie, as faded as his jeans. Something about the way he walks seems briefly familiar.

My fingers tighten around the knife handle. I aim for the spot on his chest where I think his heart is. My feet plant firmly on the floor, my body weight shifts for the lunge. He stops, giving me the perfect opening to strike.

Adrenaline shoves my body upright. But the movement is cut short when his gloved hand catches my wrist. Dark eyes lock onto mine, daring me to try again, while he keeps my fist raised. I try to knee him in the groin without breaking eye contact, but his other hand blocks the move before it lands. Even though the mask hides his mouth, I could swear he’s grinning underneath.

“I thought you learned this in fifth grade. In a fight, you always lose.”

He studies my face for a moment before pulling off his mask. My eyes go wide when I recognize that head of hair, those brown irises—here he is. The kid who saved me from every schoolyard fight, listened to all my teenage drama, and helped me land my current job. My childhood best friend.

“Peter?” My voice comes out hoarse, and tears well up in my eyes.

“Shh,” a female voice purrs close to my ear. “Sweet dreams, bitch.”

Something slams into the back of my head, and the world goes dark around me.

They say your whole life flashes before your eyes when you’re about to die, but that’s a lie. All you see is your killer, and all you feel is terror at the possibility of never waking up again.
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CHAPTER THREE
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MY HEAD IS STILL THROBBING when I wake up. I was expecting cold floor and handcuffed wrists, or more likely, not waking up at all. Instead, I’m lying on soft sheets with no restraints, eyes shut, pretending to sleep. Emi’s name pulses along with the memory of all the times she’s done this—usually when she thought I was in trouble. A knot forms in my throat. I have no idea why any of this is happening. I just pray she’s okay.

After several minutes of silence, I risk opening my eyes carefully. I don’t see anyone. I’m in a small room with exposed brick walls. The furniture amounts to a tube TV bolted to the wall next to a simple two-door wardrobe, a wooden rocking chair in the corner, and the single bed with a thin mattress that I’m lying on.

Out of everything, my attention locks onto the wooden door. The minutes drag by as my eyes keep devouring the details. It looks like it’s about to fall apart, splinters raised in small intervals, except for the gleaming iron lock. I study it for a long time, trying to guess if it’s unlocked. I doubt it, but there’s only one way to find out.

In a single impulse, I’m out of bed. But I regret it immediately the moment my fingers close around the doorknob. The electric shock tears through my entire body, sending me to my knees, gasping on the floor. Air comes in quick bursts between heaving breaths, while a string of curses escapes through my trembling lips.

My eyes scan the room, searching for a window, a skylight, any other way out. In the middle of examining the ceiling, my ears catch a creaking sound from the corner of the room. The hairs on my neck stand up before my eyes even find his. My captor’s black irises study every inch of my room as he rocks slowly in the rocking chair.

“Peter,” I whisper, staring at him.

I try to reason how he got in without making a sound, and especially, without coming through the door. But childhood memories, along with old confidences, silence the rational questions and make room for rage.

I clench my fists so hard my palms burn against my nails digging into the thin skin. My eyes search his for any tiny sign of remorse, but there’s none—just conviction. He watches me with an owl’s gaze, probably thinking of ways to stop me from escaping, or maybe how to torture me. Nothing he does would surprise me anymore.

“How could you do this?” The words come out through gritted teeth. His calculating expression finally shifts, just slightly, into curiosity.

“Suse, I didn’t do what you think I did. I—”

“You what?” I cut him off. Rage bubbles and overflows in my voice. “You didn’t kidnap Estela? You didn’t kill my father?”

My voice falters, but at least my gaze stays steady as he approaches.

“I didn’t do any of those things!”

“So you’re also saying you didn’t break into my house and knock down that door?” I cut him off again, incredulous. “That you didn’t kidnap me and bring me here?”

“I didn’t kidnap you!” He says it firmly and convincingly, just like his steps moving toward me.

“Oh, no? What was that, then? A forced invitation?”

“Shut up, Susane!” He shouts vigorously, but I stand my ground, chin lifted.

“No. You shut up! I trusted you, Peter!” I shake my index finger vigorously in front of his face. “And you betrayed that trust! Do you really think you’re going to get away with this? Sooner or later I’m getting out of this place and calling the cops. You’ll have to answer for murder, kidnapping, breaking and entering, and whatever other horrible things you’ve done!”

In an explosion of fury, Peter’s fingers close around my bony shoulders. I’m pressed painfully against the wall. All possible escape plans vanish from my mind, replaced by fear as Peter’s body presses against mine. I stare into his eyes with dread—there’s something wrong with them. Any gentleness that once existed has been erased by menacing tones, stamped into the hard line between his eyebrows.

“The police can’t help you. Haven’t you figured that out yet?” The words are like sharp splinters. “The solution to your problems goes beyond a three-digit phone call.”

His gaze meets mine and seems to finally notice the expression of terror on my face. For another moment, he stays frozen where he is, but then the grip loosens and he steps back.

His fingers run through his own dark curls as he stares at the wall, turning his back to me. I can’t move an inch—I just breathe deeply and focus my eyes on some point between his shoulder blades. My mind spins with a thousand questions until my heartbeat gradually returns to normal.

After what feels like an eternity, his eyes seem to become the boy’s again—or rather, the man I know. I can’t call him a boy anymore, not with that determined look, though it’s still cutting toward me. I look away. He’s not who I thought he was. Is this why he spent holidays away and slowly drifted apart? To plan this and become a criminal?

“First of all,” he begins, but waits until he has my attention before continuing, “I didn’t kidnap you. Considering that the person who knocked you out and brought you here was Alexia. Secondly, this was a rescue.”

“Oh! So I should be grateful to you?” I say sarcastically, but he just ignores it.

“And thirdly, only we can help you.”

“Who is ‘we,’ and why would I need anyone’s help?” I dare to take two steps toward him, until we’re face to face. “I must have missed something, because my only problem right now is you and that girl.”

Peter pauses, as if my words have finally hit him, but the next second his expression is already impartial again.

“Let’s take it slow. You’re not ready to know who we are yet. Just know that we’re a small select group of people like us.”

I almost ask what he means by “people like us,” but I just raise an eyebrow and give him a mocking smile.

“I’m not going anywhere without knowing who ‘we’ are.”

“Fine. Then you’re not going on the mission to find Emily.”

His voice is calm as he heads for the door, but I grab his arm before he reaches it. I’m ready to dig my nails into his skin and try to attack him again if I have to. Even though I know it won’t help much.

“What do you mean by that?”

For a moment, he looks at me the way he used to when we played on the swing and I decided I wanted to stand on one of the old wooden slats. He stares at me like an older brother, but this time, there’s something more in the darkness of his irises.

“I’m sorry, but Miguel captured your sister.” Peter looks me up and down before pointing at the wardrobe, as if he hasn’t just destroyed the last shred of peace left in my mind. “There are clean clothes in there. Some of them should fit.”

After speaking, Peter simply turns on his heel and heads for the door. I stare at the wardrobe doubtfully for a moment before following him. Maybe something would fit, but the fear that the wardrobe door has the same shock effect as the exit keeps me from checking. Instead, I leave the room while the door is still open.

The narrow hallway leads to a small white room where three people are seated around a large round wooden table. Unlike the walls, the object has been painted, though the white paint is already peeling. The chairs are equally wooden and poorly maintained, creaking at the slightest movement.

In one of them sits a man with a strange black wave-shaped tattoo on his bald head. He’s wearing a dark suit, speaking in a low, serious tone, but he stops to lift his head and smile when he sees me enter the room. Beside him is a girl with bright, shoulder-length red hair. Coincidentally, she also has a similar tattoo. The flame design starts with thin lines at her wrist and winds around her forearm like fire serpents.

Peter is the only one standing, his hands gripping the back of an empty chair so hard his knuckles go white. Though my eyes stay fixed on him, looking for any sign of attack, I dare to approach the table, cautiously. I try in vain to sound firm and convincing as I speak, my eyes sweeping across each person’s irises.

“When can we go after my sister?”

The flame girl looks me up and down for a moment before starting to laugh mockingly. The laughter is scandalous, dripping with superiority, as if I’m a complete idiot. But I keep my arms crossed, waiting for her laughter to die down with a cold, neutral expression.

“Are you done?” My voice tries to project an authority I don’t have, but as they say, if you can convince yourself, you can convince others. “When do we leave?”

“We’re leaving in a few minutes.” The word “we” is said emphatically, with a long drag on the ‘s.’ “But you’re staying right here.”

I narrow my eyes. I recognize her voice from somewhere. I force my memory until I recall the seconds before I was knocked out and brought here.

“Sweet dreams, bitch.”

Alexia, Peter’s helper. I glare at her, holding myself back with clenched fists at my sides.

“Listen closely. If you think I’m going to sit around doing nothing while my sister is in danger, you’re very wrong!”

“First of all, I didn’t say to sit around doing nothing. You can clean the bathroom if you want.” One hand rests dramatically on her hip. Her glare is irritating, and I’m startled to see the palm of her hand turn red like embers. My eyes blink at the sight, but the red glow remains in her palm. “Secondly, I already knocked you out once. What makes you think I wouldn’t do it again—or worse? We don’t need you. I don’t even know why you’re here. You should have been left to die. Like everyone else—”

“Shut up, Alexia!” Peter’s voice rings out, echoing through the practically empty room.

“You’re stupid, Soares! Want her heart? Just rip it out of her chest.”

That’s the moment the tiny bubble of patience bursts. My hand lifts without much thought. The slap lands on Alexia’s right cheek with a loud crack. Pleasure follows immediately as the marks of five fingers begin to turn from pink to red and swell against her pale skin. She stares at me in disbelief. For a moment, I could swear her irises turn red like rubies.

“Suse, go to the room,” Peter says, but the adrenaline still pumping through my veins keeps me right where I am, delighting in the red tones. “Now!”

Rationality finally takes over. I take a deep breath and spin on my heel toward the door. I open it and slam it shut. Only when I turn around do I notice the mistake. I’m not in the room—I’m in another narrow, dimly lit hallway. The mistake must have gone unnoticed by the trio too, considering the door is still closed behind me.

I don’t think, I don’t breathe. I just run. The last door leads to a machine room, and amid the rust, old parts, and engines, there’s a ladder bolted to the wall leading up. I climb quickly up the cold iron rungs, creaking and dripping rust. The door at the top takes more strength and persistence than I expected, but finally, with a screeching groan, it opens to the reception of the cold night breeze. To my relief, there it is: the outside. The carousel at San Carlley Pier.

Night is about to fall as dusk takes the sky in shades of yellow and orange. I gasp at the realization that I’ve been unconscious for almost an entire day.

I move away from the pier with no time to lose. My steps shift into a run through the streets. I keep running until I’m out of breath. The rain starts to fall, my legs burn along with my lungs, begging me to stop—but I can’t. It’s already dark, and the tattooed trio must be after me, or about to notice I’m gone. I have no other plan except to get home and look for clues about my sister’s whereabouts.

It’s 11:50 PM when I finally spot the sky-blue house on Clockmakers Street. This is the last place they’d look for me after everything. I step inside, soaking the floor, walking on tiptoe in case I’m wrong. Five minutes later, I hear voices coming from the back of the house, the kitchen, I assume. I move slowly toward them and peer through the gaps in the wall between the kitchen and living room.

Through the widest crack, I can see the red hair. The relieved exhale is inevitable. The same red curls that comforted me for years, the ones I was sure I’d never see again. I have no idea how he’s alive after losing so much blood, but that can be explained later. All I need right now is to hug him and hear him say everything’s going to be okay. I adjust my posture, about to open the door between the rooms, but someone covers my mouth with their hand and pulls me away from the doorknob.

I struggle for a moment until I realize it’s Peter, but I only agree to stay quiet when I hear the sound of the twelfth chime from the church tower clock. My heartbeat suddenly stumbles as I hear my father’s next words.

“I already told you, I don’t know where she is, Miguel!”

“And why don’t I believe you?” Miguel’s voice drips with sarcasm as he speaks those words.

I unconsciously shrink closer to Peter. He seems to understand that I’m not going to run anymore, because his hands relax and the grip loosens. Still, I can feel the tension in his rigid muscles behind me, ready to attack if necessary. His body leans with mine toward the cracks to observe the other side.

“That’s the truth. Now let my other daughter go.”

So that’s it. Now the conversation with Miguel makes sense, but that’s just one rational piece in the middle of all this madness. There are still no answers for Estela’s disappearance, the morbid blood-soaked scene in the room, or any of the rest. Only one thing is certain: no one is walking away from this whole.

“I’m not letting her go. She’s your guarantee for good behavior. She’ll only be freed when we have Susane with us.”

“So that’s it?” My father raises his fist and slams it against the table, hard and abrupt. “Why won’t you leave me alone? Why can’t you just forget this and go away?”

“So many questions, John.” The sound of a chair scraping makes my teeth grind for a moment as Miguel stands up, moving closer to my father. “You knew very well that one day we’d find you. You knew that eventually I’d come back. You might have fooled a lot of people, but not me. We need Susane to complete the twelve chimes.”

“You still need three more symbols, not two.”

“Oh! Had I forgotten to tell you? We have a new procella in the group.”

I furrow my brow as my father swallows hard. My mind goes blank for a moment, circling around questions that keep piling up. I wish for the reveal of hidden cameras from some cruel prank show, but only the two men’s voices continue to fill the silence.

“What brand is she?” The fear in his voice yanks me back to reality. Miguel lets out a low laugh, his hands resting on the table, his face relaxed and smug.

“Caeli. Eighth chime. Now we just need two symbols. We already know where one of them is. The one that’s left... Your daughter, Susanne.” His blue eyes grow more intense, possessed by a dark hunger, even as the smile tears across his face. “So here’s what we’re going to do: you’re going to use that knowledge of yours to find her, or I’ll take more extreme measures. Okay?”

Silence fills the room as they stare each other down in a silent war. My father is the first to look away. He fixes his almond-brown eyes on the tabletop, where his index finger taps nervously.

“Do I have to choose now?”

“Yes, John. Do I need to spell it out for you?” Miguel says impatiently.

“No. I’ve made my choice.”

“That fast?” He seems intrigued, leaning toward my father with his brow furrowed in concentration. “Too fast for a father who has to decide which daughter to save.”
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