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CHAPTER ONE
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The shade was begging for mercy.

He had three arrows in his chest from our fight, and I had no mercy in my heart as I looked into his pleading eyes. I fired a fourth arrow directly into his forehead as I stepped in front of him. Black blood oozed around the steel shaft, and he toppled to his side. His screams cut off abruptly, highlighting the roaring of the wind and the restless boom of waves meeting shore.

Satisfaction swooped low in my stomach at the kill. The joy was bone deep, articulating in the marrow, even if the kill wasn’t as real as it had felt.

The wind-swept, rock-covered mountains and angry sea flickered once and vanished. When I blinked, the more familiar tree-covered mountains of Grey Haven were around me. Snow covered my boots completely and the bottoms of my pants were heavy and cold. My breath streamed to the heavens in a constant vapor as I calmed my breathing. Absently, I tucked my hands into my pockets to keep them from freezing.

I grinned at the successful simulation and turned away from the tree that had my name pinned to it. I had won. I had proven I was better. It made me giddy.

Increasingly, the excitement from such moments carried me through the day. I was beginning to depend on them to stay sane. They were better than dwelling on all the mistakes I had made and thinking about Sully, my kidnapping, and the other people I had been too late to help.

Distractions kept me going, and Grey Haven’s version of them were always violent.

As I trudged through the path I had formed to get to the tree, Tommy joined me. His messy brown hair was covered by a thick knit hat, and he was wearing a jacket that was so bulky he could barely move. He had to turn his whole body to look at me, and his expression carried his misery.

“This makes me actually want to be in Texas,” he complained. “Have you been to Texas? If you had, you would know my pain, my suffering, my utter misery.” He hunched his shoulders, his teeth chattering together loudly, and a pout formed on his face.

“Didn’t shade hunting get your blood pumping?” I asked archly. I pointedly inhaled the freezing air, released it loudly, and smirked at him. “It did mine.”

“That has nothing to do with this...this...” He looked around at the snow in distaste, searching for the right word to describe it.

“Snow?” I asked.

“Abomination,” he finished. “Travesty. Ridiculousness, stupidity, poor excuse for precipitation...”

He complained in that vein for a while, filling my ears up with increasingly obscene ways to describe the snow and cold. I left him to it, knowing he didn’t need any help from me to find his eloquence when he was committed to it. Tommy could talk circles around a conman, and he only meant half of what he said.

The woods ended at the manicured lawn of the school, revealing Grey Haven, which stood grey and tall in the gloomy weather. The school made the most sense when there were clouds to shield it from the sunlight. Amber light spilled out from the windows onto the stone, making me yearn for the warmth of the interior, but I knew it would have to wait. We had to get our marks for the exercise and wait for Carrie to finish her simulation.

Tommy and I turned when we reached the edge of the woods, him still cursing the snow, me feeling the hot glow of the thrill of the hunt, and walked over to Miss Peck, our Shade Tactics teacher. She nodded in approval, though her eyes held concern as she looked at me.

“Good job.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Tommy was too busy muttering epithets to the cold to say his thanks.

Miss Peck tapped her tablet thoughtfully, frowning. “That was a bit risky, jumping off that wall to get to your shade. Why didn’t you take the shot from up top? It was the practical thing to do.”

“I didn’t have the shot,” I said. “The wind was too strong. It would have wasted my arrows.”

“You were open to attack when you landed, though. The moment where you recovered from the fall could have been all it needed to kill you,” she pointed out. “You got lucky.”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” I said with a shrug.

Miss Peck’s frown deepened. “I’m sure, Miss Aim, but the smart thing in that situation―”

She was interrupted by a boom that rattled out from the device in her hand. Alert to the danger, she scrolled through the different scenarios playing out on the screen until she found the source of the sound. She swore when she saw a boy in our class lying face down in the dirt. The fake fight had stopped rolling, but it was obvious he had been knocked unconscious by the shade he had been fighting.

Instantly distracted, she stomped a path through the snow, raising her phone to call Dr. James as she gracefully slid down a bank. I shrugged at our interrupted conversation and turned to wait for Carrie. Tommy turned with me, no longer muttering complaints. His thoughts had turned introspective, calm in a way that only his friends got to see.

Five minutes later, Carrie walked out from the trees, following the path Tommy and I had forged in the snow. Her bright red hair stood out against the stark white snow and the dark blue of her jacket. Like Tommy, she had a hat on, though her jacket wasn’t quite so puffy. She was used to Florida’s mild temperatures and sunny skies, too, but she was more preoccupied with the long scratch she had picked up on her forearm. She inspected it with a frown.

“Can’t believe I slipped and fell on my way back,” she moaned. “It’s so ridiculous after killing such a powerful shade!”

“It’s this stupid ice and snow,” Tommy said, kicking out at it hatefully, as if it could feel his wrath. He slipped at the kick, cursing as he hit the ground on his back with a thud. He stared up at the sky, nonplussed, surprised that the snow had fought back.

Carrie and I laughed at him, holding on to each other so that we wouldn’t join him on the ground, and he scowled at us.

“Help me up, assholes,” he ordered.

Still laughing, I held my hand out to him and he took it with a huff. I tried to haul him up but he slipped again, falling back with a splat. Carrie grabbed him by the jacket and tugged him away from the slippery spot. He wobbled, slid a bit, righted himself, and then marched toward the school with his nose lifted in the air and pretending the last minute hadn’t happened.

Carrie laughed openly, and I smiled as we hurried after him with all the eagerness of people slowly freezing to death.

The toasty air of the interior of Grey Haven was like a bear hug; a little jarring but warming and sweet. Refreshing cold was fine and good, but there was nothing like stepping into warmth after a half hour out of doors in the sullen leftovers of a spiteful blizzard. My muscles relaxed incrementally, and I pulled my hands out of my pockets.

Tommy’s sour expression lifted, and he tugged off his hat. His hair stood on end, but he made no attempt to flatten it. “Where do you wanna wait for our next class to start?” he asked.

“I need to visit the library,” Carrie said, which meant Tommy and I groaned. “Oh, hush. They have the best chairs in the school, and it’s warm. Even you can’t complain about that.”

“I bet he could,” I replied lightly.

“That would be a wise bet, Julie Aim, for I am a champion complainer. State champion three years in a row. And did I mention nationals?” he asked.

“You’d complain about water in the desert when you were dying of thirst,” I decided.

“Or finding a million dollars,” Carrie mused.

“Or being surrounded by people who don’t appreciate me,” Tommy sniffed. He sniffed again, and then again, his nose running. “Why does winter make everything drip?!” he whined.

“What else drips?” I asked archly.

Tommy laughed, startled by the question, as Carrie pushed back a large door, which led to a small, rickety staircase that wasn’t as grand or imposing as the one near the front doors. We liked it because no one bothered us on it, unlike the other staircases, where someone was always stopping us to ask about my abduction, Sully’s death, or Mrs. Z.’s dragon shade.

Sometimes, if they were brave, they asked about all three.

It was best that I avoided most common areas now. Punching people was only allowed in sparring sessions, and there were only so many fights I could get in to without being forced to see the counselors.

“I understand that, Señorita No Fun, but I think that a party for New Year’s would be, you know, pretty damn normal of us,” Tommy explained eagerly, and I realized I had missed part of their conversation. “It’s been so long since we’ve had some drama, some adventure, some funnnnn in our lives.”

“We have fun!” Carrie protested.

“Classes, training, hunting, studying...Those are work things. Don’t get me wrong, I like fighting,” Tommy said, cutting across Carrie’s forming protests. “But I’m talking things that do not include blood, gore, adrenaline, and/or dying in the next ten seconds.”

“You’re doing parties wrong,” I informed him.

“I’m not doing parties at all!” he added, throwing his hands up. “That’s the point!”

“You really think Harry is going to let us throw a party?” Carrie asked skeptically.

“I think, in my infinite wisdom, your infinite brains, and in Ben’s infinite beauty that there are ways to work around him,” Tommy said.

“Hey,” I complained, feeling left out.

“Oh, yeah, sure. Will you be the one to knock him out?” Carrie mocked him, ignoring me. “Or shall I?”

“Julie could do it?” Tommy questioned.

“I would if I didn’t think it would mean running the gauntlet.”

“It’s not a sustainable plan,” Carrie said. “Which means convincing him is your only way.”

“And he won’t be convinced,” I pointed out.

When we weren’t fighting and learning, we were on two missions. The first was to find Bernard, who had betrayed us, and was the last living person responsible for the situation that had led to Ben’s injuries.

The second one was to find out who wanted Harry dead. 

It wasn’t only the affection I had for Harry’s grumpy little everything that made me want to hunt the person down. Whoever they were, they were also ultimately responsible for Sully’s death and my kidnapping. If Lily hadn’t been hired to find out information on Harry, Sully would still be alive.

I brought myself up short as Sully’s name popped into my thoughts and habitually shoved thoughts of him out, refocusing on the present.

Carrie glanced at me as she spoke, and I realized that her hesitation wasn’t only for Harry’s sake. Even though I did my best to keep my bouts of sadness from them, they could tell that I wasn’t as healed as I pretended to be. They knew I was still recovering.

“I think it’s a great idea,” I interjected before she could say anything.

I’d been focused on training lately, on our missions at night, and on finding the truth. The focus was like a laser, tight and restrictive. It was part of the reason we didn’t have as much fun as we used to have. I had stopped taking Tommy’s side as often as I usually did about fun things; had stopped nagging Carrie into going on adventures.

The last time there’d been a party, I had gotten abducted and people had died, and I was afraid to let my guard down again. But working without a break for weeks on end wouldn’t help them or the hunt. It would fracture us.

“See?” Tommy said excitedly. “Julie wants a party.”

“There’s still the problem of Harry,” Carrie pointed out, getting frustrated. “He’s not gonna agree to it.”

Tommy frowned thoughtfully. “Maybe we could work out a deal with him,” he said.

“What kind of deal?” Carrie asked. “Harry doesn’t want anything besides his flask and for us not to disturb him unless we’ve made food.”

“There’s always a way,” Tommy said stubbornly.

“Yeah, a way for him to yell at you and punish the rest of us because of it,” Carrie said.

“Maybe we can get him to leave for the night,” I said. “Tell him we’ll owe him one.”

“Miss Aim, I have been looking for you. May I have a word?”

I startled, caught off guard by Mrs. Z. appearing so suddenly in the hall. Her hair was pulled back into an elegant bun, and her eyes were a pale shade of grey, reflecting the clouds outside. The only concessions to her outfit were the snow boots over her dress pants and a heavy jacket.

“What about?” I asked warily.

I wasn’t the biggest stickler for the rules, but I couldn’t remember breaking any in the past month. I had been too busy being uber-focused on tracking down several killers/bad guys to really have the time.

“In private,” she qualified.

“I’ll tell them what you tell me, ma’am,” I pointed out. “I don’t keep things from them.”

“I am aware of that, Miss Aim, but nonetheless, a word, please?”

I glanced at the others. They were staring between us with a mixture of curiosity and concern. Had Mrs. Z. found out about our extracurricular activities? Would she try to put a stop to it? If so, I would take the blame so that they could keep looking. It was an easy fix.

“Go on,” I told them. “I’ll catch up.”

“We’ll be in the library until class,” Carrie said.

I nodded and, with Carrie tugging on Tommy’s arm to make him walk, they left. Mrs. Z. waited for them to turn the corner. “There is a man in my office right now,” she explained as soon as they were out of earshot. “He is here to speak with you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I am afraid it concerns Mr. Sullivan...Sully,” she gently added.

My stomach clenched at her words, and I suddenly found the cracks on the wooden floor remarkably interesting. I couldn’t meet her eyes and have her see my guilt and sadness. It would unravel me.

“What about him?” I asked.

“If you follow me to my office, everything will be made clear,” she said.

I turned automatically at her words.

I didn’t want to discuss what I was going to face or second guess the reasons for the visit. I wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible. My dread would increase with a drawn-out conversation, so I would hear what the person had to say and it would be over. There was no way it could be worse than finding Sully dead, in seeing him the way he’d been after the glass had stabbed into him.

I had dealt with the worst things the world could throw at me. I’d be okay.

Possibly. Maybe.

I kept my gaze on my snow-covered boots as I walked, silently wondering what was going on. There were financial backers, people who gave the school money and had a say in the policies that were enforced. Had one of them come to toss me out for what had happened with Sully? If I hadn’t dated him behind the school’s back, it was possible that Lily would have never gotten what she wanted. If I had been more like Carrie, Ben, or Tommy, maybe everyone would still be alive.

My heart was heavy at the idea.

Three months ago, I might have faced an expulsion with rebellious anger. I would have stormed out before they could get rid of me, and I would have never looked back. But now, my life was here. The reason I got up in the morning and faced every single day was in my family, the work, and the hunts I was in with the others. The thought of separating from all of it was terrifying.

I was attached now, and I refused to go back to the detachment of before. I refused to do that to Carrie, Tommy, and Ben.

Mrs. Z. didn’t talk to me as we walked, and I felt like we both preferred it that way. Voices floated out of the closed doors as we passed. Some were from teachers as they lectured. Others were from students as they figured out the best tactics or worked in groups to learn whatever lesson the teacher had put before them.

In one of the long halls, Ben was reading on a bench, his fingers tracing over the braille that popped up on his tablet. He had gotten much better at it, to the point that he was a speed-reader now. It was how he passed the time when the teachers held exercises he couldn’t join in on. He hated the limitation, hated knowing that there were some things he couldn’t do or some things the teachers had decided for him that he couldn’t do. Sitting out on lessons deemed too difficult was the price he paid for staying at the school. Even though he complained about it, he accepted it as long as Carrie, Tommy, and I never treated him that way in the dreamworld.

“Julie?” he asked as we approached him.

The fact that he knew it was me wasn’t as surprising as it would have been a month ago. He was working twice as hard as the rest of us, and his determination was paying off in situational awareness and intuitiveness. Before we had become friends, I would have never expected such steely resolve. But then again, I had thought the worst of him for willingly dating Dana.

“Hey,” I said.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, frowning at the second set of feet he heard squeaking next to me.

“Mrs. Z. wants to talk to me,” I said.

“Oh,” Ben said, expression twisting into transparent worry.

“It’s fine,” I reassured him, squeezing his arm as I passed.

His hands hovered over his tablet without moving until we turned down the hall, his worry not fading at all with my words.

We had to go up several more flights to get to Mrs. Z.’s office. The door was ajar and the warm light from inside spilled out into the corridor. A woman around my age was standing in the hall and was holding a phone like she feared it was going to bite her. She looked frazzled and harassed, and I knew from Carrie that she was Mrs. Z.’s new assistant.

News of the three assistants that had worked for Mrs. Z. since Bernard’s departure was all the same: they had all given up after two months, and those were the braver ones. No one could handle the strain. I didn’t blame them. I didn’t think I could handle working for Mrs. Z. either.

Two men were inside the room. I didn’t recognize the older man, but the younger one was someone I had seen once before. His name was Col, and he was Sully’s cousin. He was in his police uniform, with his hat tucked under his arm and his shoes polished until they gleamed. He was surveying the view through Mrs. Z.’s window with a stiff back and a serious expression. Snow swirled past the window lazily. The view was serene, but my heart had started jumping wildly in my chest at the sight of him.

The second man was going bald, though he tried to hide it with a comb-over. He wore round glasses and a cheap suit. He looked about as happy as Tommy did at having to face the wintry weather. He was sitting in the chair at the desk as he waited but stood as we walked through the door.

“This is Mr. Peters.” Mrs. Z. gestured at the man in the suit. “And Mr. Norwood.” Col turned away from the window and nodded at me.

“Finally,” Mr. Peters said with an aggravated sigh. “I thought it would take an act of congress to get to see you.”

“You’ve been trying to see me?” I asked.

“For the better part of a month now,” Mr. Peters said, eyeing Mrs. Z.

“My students are very busy,” Mrs. Z. said in a tone that suggested she didn’t care for him second-guessing her choices. It was a tone I knew well.

I stared at her, shocked and confused, though I kept my expression neutral. She had deliberately kept this man away from me for a reason I couldn’t understand. It didn’t sound like something she would do, but then Mrs. Z. was a mystery wrapped up in an enigma, cloaked by a sense of manipulation and survivor’s instinct.

“Yes, well,” Mr. Peters said, going red in the face. “Matters must be settled. Affairs must be taken care of when considering property. Such things should not be left in the air...and with the New Year approaching, and taxes, it’s best to do this now.”

“She is here now,” Mrs. Z. said brusquely. “Please get to the point. Julie has classes.”

Mr. Peters blushed even harder and nervously adjusted his glasses. “Right. Of course. Yes.”

I crossed my arms as I looked at him. I very carefully avoided looking at Col. He looked too much like his cousin for me not to feel a million conflicting emotions, none of which I wanted to feel right now or potentially ever again.

Mr. Peters was far easier to look at, though my nerves hadn’t lessened any with his words. I still felt like I was in trouble. The fact that I hadn’t been able to stop Sully’s death only increased my guilt and my certainty that I was about to pay penance that went beyond my own brand of mental torture. He opened a worn briefcase with a snap of the latch and pulled out a stack of papers that were crisply white.

He held the papers out to me. “These are for you to sign, so that we can get the will all settled and the property in your name.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” I asked, baffled.

Mr. Peters blinked at me several times as if he couldn’t understand the question. “Mr. Sullivan’s will. The property he left you. The shop...”

I looked between him and Mrs. Z. for an answer to this madness. I didn’t understand what he was saying. I had nothing to do with Sully’s will, and certainly nothing to do with his shop.

Mrs. Z. had her fingers formed in a temple on her desk and her expression was unusually grave.

Mr. Peters blushed again and glanced at Mrs. Z. “This is Julie Aim?” he asked her. “This isn’t a joke?”

“No joke,” Mrs. Z. said calmly.

“This is her,” Col said, speaking for the first time. “I met her at the funeral.”

Mr. Peters nodded. “I guess that Mr. Sullivan didn’t tell you about his will?” he asked me finally.

I shook my head mutely.

“He left you his sandwich shop,” Mr. Peters said, “and the property around it.”

I stared at him, not knowing what to think. Sully and I had only been dating for half a year when he had been killed. There was no reason he would put me in his will. Nothing could explain this sudden, bizarre scene playing out in front of me. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought I was dreaming.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “Sully and I were dating, of course, but we weren’t that...This is...I mean, what?”

Mr. Peters laughed awkwardly, in a way I assumed was meant to be reassuring but only made me cringe. “It’s strange he didn’t tell you about the change. He came to me about two months before he died and changed the contents of the will. He was originally going to leave the shop to his mother, but he was adamant it went to you instead. I tried to talk to him about it, but he wouldn’t explain or budge. He said that he wanted you to have it if something happened to him.”

“I can’t take his shop,” I said. I gestured at Col. “He should have it. His family should have it.”

“You can give it to them after it’s yours,” Mr. Peters said. “I’ll help you with the paperwork.”

“No one in my family wants that shop,” Col said. “No one ever did. That was always the Sullivans’...thing. And since Sully’s dad is...well, him, and my family doesn’t want it, it’s only right it goes to you.”

“I can’t,” I said softly.

“Why not?” Col said.

There were all sorts of reasons why not, most of them emotional. The pain of being inside the place that Sully loved so much; the memories we had made there; the fact that shop had been his life and every inch of it would remind me of him and the complicated way we had left things. There were other, less painful ones. I decided to lead with those.

“I don’t know anything about running a sandwich shop, and I don’t have time to run one now. I have classes.”

“No one is suggesting you open up your own shop,” Mr. Peters soothed practically. “You can sell the property or find another use for it. It’s up to you.”

I stuck my hands in my pockets again, to keep the others from noticing how badly they were trembling. I knew that if they gave me Sully’s shop I would never be able to sell it. That would leave me with a physical reminder of everything I’d had in Sully. It would always be there. It was a thought that was as scary as the idea of the building rotting away until there was nothing left but crumbling mortar and broken windows.

I looked at Col again. His eyes were the same warm brown that had characterized Sully’s, though they were chilly as they looked at me. Despite his coldness, he held no doubt about this ridiculous situation. He wanted me to have the shop. I wondered if that was the reason he had come with Mr. Peters.

Had he known I would be reluctant? And, if that was the reason, why was he staring at me so suspiciously?

“Are you sure?” I asked Col, feeling trapped by their reasoning.

“Positive. Sully wanted you to have it. That’s good enough for me. Let him take care of you.”

I was silent for a long time. I thought that I was used to the way the past always caught up to me, but I wasn’t. It was always a punch to the heart when it did.

It always sucked.

I tried to think beyond my guilt and sadness. The idea that I could have a solid connection to my past with Sully was alluring. The shop was a reminder of what I was doing in trying to find Lily’s employer. It was something solid to help me remember why I needed to work so hard.

Besides, I had the feeling that they wouldn’t leave me alone until I signed. I was more interested in escaping the office quickly than I was in benefiting from Sully’s will.

I stepped closer to the table and looked down at the documents. Mr. Peters immediately started explaining what I was getting into, explaining how Sully had owned the property next door to his. He rented it out to supplement his income. It was another thing about him that I hadn’t had enough time to learn.

I barely heard Mr. Peters as he talked. I signed where he told me to and nodded vaguely as he explained to look out for the deeds in the mail. His handshake was limp as he sealed the deal, packed away the papers, and moved to Mrs. Z. to take her hand as well. 

She stood and spoke for the first time since the conversation had started. “I will walk you to your car.”

“Do you mind if I have a word with Julie?” Col asked.

“Of course not,” Mrs. Z. said. “You will show him out?” she asked me.

I nodded, understanding her caution. We couldn’t let him linger at the school on his own. We were careful around outsiders, but there were some things we couldn’t hide, like war tactics and weapons training.

Mrs. Z. left the room with Mr. Peters. There was a pause, then I heard the click, click, click of Mrs. Z.’s assistant following her.

Col waited until they were out of earshot before he spoke. He stuck his hands in his pockets, the picture of relaxed, and said, “Sully used to talk about this school a lot. Said it was a one-of-a-kind place.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked.

Sully had known the truth of Grey Haven. Did Col know the truth as well? It had never occurred to me that Sully had been close to any of his family. He had never talked about them, had never mentioned any of them beyond his mother. But then, the number of things we didn’t know about each other had always outnumbered the things we did.

“I think he might have been so curious about this place because of you,” Col added. “He was crazy about you. Crazy enough to put you into his will.”

“I didn’t ask him to do that, and I don’t know why he would. We weren’t there yet,” I said, thinking he was accusing me of forcing Sully to give me the shop. “Probably wouldn’t have been ever.”

“I got that from the look on your face when you realized what we were doing here,” Col said.

He hadn’t taken his eyes off my face since we had started our conversation, eyes assessing. The fact that he was wearing a police uniform wasn’t the only thing that made me feel like I was under investigation. His expression suggested that he was questioning the validity of everything I said. He was going through a process of analyzing every word, every gesture, and every moment.

He didn’t trust me, which was fair, since I didn’t trust him either.

“I guess you’re used to reading people’s faces,” I said, gesturing at his uniform.

“Pretty good,” Col said. “I can usually tell a lie when I see it.”

“And what lie are you trying to see in me?” I asked.

He smiled and looked down. He had obviously not thought I would catch on to what he was doing. “I wanted to see your reaction to the will,” he said.

“That’s why you came?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied.

“But that means you suspect me of something else,” I said.

His expression turned rueful. “You’re pretty quick,” he said.

I shrugged. “First, a little patronizing there, pal. Secondly, you’re not the first cop to think I’m guilty of something I didn’t do.”

“Really?” he asked curiously.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Col frowned, obviously wanting to know more about my shady past, but I didn’t elaborate. The fact that he already suspected me of something didn’t make me want to share all the fun times I had broken the law. It would make me look like the criminal I had definitely been before Mrs. Z. had found me.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“What really happened the night my cousin died?” Col asked.

Ah. He suspected a cover up. At least he wasn’t an idiotic cop. “You know as much as I do.”

“I know the official story,” he argued. “But it’s not the truth. I know something else happened that night. And I think you’re the person to tell me what it is. You had injuries at the funeral that suggested you were there with him when he had his ‘accident.’”

My stomach knotted and rolled. He was right, but I couldn’t tell him what he wanted to know. It wasn’t only that I didn’t trust him. Grey Haven had a way of killing off outsiders. It had gotten Sully killed, and it would get Col killed if I wasn’t careful.

On cue, the bell rang.

“I have to get to class,” I said gratefully. “I’ll walk you out.”

Col looked as if he wanted to argue, but he knew that Mrs. Z. wouldn’t tolerate the sorts of questions he was asking, and he had no idea how long she would be gone. The passion that had been driving his questions petered away as he sighed. “Right,” he said.

The halls were full of people chatting about classes and talking about their last day of school as we walked out. Christmas break started tomorrow and most of the school was going home to enjoy the holidays with their families. Carrie, Tommy, and Ben were all staying. They had said it was because their families made them crazy, or were going on vacations elsewhere, but I knew it was because of me. They were loving idiots who sucked at lying, and I loved them all the more for it.

The people around me abruptly stopped talking when they noticed Col and whispers followed in our wake. If Col found their whispering suspicious, he didn’t say anything. He kept his eyes forward and his expression serious.

His patrol car was sitting by the front door. Mrs. Z. was getting into a black car as we walked up, and Mr. Peters was gone. Her eyes found mine and she nodded, as though she was telling me she knew exactly what I was going through. I looked away, not really interested in her understanding, and waited for Col to get into his car.

He paused, holding onto the driver’s side door as he looked over at me. “I’ll be seeing you,” he threatened pointedly.

When he was gone, I turned away and went in search of the others, not knowing how I’d explain what had happened because I didn’t fully understand it myself.

Sully’s shop was mine. He had given it to me as his final goodbye, and now I had to deal with the reminder of him, his death, and his lies right when I had been starting to find a way forward.

He had forced the reminder onto me from beyond the grave and I wasn’t sure if he had done it because he felt guilty he had lied to me for so long or if it was another lie or manipulation.

It infuriated me that I had no way of knowing either way. Sully was gone, and there was no one left to ask.

None of this felt fair and there was nothing I could do about it. What was done was done, and now I had to process this too and hope that the things I had to process stopped rolling in to punch me in the gut soon.

I wasn’t sure I could handle much more. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“He did what?”

“Shhh!” I whispered warningly.

We were in Weapon’s Training and were practicing how fast we could disassemble a pistol and put it back together again. Carrie had already managed to put hers together three times. Tommy wasn’t even bothering with the assignment. He was too interested in my story.

The Weapon’s Training teacher, Mr. Ryan, was at the front of the classroom helping a boy with his pistol, but I didn’t want our conversation to spill out to the rest of the class. For a large school, gossip had a way of traveling quickly.

Tommy was staring at me with his mouth hanging open, lips moving as though he were searching for something to say. I had never seen him look more startled.

They were both silent as they digested the news.

“You think he felt guilty because of the situation with Lily?” Carrie asked finally. “Maybe it’s a misguided apology of some kind?”

“That’s quite a way to say sorry,” Tommy said. “I would have gone with flowers, maybe a nice handmade card with some glitter on it. Not a building. Buildings are investments, not apologies.”

“There’s no telling why he did it,” I snapped irritably. Tommy was right, there were better ways to say sorry. It felt more like a manipulation I didn’t understand yet. But that had been my relationship with Sully in a nutshell. There had been more unsaid than said, more lies than truth. “All of that isn’t nearly as important as Col.”

“You think he’ll be a problem?” Carrie asked.

“He’s convinced I know something about Sully’s death. So, yeah,” I said.

“It’s not like he’ll have a lot of chances to interrogate you, though,” Carrie pointed out helpfully. “He can’t come here without Mrs. Z. knowing about it.”

“But he can still dig around town,” I said. “I don’t know whether or not Sully left a trail behind that leads back to Grey Haven. For all we know, Sully wrote everything down somewhere.”

“You really think he had a journal and was writing: ‘Dear diary, today I was approached by a psychopath and it made me sad!’?” Tommy demanded skeptically.

“I think Sully was smarter than that,” Carrie interjected. “He knew how to cover his tracks.”

“He wasn’t smart enough to come to me when Lily―” I cut myself off and angrily stared at the pistol I was supposed to be working on. It took me a minute to continue. “I don’t think we should ignore Col. He’s on a mission, and those sorts of things can get dangerous fast.”

“We don’t really have much choice in the matter,” Carrie pointed out. “We’re stuck here, and he can do whatever he wants in town.”

“I guess,” I said.

We stared at the front of the classroom, our thoughts focused on the situation and what to do about it. I tried to keep my thoughts centered on Col and what his questions meant for us, instead of the mystery of Sully leaving me his shop. Col was a question I could answer. Sully was someone I had never really understood. It had been part of his allure. Which didn’t say a lot about my ability to search out healthy relationships.

“Are you going to go and look at the shop, at least?” Tommy asked softly. Compassion was in the question, but I didn’t dare look him in the eyes to verify.

I raised one shoulder uncertainly and didn’t reply.

“We’ll go with you if you need us,” he pressed, knocking his knee against mine. “We’re here if you can’t face it alone.”

“Absolutely,” Carrie added.

“I know. Thanks,” I said.

“Well done, Miss Flynn,” Mr. Ryan said, stepping in front of us. He frowned at Tommy and me. “Were you two going to start sometime this week? Or did you need extra incentive?” He cocked his eyebrow dangerously.

“Sorry,” Tommy and I apologized together, our hands moving to the pistols we were supposed to be working on. Tommy’s grin was mischievous at being caught. I smiled at him as he winked at me, and refocused on the task at hand, both of us ignoring Carrie’s smug smile at getting a compliment from the teacher.

‡
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BEN WASN’T AS STARTLED as the others were to hear that Sully had left me the shop. “Kind of unusual,” was all he said when I told him about it.

Master of understatement.

“Kind of,” I agreed dryly.

We were walking from the school, trudging our way through the snow as we tried to keep ourselves from falling and breaking our necks on the road. Flakes were ghosting over our heads. They were growing heavier with every passing second, and the clouds made it darker, which added to the danger of walking downhill in the snow.

We had all fallen three times so far.

The back of Tommy’s coat was covered in snow from where he’d slipped right outside the main door. Rather than be embarrassed that he’d fallen in front of so many people, he had turned the situation into comedy. He had stayed prone for a minute before flapping his arms and legs together to make snow angels on the lawn, knocking the rest of us over to get us to join him. He hadn’t let us up until we complied.

“Are you kidding me?” Tommy asked incredulously, offended on my behalf that Ben was being so blasé. “Guy left her a building! Several! It’s bizarre. It’s huge. It’s amazing.”

“And unusual,” Ben deadpanned.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I decided.

“You brought it up,” Tommy pointed out.

“She doesn’t want to talk about it anymore,” Carrie repeated firmly, taking my side.

They exchanged a meaningful glance, something they did a lot now when they thought I wasn’t looking. It was an unspoken command not to push the issue. I tried to ignore it, but it felt like it happened every day. It was proof that things weren’t back to normal no matter how much I pretended it was around them.

“Fine,” Tommy grumbled. “Let’s talk about my New Year’s Eve party, then.”

“The one that’s never going to happen?” Carrie asked.

“The one that’s going to be awesome,” Tommy said.

“Most people are leaving for the holidays,” Carrie needled him.

“Then we’ll invite all the people who are staying,” Tommy said with a roll of his eyes. “Don’t be a killjoy.”

Of course, that started an argument. Carrie pointed out all the ways she was far from being a killjoy, and Tommy started listing all the ways she was. Their bickering filled up the slow walk back to the house. I listened to them without trying to stop it. They bickered so often that it was their way of saying hello. No one, including them, took it seriously.

The lights were off inside the house when we got back, but Harry was awake. He had his door open and the lights from his computer monitors spilled out into the living room. I watched him as he worked with shoulders hunched and back tense. He’d been doing that a lot since we’d discovered someone wanted to kill him. He was searching for them around his regular duties. If it were anyone else doing it, I would have worried about his lack of sleep interfering with his guardian duties, but Harry was twice as good as most guardians in his sleepiest moment.

I flicked the living room lights on as we walked inside, and he got up and slammed his door closed.

We ignored him, too used to his behavior to take it personally.

“I’ll start dinner,” I said.

“And I’ll start searching for Bernard,” Tommy said.

“I’ve got Harry’s guy,” Ben said.

“Homework,” Carrie said wearily.

We tried to rotate who did what, but Carrie got stuck with the homework a lot. She always had the right answers, which kept us out of trouble with our teachers and free to do our research unhindered by extra work. It was the only way we could balance two manhunts, homework, and our nightly tasks, not to mention chores and having a life.

I wasn’t much of a cook. My skill was even worse with my distraction. The spaghetti came out crunchy and the sauce was nearly burnt, but the others didn’t complain. Tommy ate two helpings. I didn’t take it as a compliment to my cooking. He’d eat anything that was mildly food-like in shape and taste.

“Maybe we should consider breaking into the record’s room again,” Carrie said as we cleaned up the dishes. “There might be more files there that can help track Bernard down, beyond the ones Ben stole.”

Tommy and I stared at her. Ben blinked in surprise.

“Did those words really just come out of your mouth or did Julie’s bad cooking catapult me into a vivid hallucination?” Tommy asked her. I whacked him on the shoulder for principle’s sake. He whacked me back just as hard, but he caught my hand before I could retaliate and we silently called a truce.

She blushed at our stares but shrugged calmly. “It might be our only option. It’s been over a month and we’re not any closer to the truth. I’m tired, and I just want him found.”

“Tommy’s right. We definitely need a party if those are actual words that are coming out of your mouth,” I decided.

Tommy’s grin was wide as I took his side. He yawned and leaned back in his chair thoughtfully, obviously coming up with ways in his mind to make the party epic.

“Good luck convincing Harry of that,” Carrie groused wearily, running her hand through her hair and looking at me sleepily.

“I’ll take care of Harry,” I offered.

“Better you than me,” Tommy muttered.

I nodded, and put my head on his shoulder, hoping that we were doing the right thing and trying not to dwell too much on the last party I had been to.
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WE SPENT THE REST OF the evening lost in homework and the hunts for Bernard and Harry’s arch-enemy. We had several names from Bernard’s file, known friends and family, but they had proven to be dead-ends. Now, we were focused on putting together the pieces of his history to guess where he might go next.

It was easy to think he had disappeared entirely, but Lily had told me she knew where he was, which meant he was somewhere we hadn’t looked yet. She’d had no reason to lie. She’d been about to kill me at the time.

When bedtime rolled around, I was eager. Sully’s shop, Col’s words, and the confusion of my feelings had me desperate for a distraction. There wasn’t a better one than the familiar sensation of killing shades.

I changed into my pajamas and crawled into bed, immediately connecting the sensors to my temples so Harry could see and guide my dreams. The folder Harry had given me was placed on the nightstand for him to pick up, and I vibrated with expectation and unchecked energy.

Harry came to my door last. He doublechecked the sensors and took the file off the nightstand without a word. He carefully avoided looking at me, as was our custom now. I was upset that his past had led to Sully’s death, and he felt guilty that I had been dragged into his problems. He wasn’t my favorite person at the moment. I probably wasn’t his either.

“We’re going to have a party on New Year’s Eve,” I informed him.

“Oh?” Harry asked dangerously.

“Yep. We need it. You can go somewhere else for the night. We’re off from dreaming for break, so it shouldn’t inconvenience you too much.”

“And why is it exactly that you’re telling me instead of asking?” he asked in that same dangerous tone.

“So that you don’t misunderstand. I intend to get my way,” I said. I looked at him seriously, losing some of my bossy tone. “They need to unwind, Harry. I owe it to them to let them have some peace for a night.”

Carrie, Ben, and Tommy were why I still had my sanity, and I had to make sure their lives didn’t become as sad as mine. I would do anything to make sure they maintained their joy and sense of fun, even if mine had been shaken.

“I’ll think about it,” Harry said.

“I wouldn’t think too hard,” I said.

Harry’s eyes narrowed. “Just because I'm a guardian doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass,” he threatened.

I grinned mockingly at the familiar threat and closed my eyes. There was a pause, where I felt him glaring, and he closed my door with a hard snap.

A couple of minutes later, I felt the pull of the grey and knew that it was time to get to work.

Carrie, Tommy, Ben, and I stopped in the grey long enough to equip ourselves and focus our energies on the night ahead of us. Once we had our gear, the world shifted, and a dream materialized around us. I rolled my shoulders in preparation for the looming fight and felt my eagerness to fight slip through my tightly controlled exterior.

We had landed in a fogbank. I couldn’t see two feet in front of me. I turned on the light on top of my crossbow and searched the fog for the shade we had been sent to fight.

“Damn,” Tommy complained.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“This fogbank! I can’t see a thing,” Tommy replied.

“Oh, how horrible that must be for you,” Ben said dryly, laughter in his voice.

Tommy winced and realized what he had done. “Sorry.”

“Is he blushing?” Ben asked curiously, still amused.

Carrie leaned forward to look. “No, but he does look flustered.”

“I’ll take it,” Ben decided, pleased.

“Yeah well, fu―”

“Where’s the shade?” I interjected.

“Straight ahead,” Ben replied promptly.

“Any friends?” I asked.

Ben hesitated. “No...”

“You paused,” I pointed out.

“Definite hesitation,” Tommy agreed.

“Everything’s...quiet,” he said.

“Don’t you dare say, ‘too quiet,’ or I will slap you on your face-hole,” Tommy warned.

“It is too quiet, though,” Carrie replied, ignoring the warning. “I don’t hear anything...”

A prickling feeling of being watched slid down my spine, charged by evil and malice. Despite Ben’s words, I had the impression that we weren’t alone. “Stay alert.”

Tommy gripped his bow tighter and nodded to show he understood the warning.

Carrie turned to look into the fog behind us. “Something’s there,” she whispered.

I eyed Ben, wondering if he had missed something. He frowned but didn’t say anything. He was too focused on trying to assess the danger. His expression told me that he still felt the shade in front of us. Whatever was behind us wasn’t registering.

“Come on,” I told them, trusting in Ben.

We cautiously moved through the circling fog, our weapons held at the ready. Nothing happened, and the fog continued to swirl and shift restlessly without a shade or crawlers appearing. We had gone a mile without any sign of the fog lifting when I stopped. It felt like we were walking in circles, and the press of evil in my chest hadn’t faded or grown with the distance we had gone, which told me the shade was toying with us.

“Something’s wrong,” I announced as they made various sounds of confusion. “Can you feel a stronger shade here than we were supposed to fight?” I asked Ben. “A minor one?”

“No,” he admitted.

The instinct I had of a powerful shade being in the dream with us was strong, but instinct didn’t help us get out of the fogbank. I needed a way to draw it out, to see for ourselves.

The only way to draw it out was to give off the illusion of weakness, to make it think it had the upper hand. I had to step into a trap and trust the others to have my back.

Easy.

Swiftly, I gestured out my plan. Tommy scowled at me, and Carrie shook her head in refusal, her expression firm. I nodded back defiantly. With a scowl, I told her that it was the only way. She shook her head again. I nearly growled in frustration, knowing we were wasting time.

The longer we allowed ourselves to be toyed with, the deadlier the situation became. We needed to do something to draw the shade out, and my plan was the only one that made sense.

I walked away from them without saying anything else, trusting that Carrie wouldn’t follow me. She wouldn’t put the others in danger or ruin the plan simply because she didn’t agree with it.

The fog shifted, swirled, and clung to my skin like ghost hands trying to pull me down into another world. I heard the others moving around, watching out for each other, and waiting for me to return to them, but I was a world away.

It would take one hell of a fight to get back to them.

Despite the fog swirling aggressively, I waited patiently for the shade to show itself. I knew I wouldn’t have to wait long. Shades were not known for their patience. One cue, shrieks and screeches raced out of the moving abyss and surrounded me.

I turned a full circle, trying to see the crawlers, hellhounds, or other demons that were the cause of the noises. Nothing attacked me, but the sounds increased into a roar that did little to disquiet the feeling that the dream wasn’t what it seemed. My instincts yelled at me to run, to reassess, but I held my ground and waited. I didn’t want to lose track of the others, who I could still feel at my back. I refused to let the shade pull me away from them.

The noises died down as abruptly as they had come. Then, the fog parted. I started to squeeze the trigger of my crossbow but froze and gasped in surprise as a man with brown hair, warm eyes, and a calm expression stepped into view.

Sully.

He looked the same. His eyes were warm and inviting, and his hands were tucked into his pockets, but my stomach clenched painfully. He had come to torment me for my role in his death. He had come to make me pay.

I took a step back.

Despite knowing that it couldn’t be him, that it had to be an illusion, my pulse had started racing. I wanted it to be him. More than anything, I wanted proof that he wasn’t dead.

He opened his mouth to speak, to tell me pretty lies, and I felt a wave of anger as he did. It was anger that had everything to do with the way he had taken off running the night we had tracked Lily down. He had gotten into a fight he couldn’t hope to win for no other reason than poor judgment. He hadn’t done it to protect me or anyone else. He had been selfish, and it had gotten him killed. It was sobering, a slap in the face, and a reminder of where I was.

The anger guiding me, I pulled the trigger on my crossbow.

The arrow sped toward Sully, but he dissolved when it reached him. Laughter echoed through the fog, grabbing hold of me and twisting my anger, making me vibrate with it.

From my left, a dark shape materialized with a flash of color and movement. The shade tackled me with unnatural speed, slamming into my side like a battering ram. I dropped my crossbow as I fell and grabbed its shoulders to keep it from biting my head off.

The shade had grey-blue, slimy skin, a round mouth that contained two rows of razor-sharp teeth, and black eyes. Its hands ended in jagged claws. The claws weren’t as terrifying as the mouth. The shade could disarticulate its impressive jaw, and the whole, snarling, spitting, teeth-filled cavernous terror was aimed directly at my face.

I pushed back against the shade as drool and slime dripped onto my face and realized I had made a mistake. It was stronger than me, and I was outmatched and alone.

I grunted, trying to call out to the others, but the knock to the ground and the weight of the shade had taken my voice. My plan to bring it to me had worked too well. My arms shook as I fought to keep it off me.

I was losing. The teeth were half an inch from my face now and closing in.

Out of the rolling fog, a sword appeared through the shade’s mouth in front of me. The tip of the sword stopped just shy of my eye, which I closed as blood spurted out from the wound. With a ragged sigh, the shade collapsed on top of me lifelessly. I pushed it off as Ben yanked his sword out.

I stayed on the ground for a minute, my heart racing and my mind trying to come to terms with the unwelcome image of Sully and my reaction to it. It took a lot of effort to feel normal again. I settled on feeling grateful for their help.

“Thanks,” I told him.

Ben nodded but didn’t reply, lips in a thin line.

“You okay?” Tommy asked. His voice was tight, and his words were distant, but he was in control of his anger. He didn’t look ready to explode, unlike Carrie, who was apoplectic. Her face was flooded with color and her eyes were hard.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

I rolled to my feet, wiped the blood and grime away from my eyes, and looked around. Ben and Carrie were standing to my left. Tommy was on my right. They were all glaring. I looked away from them and noticed that the fog hadn’t changed. A prickle of being watched moved down my spine. Something was still out there.

“I think there’s more than one shade here,” I decided.

“There’s something strange going on,” Ben agreed. “A feeling I can’t place.”

The others stopped glaring, alert once more for danger. Before we could move in any one direction, the fog swirled aggressively. The movement came with the stench of death and destruction.

A second later, something hit me in the chest and yanked me backwards, feet flying off the ground. The others flew after me. Carrie tried to right herself, to fire her shotgun, but there was nothing to fire at, save for mist that kept swirling restlessly.

I called out in terror as they disappeared, flung in different directions from me. Tommy yelled back, while I heard nothing from Carrie and Ben.

The fog circled me ruthlessly, and then there was darkness as I was through from the dream and into another one.

I landed hard on my back and slid four feet before I came to an abrupt stop that jarred my brain. I groaned and held my crossbow up dazedly, instinct guiding my movements more than thought or choice.

A small girl was staring back at me a foot to my left. Her eyes were glazed, and she didn’t react to my entrance at all. This was the girl I had been sent to save, but everything was wrong. Her possession was further along that I had been told.

There was no nightmare here, just total, absolute, terrifying control.

Breathing heavily from the fall, I rolled to my feet and backed away, searching for a way out of the darkness that surrounded us or a way to save the girl from the second shade controlling things.

The girl turned to look at me as I moved, and her eyes changed from a warm brown to a deep red. She stood as if she were connected by a string, her movements jerky and weak, and charged at me as if pushed.

I had never been forced to deal with someone possessed before and I didn’t know if it meant that she could hurt me or I her. This was beyond my normal work, and I wasn’t sure what to do to help her but also save myself.

I shivered as she took another jerky step toward me. She looked like a life-sized marionette; a doll sent to obey the will of its master. But marionettes also had strings connecting them to the puppet master. If I could find the string that connected her to the shade, I could kill it and free her.

Hopefully.

Her elbows were at an odd angle to her body and her hands flopped uselessly as she slid her feet across the ground in a fair imitation of a zombie. Her footsteps seemed to originate from her thighs.
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