
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blood Bound

Beshadowed – Book Two

By Selina A. Fenech

[image: ]

www.selinafenech.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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When Everly used to daydream about having Rylan Howell in her bed, this was never how she’d imagined it. 

She used to fantasize about his warm green gaze on her, heavy with love. His body would fit against hers like they were meant to be together, like she’d always believed they were. It was an ever-present yearning. A dream she couldn’t shake. 

They definitely wouldn’t have been in the childhood home of her nightmares. In the town shrouded in mist and loss, haunted by the specter of her father’s death and memories of a mother who liked whiskey and one-night stands more than her own daughter.

And Rylan would also have been conscious. 

“Yep. That’s probably the biggest difference.” Everly halted just inside the door and stared at Rylan’s still figure lying on the single bed in her childhood bedroom. 

No change. She hadn’t expected there to be, but she’d hoped. Every moment of the last week, she’d hoped to walk in and find Rylan awake, alert, back to himself. She’d been certain that now he was safe, he’d come out of his supernatural stasis. But as time wore on, it became obvious that something else was wrong. 

Now, instead of hoping his eyes would spontaneously open, Everly wondered about the long-term effects of this state on his mind and body. 

This can’t last forever. He can’t last forever, like this.

Everly ventured farther into the room, her steps hesitant. She lifted his wrist. The skin was cool and firm to her touch, almost corpse-like. But his pulse was still there. 

It tapped a slow and lazy beat, as though holding onto life was an afterthought for his body. As if some automatic, paranormal process of regeneration brought on by his shadyr powers kept him alive, rather than a mind fighting to live.

If it weren’t for his semi-shifted form, giving him the semblance of a vampire, it might almost seem like he was sleeping. His head was tilted ever so slightly toward the door, and his expression was blank and unbothered. Pale, unblemished skin showed no visible injuries, no bruises to indicate that not long ago he’d been flayed open by a vasmire and left to die.

“Are you even in there at all?” Everly squeezed his cold hand. 

The one place Rylan seemed most alive was in her dreams. He still appeared to Everly nightly, a conscious prisoner in her dreamscapes. How he ended up there, how to get him out again, and whether that would bring his body back to life, were all questions no one had been able to answer. Everly was sure most of her friends didn’t even believe that he was there. 

Harper appeared in the doorway with a clattering of beaded bracelets. She peered around the scratched wooden trim with all the panache of a celebrity posing for a headshot. 

“Hey, you ready? Callan’s pacing out front. He wants to get there ASAP so we don’t miss our chance.”

Of course, Everly’s best friend had chosen to wear a glittery pink plaid flannel over high-waisted, stonewashed denim shorts to go hunting for vasmires. As far as Everly knew, Harper Bells had never appeared before a living soul without a full face of makeup and attire fit for a fashion model. 

“Yeah, good to go. Just wanted to check Rylan before we left.” Under Harper’s gaze, Everly quickly removed her hand from Rylan’s. 

She zipped up her faded red bomber jacket. Maybe not the height of fashion, but as comfortable to wear as her own skin. 

Also doesn’t show up bloodstains too much, Everly thought, her anxious mind serving her up visions of the risks they were about to face.

Harper’s nose wrinkled, and she cut her gaze across the shelves at the back of the room where the rotting vasmire parts lay in transparent plastic crates. One bloated, gray tentacle had slipped over the edge, leaking fluids onto the hardwood floor. 

“I kind of hoped they would stop smelling after a while,” Harper said.

“I think when they stop smelling, they’d be so rotted away they wouldn’t be helpful to Rylan anymore.” 

“Great, great, so no chance of our place not smelling like dumpster vomit anytime soon then?”

Everly tensed. 

Harper lifted a hand to her mouth. “It’s not that I don’t think he’s going to wake up soon. And I’m totally supportive of him and his monster-gore life-support being here however long is needed. I’m cool. I’ll just get a peg or something.” 

She pinched the bridge of her nose and offered Everly a smile.

Everly slid past her through the doorway, grabbing her by the elbow. “Come on, let’s go. You don’t want to spend too long in there. You know what Callan said.”

Harper sighed, blowing an errant chunk of her long, dark hair from her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. ‘Even deteriorating eidolghast bits could cause a beshadowing effect on humans.’ Blah, blah, supernatural woo-woo, blah. I don’t see you avoiding the room though.”

Everly turned away and took the lead as they headed down the narrow staircase. “I’m ... different.”

“Sure thing, Sparkles, but we don’t know what you are or that you can’t get beshadowed.”

“But keeping you safe is my responsibility.”

“Babe, I know that’s coming from a place of love, but I’m my own grown-ass woman and can keep myself safe, thanks very much.”

Everly grimaced. She knew Harper Bells was the highest of all high achievers, able to excel at anything she set her mind to. But this wasn’t contouring or kickboxing or becoming a successful online influencer. 

Harper seemed to be approaching the deadly supernatural side of Shroudhaven with the same enthusiasm she did any new pet project, and Everly didn’t like that at all. 

“And how are you supposed to do your next photo shoot if you’ve lost your mind because a monster’s rotting corpse has turned you into a mindless zombie?”

Harper gasped in a way that made Everly turn back to face her. Lips trembling, Harper reached out and took Everly’s hands and held them up to her heart. 

“Promise me, if it comes to that, promise me ... you’ll take lots of photos and upload them to my socials for me? Because a mindless zombie photo shoot sounds amazing. What a way to go.”

Everly chuckled and shook her hands out of her friend’s grasp. “You’re such a goof.”

Harper blew her a kiss. Everly couldn’t stay mad at her, and couldn’t control her. But she would do everything she could to keep Harper safe. 

Stepping off the staircase into the downstairs hallway, Everly took a moment to admire how hard they’d worked to clean the place up. 

A week and a half ago, they’d hardly been able to navigate the house, it had been so full of her mother’s garbage. And rats. The plan had been to clean all evidence of her mother’s hoarding tendencies and destroy any remnants of the substance abuse that killed her, then sell the place off to the first interested buyer.

Now ... Everly sighed and turned to leave out the back door. Now their stay was indefinite. Something Harper seemed far happier about than Everly was. 

Everly worked at braiding her pale gray hair out of her face as they headed past the jungle of a backyard, and up the side path that led to the front of the house. 

The last vestiges of the evening sun still colored the horizon rosy, but the shadows in Shroudhaven had always seemed darker than most, so the glow barely touched the street. Fog had already crept in off the water, shifting and morphing through the cool evening like ghosts. 

Everly shuddered, glancing at the cluster of semi-dead rosebushes where she’d been knocked unconscious the night Rylan was hurt. She vividly remembered the “sculpture” she’d crashed into, and the sensation that all of the black pieces that had broken beneath her had been bones. 

Except the pieces had all been gone the next day. 

More questions than answers, Everly thought, tugging her jacket tighter against the cold night. 

Callan Howell waited on the sidewalk beside Harper’s vintage Volkswagen campervan, his nebulous gaze staring into the darkness down the block. Everly could see nothing but blurry shadows, but she knew he had a shadyr’s near-perfect night vision, so if anything came at them from the dark, he’d be able to see it. If he didn’t sense it first. 

He shook his long dark hair back, and it settled around his face in messy layers as he turned his gaze on her. He was like a ganglier version of Rylan, but smiled in a way his brother never did. Especially when he looked at Harper. 

Everly hadn’t seen Rylan happy since they were kids. Since his father died, and he’d taken the entire weight of it upon himself. Something Everly thought she could relate to, but it had only driven them apart. 

“Got you a present,” Callan said to Harper, hefting a shiny new axe off the ground beside him and presenting it to her. 

Harper took it reverentially, inspecting the chrome-bright sharp edge. 

“It’s beautiful,” she gushed. “And it matches my nails!”

“What? Nothing for me?” Everly said it teasingly but she wished she had some kind of weapon too. 

The shadyrs’ shifted forms came with inbuilt, natural weapons that she and Harper didn’t have. Everly had her dragon, but she couldn’t control it. And when it was out of control, it did terrible things. Like taking Nell’s husband’s life.

She still hadn’t shared that secret with the others. How could she tell them what a monster she really was?

Before Callan could reply, a lazy drawl declared, “Don’t worry, sexy. I’ll protect those sweet curves of yours.” 

Denny’s head poked out from around the back of the campervan door, and he made a clear show of looking her and Harper up and down. 

Everly rolled her eyes and kept her gaze firmly trained on Callan, who took the opportunity to mouth an apology. 

A step behind Denny came Cherry, who slapped the leering man on the back of the head. “Can you stop being the walking embodiment of sexual harassment for even five minutes?”

Denny rubbed his blond curls where he was hit. “You’re just sour ’cause you’re no good with the ladies.”

“I’m gay, you complete waste of sentience.” 

“Whatever.”

“Does he have to come along?” Harper grunted, resting her new axe up on her shoulder.

A smaller figure lurking in the shadows behind Cherry huffed in monotone. “How funny. I was going to ask the same thing about you two blivs.”

Tammy leaned her petite, goth-styled self on the back of the campervan. In the faint glow of the streetlamps, her skin had the eerie pallor of a shadyr in vampire form. At sixteen, she was the youngest of the group, and still hadn’t mastered keeping control over her form. Even the presence of the rotting parts in the room upstairs had changed her.

Harper jangled the keys to the campervan and headed to the driver’s seat. “I’ve got the only vehicle that can fit all of us, and our potential booty of monster parts. You’re welcome.” 

Tammy unfolded her arms, revealing her ink black hands. She droned, “Not like it matters if you get killed anyway, or if you get us all killed. Makes no difference to me. All got to die one day.” 

With a lazy eye roll, she flicked her hood up over her buzz-cut head and climbed into the van.

“She’s so cheery and sweet,” Everly whispered to Callan. 

He shrugged, casting a frown in Tammy’s direction. 

Everly had started making her way to the front passenger seat when Cherry jumped into her path. 

He grabbed the door handle. “I call shotgun. Sorry. I get carsick in back.”

Everly held up both palms. 

“No worries,” she said, then went around to the side door, ignoring Denny’s leering gaze as she hopped up the shallow steps and into the camper.

Tammy was already perched up on the back bed area, beneath which Harper kept most of her portable photoshoot belongings and wardrobe overflow. The girl looked uncomfortable being the only one stuck in shifted form. Her skin resembled smooth, pale marble, and her fangs had elongated enough to dent her lower lip. She sat so statue-still, she looked dead.

With her lip curling involuntarily in disgust, Everly took a seat on the bench beside Denny. 

Callan entered the van last, tugging the door shut behind him. 

He slapped his hand against the wall and called, “Hit it, Harper.” 

He slouched back against the side of the van, clinging to the railing next to the staircase as the van lurched forward. In front, Cherry gave Harper directions between their gossiping in hushed whispers.

Everly frowned as they drove away from Boderleth Antiques, and Rylan. 

“Don’t worry.” Callan nodded as though he understood her expression. “Mom and Rush are on their way to keep an eye on him while we’re gone.”

It wasn’t only monsters from the Everdark that were a threat in Shroudhaven. Someone had tried to kill Rylan, and might still want him dead. 

Callan’s gaze swept the world outside. Everly had a feeling those shadyr eyes missed nothing. It was still new to her—the idea that the two boys she’d grown up with lived in a completely different world than she’d ever known. 

The knowledge that Callan, Rylan, and their mom Lian were all shapeshifting monster hunters who could take on different classical creature forms, like vampire or werewolf, to fight extra-dimensional demons called eidolghasts, was still taking some getting used to. 

There was a woosh of black smokey shadows and sparks as Tammy shifted back into her human form. 

“There you go, managed to change back already.” Callan smiled encouragingly at the silent girl.

The streetlights flashed by as Harper picked up speed, illuminating Tammy’s scowling face in harsh relief. 

There was a hint of pink on her cheeks, and she ducked her head farther into her hooded jacket. “Don’t treat me like a baby.”

Tammy had kept her distance from everyone and had barely spoken during the time they’d been in the same spaces. Everly really wasn’t sure what to think of her, except that she clearly had a problem with the world at large and acted like every minute she was alive was a hardship. 

Everly knew she had some history of losing someone, and the weird magical side-effect of random teleportation that the same event had left her with. The details were sketchy, but the deep hurt the girl held was palpable.

Beneath Tammy’s black lace and leather shirt, the high-tech body armor Everly had seen on other shadyrs showed through. Everly glanced at Callan and Denny and could just make out the form of their armor underneath their shirts and jackets, too. 

The Darkfrey shadyrs all wore the same stuff, and Everly realized that the Howell team must have taken theirs with them when they either left or were cast out from the Darkfrey estate. She wondered whether they had any spare sets. 

Harper should really be wearing something more protective. But this mission was a rush job, and they hadn’t had long to prepare.

Denny lurched off the bench and started poking around some storage crates at the back of the van. “There’s got to be some booze stashed in here. Where are we headed again?”

“Rooks Hotel,” Callan said. “Our inside at Darkfrey Estate says they’ve had a report of weirdness happening at the hotel, likely vasmire related. Only just came in, so hopefully we’ll get there before the Darkfrey team does.”

Cherry hissed a sigh, and his face appeared in the space between the two front seats, bright red hair haloed by the glow of the headlights passing on the other side of the road. “If the Darkfreys would just help us out properly, we wouldn’t need to go hunting. It’s not like their cleanup crews haven’t picked up a dead vasmire this week. You know they would have.”

Callan grunted his assent, then returned to staring out the window.

“Honestly, I’m getting a little bit sick of the Darkfrey’s attitude,” Cherry grumbled to Harper.

“Aw, no don’t say that,” Harper cooed.

Her voice lowered again, whispering between them. Their private conversation was quickly interrupted. 

“Denny Sketchman!” Harper snapped. “Put that dress back where you found it!”

He lifted the glittery material to his nose and took a deep breath. “But it smells like you.”

Callan stepped away from the wall with preternatural quickness and snatched the dress from Denny’s hands. 

He tossed it through the aisle into Cherry’s lap. “Sit down, Denny.”

The burly blond muttered curses under his breath, but he obeyed.

Rooks Hotel. 

Everly remembered the place from her childhood as a dashing red brick Colonial that sat outside of the downtown area, a little more off the beaten path than most places in Shroudhaven. She could still picture the giant white letters that spelled out the name across the top of the building. 

Two chimneys, she thought, as she recalled her younger self thinking the place had horns. It had always had a stellar reputation for customer service and cleanliness, and an old-world charm that wasn’t out of place in a town like Shroudhaven.

But when Harper pulled up outside the hotel, and the team disembarked from the van, Everly stared up at a building she didn’t even recognize. 

Gone were the bright red bricks—they’d turned dull gray, as if the entire building had been covered in ash. The white letters were still in place, but the S in Rooks had turned sideways, and the T in Hotel had fallen away entirely.

“What on earth happened here?” Everly asked under her breath as she stopped on the sidewalk beside Callan. 

His expression turned hard as he gazed up at the roof. Everly followed his line of sight to see a foggy mist rising from both chimneys. Not smoke. Something else, something heavier.

Something otherworldly.

Callan’s starry gaze was haunted as he murmured, “A beshadowing. The worst I’ve ever seen.”
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A low, inhuman moan echoed out of Rooks Hotel, making the hairs on Everly’s neck stand on end. 

“A beshadowing? What exactly does that mean? What are we going to find in there?” she asked. 

Callan waved them all forwards again. “Could be anything. Things get weird. We’ve seen stuff that would make the best horror movie director weep.”

Everly distanced herself from Callan as he led them up the wide front sidewalk to the hotel. If he needed to transform in a hurry, she didn’t want to be caught at his heels. The memory of the first time she’d seen him in shadyr form as a monstrous, werewolf-like beast still sent a pang of fear through her.

Faux torches shone from regular intervals along the facade of Rooks Hotel, and the flickering lightbulbs inside that mimicked flames hardly shed any light on the cracked sidewalk. 

The glow of a single streetlamp set several yards down the road was nearly swallowed by the fog. Beyond it, Everly could barely make out the half-empty parking lot. 

Enough cars squatted low in the shadows to indicate that the building was occupied, but when she traced her gaze up the outside of the hotel, she noted that all the curtains and blinds were closed, and none of the rooms appeared to be lit from within.

Creepy.

Her heart thumped a skittish pulse. The whole situation felt wrong in a way that made her skin crawl. More than the discolored bricks, broken letters, and mist rising from the chimneys. More than knowing they were purposefully walking into a fight with a supernatural monster. The wrongness went deeper.

To the dragon, stirring in her chest.

Shivering despite her jacket, Everly shoved that thought away. She couldn’t deal with the dragon right now, or even think about the light that somehow lived inside her and wanted to consume everything it came into contact with. 

Just focus on fixing one disaster at a time, she thought, her work boots heavy on the stone steps that led to the front doors. 

First and foremost, they needed a dead vasmire to put beside Rylan’s bed to keep his regeneration powers working until he woke up. Then, she could figure out what in this ever-loving hellscape of magical madness was going on inside her own body.

Sometime in the last decade, Rooks Hotel had replaced their old wooden entry doors with a glass and chrome revolving unit. It glinted in the night, and a bit of interior light shone through onto the front landing. 

As they drew nearer, they found the glass was completely misted over so that everything inside appeared to be nothing but blurry colors. 

“I see movement,” Callan muttered.

“Yeah, same,” Cherry agreed, his shadyr eyes also sparkling like a miniature galaxy. 

“Do you think there are people alive in there?” Everly tried to peer through the doors but couldn’t see what they’d seen.

The two men exchanged a glance, and Everly didn’t like the unspoken words that passed between them. 

Callan shrugged. “If there are, you and Harper can work on getting them out while we go hunting.”

“Don’t try and sideline us.” Harper pointed her axe at Everly. “You don’t sideline your nuclear option.” 

Is that what I am? Ultimate destruction, waiting to explode? Everly practiced her calm breathing. Just focus on one disaster at a time. 

“So is there a vasmire here or what?” she asked.

When Callan looked back to answer, his transformation had begun. Shadows swirled and eddied around his body, dotted by fiery sparks of light. Beneath the magic, his skin turned ash-white, his teeth elongated, his body morphing into a hard, powerful form that hardly looked like his anymore.

“Yep, that would be a vasmire,” Everly said. Exactly what they needed.

Denny, Tammy, and Cherry changed as well. 

Callan looked them over, striding along like an army sergeant checking his new recruits. Except as vampires. 

“Good work. Hold your forms, this place looks rough. Visibility will be poor, and a building like this will have plenty of places for the vasmire to hide out. We can’t let it slip past us or we might not get another chance. Taking it down, and fast, is our priority.”

Tammy and Cherry nodded, and Denny gave a mocking salute. 

“And us?” Everly asked. 

Maybe being sidelined isn’t a bad idea.

“Stay close. Watch out for the knock-out gas the vasmire can exude—you don’t have protection from it, so get out fast if you have to. You two are strictly support, not frontal attack.” He directed his final instruction at Harper. “So no Leeroy Jenkinsing.”

“Fiiiiine,” Harper agreed. 

Tammy grunted in disgust.

Callan eyed her sharply. “Come on.” 

The motor on the revolving doors was broken, so Callan pressed his palms against the glass and shifted the doors manually. 

Everly and Harper leapt in behind him, and the rest of the team filed into the next section as it spun around. Everly shuffled carefully over the carpet so as not to tread on Callan’s feet, and then they spilled out into the lobby of Rooks Hotel.

The ceiling soared high overhead, lost in a thick, heavy mist that hung over everything. 

“What were you saying about avoiding the gas?” Everly tried to breathe shallowly as the fog swirled around her ankles and up to her waist.

Callan sniffed the air. “This is something different. Probably more to do with the beshadowing than coming directly from the vasmire. You feeling faint at all?”

Everly steadied herself, taking a moment to be mindful of how she felt. She was no fainter than usual with her anxiety. 

“No, seems okay.”

Harper shook her head too. 

Callan swung his arm in a sharp gesture, and the three other shadyrs followed him slowly as he continued in.

Harper whispered to Everly. “That means we follow.”

“When did you learn military field signals?”

“Last night.” Harper grinned. 

“Of course you did.”

They moved into the vast and misty foyer as a unit. Over to the right, an unattended reception desk was marked by hanging signs for Check Ins and Customer Service. 

To the left, through the churning haze, Everly could trace the hint of an alcove with a bar and shelves of liquor. The space in between reception and the bar held scattered comfy chairs and coffee tables. Everly squinted, unsure if any were occupied. Then behind the hulking, black bar counter, she saw movement. 

Callan lifted a fist and everyone froze.

Out of the dark swirls, a man stood at a strange angle, leaning heavily to one side. He moved a metal cocktail shaker slowly up and down as he stared off into space. There was no sound of ice or liquid sloshing within. His bared teeth glinted in the gloom.

“Is he ... okay?” Everly already knew the answer but thought that ‘okay’ sounded better than asking if he was human, or if he was lost beyond any chance of saving.

“Maybe we should che—Holy shit!” Cherry gasped.

A short, curvy blond woman in a navy-blue skirt suit appeared right in front of them. 

Tammy inhaled sharply and seemed to flicker. With a deep gulp, she stilled again. 

“I’m fine,” she preempted. 

The woman swayed in a small circle, the mist following her like a whirlpool. Her eyes were riveted somewhere over Everly’s shoulder. A rectangular gold nametag on her jacket read, Brooke, Assistant Manager.

Cherry waved his hand in front of her glazed eyes. “Hey, hi there? Are you hearing me?”

“Welcome to—” Her voice crackled. 

Her head twitched. She smiled wider than humanly possible. 

“Welcome. Welcome to to to to. Welcome ttttttttttttttttt.” Her mouth gaped open. 

A hushed, unhuman static emerged, like a stifled scream. Then the blond woman sidestepped him and continued a slow journey across the room, seemingly without a destination in mind. She hadn’t even reacted to Cherry’s very obviously not human appearance. 

“Wow, that was creepy as all get out,” Denny said, cracking open a beer can.

“Did you steal that from the bar? For ghast’s sake, dude,” Callan hissed.

“What? They aren’t going to miss it. Look at them. Too far gone.”

He flicked his chin toward the foyer. The haze had cleared just enough to show the silhouettes of half a dozen people, shifting about. Their movements were jerky and repetitive, caught in a nightmarish loop. Soft mutterings came through on croaky voices. 

“Non-smoking. Non-smoking. Non-smoking.”

“My room issssss ... room isss ...”

“Hell ... hell ... hell ... hello, do you have ... have ...”

Some moved closer. They trudged as if they couldn’t lift their feet, eyes glazed over and bodies stiff. Almost zombie-like, but with the most chilling, wide grins plastered on their faces.

“Can we save them?” Everly asked.

“We can save them, and Rylan, by taking out the vasmire.” Callan shook his head and pointed across the side, toward a sweeping staircase. “We have to act fast. This is the latest stage of beshadowing I’ve ever seen.”

“How long do you think it’s been like this?” Cherry said, as he and Denny moved up to join their team leader. 

Callan shrugged. “Don’t know. The place is family run—live-in staff. I doubt they’ve been answering the phones and taking new reservations. Everyone here is non-responsive. Any drop-ins pulling up out front may have assumed the place was closed. It’s still weird it got like this without anyone noticing though. It normally takes ages for things to get this bad.”

Tammy droned, “All these people, and no one even noticed they were gone. Sounds about right.”

Everly shivered. “Can the beshadowing still be reversed?”

“It can, up until when a permanent shroudpool forms,” Callan said darkly. 

“Let’s stop that happening, shall we?” Cherry said.

Callan led them up the wide staircase to the second floor. Everly got the sense he was following something only the shadyrs could feel—whatever magic warned them that an eidolghast was nearby.

Harper whispered, “Are beshadowings always zombie fun-times like this?”

“Oh no, they come in all kinds of nightmare fuel flavors. Anything you could imagine, and all the things you wouldn’t want to imagine.” Cherry grinned at them in a way that mimicked the zombified hotel guests.

“Quiet,” Callan snapped. “It’s close.”

Harper nodded seriously, lifted the axe off her shoulder, and held it in front of her with both hands.

Everly wished she had a weapon to hold onto, too. Rather than one she had to hold back.

The farther they walked, the more the proximity of the creature strengthened the Howell team’s transformations. Their skin hardened and smoothed to resist the vasmire’s toothy tentacles. Their breathing slowed to almost nothing to protect them from the noxious gas that oozed from the monster. 

Callan had explained that the fangs they grew were venomous and could be used to fight back. But most modern shadyrs found biting their repulsive enemies a bit distasteful. Their vampire form luckily also came with strength that could rend the monsters tentacle-from-tentacle. 

Callan stalked down the hallway, his head turning this way and that as he seemed to note the monster’s movements. They stepped around an overturned cleaning cart. 

The mist was thicker up there, and it undulated around them as the group moved, casting disorienting swirls and shadows. A painting of a lighthouse hung on the wall beside them, dripping black ooze. 

A guest emerged from the mist ahead—a man with gray-streaked hair and unfocused eyes. He was in a bathrobe, a business suit underneath, dripping wet as if he’d just showered fully dressed. He dragged a white bedsheet along in one hand.

Something else swirled in the darkness behind him.

“You see it?” Cherry hissed.

Callan nodded. 

“Hey, check this out,” Denny said loudly from a few feet back. 

Rolling his arm like a baseball pitcher, he flung his empty beer can at the catatonic guest. It plinked right off his forehead.

“Score!” Denny cheered.

Callan, Cherry, and Tammy all hissed at him, fangs bared. 

The vapor shifted violently, like an ocean parting around a swimming creature. 

Everly caught a glimpse of something long and writhing stretching down the hallway, and then before she could scream, it wrapped around the businessman’s torso and yanked him away into the pitch-black mist, disappearing again in a split-second.

“You idiot,” Cherry growled, pushing Denny against the wall.

Tammy sped off, racing after the escaping vasmire. 

Callan yelled, chasing after her, “Not on your own! Damn it!” 

From a distance, a soft crunch echoed through the hall, followed by wet, gurgling, slurping noises.

Harper grabbed Everly’s arm with a gasp, and Everly’s head reeled, nausea rising in her belly. She could feel Harper’s long talons biting into her bicep through the heavy fabric of her jacket, but she’d lost the ability to comprehend anything else beyond those sounds of a human body being consumed.

Another wave of nausea hit her. Their target was getting away. They were split up. People were being eaten.

Cherry and Denny need to go after the others. They have to get the vasmire. Why isn’t Denny saying something dumb?

It wasn’t like him not to fling an insult right back again. She looked for them in the mist, and found them frozen in place, Cherry’s fists still bunched into Denny’s shirt. Both smiling.

Everly choked on panic.

“Harper? We have to get out of here! We have to get—!”
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“We have to get one of those cocktails!” Harper squealed happily.

“Huh?’ Everly jerked, startled by the bright light. She blinked away a foggy haze in her eyes to find that she stood at the Rooks Hotel front desk. Harper leaned beside her, wearing an oversized floppy sunhat and eying the bar.

A pretty blond clerk smiled over the counter. Brooke. The name floated to the surface in Everly’s mind.

“Was that a single or double bed, Miss Boderleth?” 

Leaning in like it would help her understand, Everly said, “I’m sorry, what?” 

“Do you need a room with a single or double bed?” the clerk repeated pleasantly, as if she had all the time in the world. 

Everly’s gaze darted as she tried to ground herself. A nameplate confirmed that the clerk was Brooke. Assistant Manager.

How did I know her name?

Memories of swirling darkness, unresponsive victims, the crunching of bones came back to Everly. 

She grabbed Harper’s arm. “Something’s wrong. This place is beshadowed.”

Harper chuckled. “Are you okay? Is this PTSD?”

“No, we were just there ... here ... but it wasn’t like this.”

Harper lifted the brim of her hat and squinted down at her. “Babe, that was weeks ago. Really, are you okay?”

Weeks ago? Everly’s brow wrinkled. 

She turned away to look around the hotel lobby, astonished to find the sun was high and bright, shining in through wide windows. 

No more mist hovering over the hotel. The floors and surfaces were all sparkling and new, and a crowd of guests meandered around, laughing and chatting. No zombified snacks-in-waiting to be seen. 

The rest of the Howell gang were nearby, too. Tammy and Denny sat across from each other in cushy armchairs, while Cherry and Callan were playing catch with some car keys. 

Everly nodded. “Right. Yeah, I’m fine, sorry, just got confused for a minute. Go grab your cocktail while I sort this out, okay?”

Harper gave her a final assessing frown, then pranced over to the bar. 

“I’m dreaming. This isn’t real,” Everly whispered to herself, using the words that had always been able to keep her lucid in her nightmares. “Wake up.”

Nothing happened. Okay, maybe not? But how did I lose weeks? 

A moment ago, she’d been standing in the upstairs hallway hearing a man get eaten by a vasmire. Had the monster come for her next? 

Am I dead?

Brooke cleared her throat. “Do you need to check with your party?”

Everly flushed red, realizing the woman no doubt heard her talking to herself. 

“Um, yeah. I do.” She gave the woman an awkward smile, then crossed the pristine carpeted floor to her group.

Callan came over, intercepting her halfway. “Don’t tell me they’re out of rooms. I know it’s, like, the only hotel in Shroudhaven, but I was really looking forward to a spontaneous vacation.”

“A vacation?” 

“We deserve one after everything, don’t we?”

“I guess. But, don’t you think something seems off? What can you remember from the last few weeks?”

Callan frowned, then shrugged and laughed. “Not much, but that’s why we need a break.”

“You don’t find that weird? I can’t remember either. Like we were just investigating the beshadowing moments ago. Remember the guy in the bathrobe? The munching sounds?”

Callan smiled. “That was ages ago. We’re safe now. Everything is fine.” 

Everly nodded vaguely, but his reassurance only creeped her out more. Either she’d somehow fugue-stated her way through the last few weeks, or something else was going on. She looked around for other signs this was a dream. Anything strange or out of the ordinary, even a small detail. 

But the proof she got was much bigger.

“Everly?” 

She whirled, her heart hammering at the sound of Rylan’s voice echoing through the cavernous lobby.

He jogged toward her from the front door. He was still clad in the clothes he’d worn the night of his attack: a tight black t-shirt beneath a gray-green military-style hooded jacket embroidered with the Darkfrey crest. His gaze raked the lobby, taking everything in. 

Could he have woken up? Could this be real? Or ...

“Dreaming about my brother now?” Rylan smirked. 

“So this is a dream?” 

“You didn’t know? I suppose it is the most completely mundane setting I’ve ever seen your brain conjure up.” Rylan’s gaze still swept the space, as though the armchairs would come to life and try to eat them at any moment. 

Callan had grown very still beside Everly. 

He looked at his brother with an intense expression. “You ... You’re here. When did you wake up? I can’t remember.”

Everly stared at him. “That’s a weird reaction for a dream figment.”

“What did you call me?”

“Look, just, give us a second, okay?” Everly rubbed her forehead, completely confused about what was or wasn’t real. 

She grabbed Rylan by the arm and dragged him away from Callan.

They stopped off to the side of the revolving door, near the luggage trolleys. One of them held Harper’s set of rose-gold suitcases. 

If this is a dream, the details are amazing.

Rylan stared at Everly’s hand around his bicep. “You’re worrying me. What’s going on?”

Everly took her hand back and bit her lip. “You really haven’t woken up? This isn’t real?”

He gestured to his appearance, which had seemed locked in since his near-death experience. “I don’t remember waking up. I remember your last weird dream about the train filled with blood—not one of my favorites by the way—and now we’re here.” 

“Yeah, okay, it was a longshot, but I needed to check. Last thing I remember we were here, at Rooks Hotel, but it was beshadowed. Late stage, Callan said. We were hunting a vasmire because the pieces we’ve been using to keep you safe are deteriorating and losing their effectiveness.”

“They brought you to a beshadowing?” Rylan barked, tossing a glare at his brother. 

Callan remained where they’d left him, still staring back their way with a pinched expression.

“The point is, when we got here everyone was walking around all zombie-like, mist everywhere. Then suddenly I’m here in this dream with you.”

Rylan tossed one more glare at Callan, then turned his attention fully to Everly. “You mean, you could still be there, asleep or knocked out? You’ve got to wake up and get away. Can you wake yourself up? Like I’ve seen you do before?”

Everly shrugged. “It was the first thing I tried. I can try again, but I think ... Rylan, I think it’s an outside force keeping me here. It feels different.”

The hard, determined look of a shadyr on a mission faded, and he reached out to take hold of both her arms. “Try.”

She drew strength from the dreamy warmth of his hands. 

Closing her eyes, she spoke. “Wake up. You’re dreaming. Wake up!”

Nothing changed.

A muscle ticked in Rylan’s jaw. He turned and studied the Howell team. 

“What about them? Can they help? I mean, are those actually my brother and his friends, or are they figments of your imagination?”

“Callan did react weirdly to seeing you.” She turned towards the other people in the foyer who were enjoying the warm light and happy atmosphere. “What if this is a dream, but it’s not my dream.”

“Umm, explain?”

“It’s not just me here, it’s the whole Howell team, Harper, all the hotel staff and guests. Everyone who was in the hotel before.” 

“And me?” Rylan asked.

“You’ve piggybacked along with me, but whatever this is, it’s not my dream. I think this is the beshadowing. Maybe all of us at the hotel are caught in this dreamworld, and our bodies are still out there, bumping around like zombies waiting to be eaten.”

Rylan brushed a hand over his face and the look of abject disbelief there. “Could you have gotten into a worse situation?”

“Who knows. I’ve had to figure most of this out on my own because you and your brother kept so much from me to begin with,” Everly snapped. “Maybe I’d have had a better handle on all this beshadowing stuff if you’d just been up front with me years ago when you packed off to Darkfrey Estate.”

To his credit, Rylan looked suitably chastised, but his voice came out stern. “I know. I’m sorry. But the secret was bigger than just you and me. I wanted—”

“Later. We don’t have time. We have to find a way out of this mess before the vasmire eats one—or all—of us.”

“Then let’s go see if the others are themselves enough to help.”

They went back to Callan first, who stood with his arms crossed, foot tapping. “You two have some explaining to do. How is Rylan here?”

“You don’t remember the last couple of weeks because they didn’t happen. We’re still in the beshadowing, trapped in this dreamworld. Rylan has somehow hitchhiked along with me, what with him living in my dreams. I don’t understand it better than that.”

Callan nodded slowly. “If this is a dream though, why would I think he’s even real?”

Rylan crossed his arms to match his brother. “Want me to prove I’m real? On a scale of one to wetting yourself in front of Alexis Darkfrey, how embarrassing of an anecdote from your childhood do you want?”

The two brothers stared at one another for a long moment, Rylan with watchful expectation. Several emotions crossed Callan’s face—embarrassment, confusion, dawning horror.

“Ghast damn it. We’re zombies, aren’t we? Like all the others?”

Everly nodded. “That’s my best guess.” 

Callan pointed at Rylan, but looked at Everly. “And he ... You were telling the truth. That’s actually Rylan. He’s in your dreams. Like, real in your dreams.”

Everly put her hands on her hips. “What, you thought I was psychic when I dragged you to the theater to find the eidolghast he’d killed?”

Callan stared at his brother. “I guess, maybe I thought you’d just gotten lucky. I didn’t know what to think.” 

He gave his head a sharp shake, his eyes glossy. 

Stepping forward, he flung his arms around Rylan. “It’s so good to see you.”

“You too.”

Stepping back, Callan couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Rylan. “Wow, this is ... How’d you get trapped in Everly’s dreams?”

Rylan shrugged. “We don’t know.”

“Can we discuss theories later?” Everly said. “More escaping now.”

Callan nodded. “Let’s clue in the others.”

They rejoined their group by the armchairs. Movement caught Everly’s eye, and she saw her spirit-cougar dash skittishly up the stairs, spooked by the different atmosphere. It had ended up here, too, and clearly didn’t like it. 

Everly hadn’t seen her dragon yet and hoped it wouldn’t show up. She had no idea how it would behave in this dream realm, with so many people around. Another reason to get out of there fast.

“Hey, Harper?”

Harper didn’t look up from where she lounged in her chair with her legs crossed over the armrest. 

She tapped away on her phone with one hand and sipped a peach-pink cocktail from a martini glass with the other. “Hey babe, yours is on the table there. Reception here is amazing.”

Denny sat across from her, reading a magazine, and Tammy had wandered away over to the bar, probably when Harper sat down. She seemed to especially have an issue with Bellsy. 

Cherry saw Callan and Everly approach first, saw Rylan with them, and his jaw dropped. 

Callan lifted his chin. “Yeah man, Mordan Darkfrey’s my sugar daddy.”

Everly raised an eyebrow. “What?” 

Cherry’s face changed immediately, as if a veil had been stripped away from his mind. “Whoa. We’re beshadowed?”

Rylan looked at Callan, bemused. “Mordan Darkfrey is your sugar daddy?”

Callan shrugged. “We needed a warning phrase for when things really went off the wall, something we’d never normally say. I like to plan for every possibility.”

Denny put his magazine down and slapped his thigh. “No way! I didn’t think we’d ever need that one.”

Callan scowled at him. “We only needed it because you screwed everything up for us with that dumb beer can stunt.”

“Oh, come on. It was a perfect bullseye!”

“You know what your problem is?”

“Yeah, my dick’s too big.”

“Wait, wait, wait, what? Who is who’s sugar daddy?” Harper put her phone down and glanced up. Then she caught sight of Rylan. “WHAT?” 

Rylan seemed to be key at jarring people to their senses. Whatever constructed reality surrounded them, lulling them into feeling safe, it hadn’t accounted for his presence. 

Everly reached down for Harper and pulled her to her feet. “Trapped in a dream, wacky dream magics, yadda yadda. Can you wake yourself up?”

Harper’s pretty face screwed up. “The vasmire ... the guy in the bathrobe and the ... It ate him, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, and it’s going to eat us if we don’t get the hell out of here. Can you wake up?” Everly repeated. 

Harper jumped on the spot and pinched the backs of her hands and screamed, drawing the attention of the other guests. “That would seem to be a no.”

Rylan patted his brother on the shoulder. “Good idea setting up a phrase like that. I’m impressed.”

Callan turned to him with a glowing grin, and they clapped one hand each into a tight grasp, pulling in for another brief embrace.

“This might be the hottest bromance I’ve ever witnessed,” Harper whispered not at all quietly to Everly. 

“Who is she?” Rylan asked.

“Harper? I’ve mentioned her. I’ll introduce you two properly once you wake up for real.” Everly rushed out. “We need a plan now, and we need a plan fast. I already tried to wake myself up, but I can’t. Whatever the vasmire has done to us, we’re in deep.”

Cherry’s expression twisted. “We’re all just sleepwalking the halls, waiting to be picked off and eaten by the monster. The vasmire’s own personal buffet. Yeah, not loving this.”

Everly chewed her thumbnail, thinking. “If we can get even one of us awake, they could have a chance to save the rest of us.”

Rylan’s voice came out deadly serious as he said, “I’d bet that as long as your bodies remain in the beshadowing, no one’s waking up.”

“Tammy,” Callan said suddenly.

Rylan frowned. “What about her?”

“She has this ... I don’t know, I guess it’s an ability, but not something she seems to control. She can teleport to the Dark Corner shroudpool.”

Rylan glanced over to where she stood with her back to them at the bar. In her all-black outfit, she looked out of place in the bright and cheery foyer. 

“Tammy Kyrstelle? The kid that got kicked out of Darkfrey Estate after she had some part in the Mesman boy’s death? She can teleport?”
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