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CHAPTER ONE

 

I gasped for air as I broke through the water’s surface, paddling toward the shoreline until my feet finally touched bottom. 

Shivering, I trudged through the icy water toward the beach. That same pebbled beach where they dragged my brother's body out of the lake three summers ago. The off-tune siren of Shy Harbor’s ambulance still rang in my mind. The look of horror on the face of every local and sunburned tourist as they gathered on the shoreline. The paramedic shouting “Clear” while his machine sent shocks through Aiden’s lifeless chest, cold as ruthless Lake Superior itself. 

He’d fallen, they said, bouldering along the red rock cliff just like he’d done every day. But he’d never fallen before.

I should know how he ended up in the water. I was there. But no matter how hard I tried to remember, it was all black. 

When my sneakers met dry land, I wrung little waterfalls from my sage army jacket with one hand. The other clenched the precious object I’d just retrieved from the bottom of the lake.

My body trembled, teeth chattering like one of those infuriating wind-up toys. Even now, as I walked through my dreams, my body still asleep in my warm bed, I couldn’t escape the icy grip of this damned lake. 

“Hey!” 

The shout came from over by the marina. 

Ignore him, Madelyn. Don’t get distracted. 

Turning my back to the docks, I opened my fist to see my treasure. This was it. The Key. Something I’d lost in the waking world, just like C said it would be. A polished Lake Superior agate on a silver chain. The one Aiden had given me on my thirteenth birthday, just months before his fall. My sixteenth birthday has now come and gone, but the necklace still looked the same. Frozen in time.

I couldn’t help but grin. Ever since I’d learned how to lucid dream, to be conscious in my nocturnal dreams and take control of them, I’d searched for this gemstone every single night. Finally, I could unlock— 

“Hey you, crazy chick with the pink hair!”

I rolled my eyes, finally locking gaze with the teen on the dock. I ran a hand through the drenched locks of my pixie cut. He set down his old fishing rod, and a blast of icy September wind flipped back the hood of his gray Badgers sweatshirt, revealing a handsome, dark-skinned face and close-cropped black curls. 

He stumbled off the dock and jogged over to where I stood dripping, a smile teasing his lips. “Did you fall out of a boat or something?” He laughed. “No, wait. Let me guess. Maybe you’re one of those Polar Plunge psychos? God, you must be freezing.”

I stuffed the necklace in my pocket, winking as I stepped toward the boardwalk that skirted the beach. “Nothing like a refreshing dip, huh?” 

“Wait. Just hold up, would you?” He lunged forward, blocking my path. 

I stopped, fidgeting with my eyebrow piercing. “If you’re worried, don’t be. I’m fine.”

He smiled, unzipping his hooded sweatshirt and shrugging it off his shoulders. “I don’t doubt it, but like I said, you must be freezing.” 

Reluctantly, I took the sweatshirt from his outstretched hand. I couldn’t help but return his smile. “Do you always give your clothes away to strangers?”

“Hey, we might not know each other, but it’s a small town. We’ve gotta have each other’s backs, right?”

I bit my cheek as I draped the sweatshirt over my soaked shoulders. 

He was wrong. I did know him. His name was Luke. The only black guy in a town packed to the brim with white people and other Native Americans like me. Of all the Shy Harbor residents that populated my dreams, he was the only one I’d never met in the waking world. Yet he was always here. Every single time. In any other dream, I’d stick around to fall into conversation, forget about my personal quest for a while. 

But today was different. I finally had the Key to my unconscious, that dark place in my mind that hid my repressed memory. The moments leading up to Aiden’s death. No, I didn’t have time to chat. 

“I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“Hold on. How about we get out of this cold-ass weather and grab a couple of hot chocolates at Connie’s? I bet that’ll warm you right up.”

I sighed. “Now is seriously not a good time. But I’ll take a rain check.”

Leaving a disappointed Luke behind, I made my way up the boardwalk, ignoring the baffled stares of local fishermen who were wrapped up in their thrift store jackets and black stocking caps. 

The rotting boardwalk stretched from the marina to the beach and all the way to Connie’s Cafe at the end of the town’s official waterfront. From there, a gravel road ascended through red pines and oak forest to the ragged cliff above, where campsites and summer homes waited for their owners’ annual return. 

My parents’ vacation home was one of the closest to the overlook, and you can bet Aiden and I had explored every square inch of that steep rock face and the surrounding woods.

I walked past Connie’s, the only year-round restaurant in all of Shy Harbor. The feral town cats glared at me from their perches on the cafe’s seasonal balcony, and the aroma of fried fish and apple pie warmed the sharp chill in the air. My version was a near-perfect replica of the real Shy Harbor, a true masterpiece of dream-crafting. Not to brag.

Like the true Wisconsin vacation town, it was a place of few choices. Need some instant noodles? There’s one grocery store. Looking for a beach read? You’re in luck. One tiny bookstore occupies a space on the tiny “main street” snaking inland from the beach. One hardware store. One dive bar. One cafe, unless you counted the nearby resort places that opened in the summer. Despite all that, I used to love this place, soak in every summer I spent here. But since that day, it has never been the same.

I stepped off the boardwalk and onto the gravel street. As I trekked uphill toward the vacation homes, my mind drifted to the words my little sister Alice whispered from her bed just before I fell asleep. "Don't leave me, Maddie." It was such a weird thing to say. Alice never understood why we couldn’t just visit the real Shy Harbor. But I knew the waking world couldn’t give me the answers I sought.

In this dream, it was still mid-morning. But the towering woods were growing dim, darker than even the overcast dream sky forever trapped in that stormy day. The haunting atmosphere doubled down on the eerie feeling in my gut. God, it was definitely time to get out of this place for a while. 

Normally, the morning light shining through the curtains drew me from my dream world. When it didn’t, the Journey Prayer would do the trick. I made up my mind. Tomorrow night, I’d continue my quest. 

I slowed my pace, breathing in the cold air. But something caught my attention. A rustle in the brush, somewhere off in the forest. Then, quiet.

I could have sworn I heard a woman humming a soft melody, but the woods were empty. I wrapped Luke’s sweatshirt further over my shoulders. “Who’s there?” 

No one answered. The hum grew louder, a melancholy tune that made my scalp prickle. My breath quickened. I had planned to jump out of my dream at our old summer home, but I quickly changed my mind. I couldn’t wait that long.

I glimpsed something deep in the woods. A pale-skinned woman in a white dress stepped from behind a tree, then vanished into the woods. I suppressed a shudder. 

These unnerving phantoms were invading my dreams more often every night. In my whole dream realm, they were the only things I couldn’t control. And that scared the hell out of me.

The forest continued to darken, and I could have sworn I saw the shape of a white wolf deeper in the forest—a wolf twice the size of a grizzly bear. I swallowed the lump in my throat, clenching my eyes shut as I reached into my pocket to feel the smooth agate necklace. 

This was it. Time to wake up. I began the Journey Prayer in a low whisper: “Great Spirit, guard my soul and guide my feet. Lead me to the truth.” With another breath, I added, “Wake me up.”

I opened my eyes.

But I didn’t see my purple-painted walls, or Alice’s pink bed holding her sleeping body across the room. I saw only Shy Harbor’s pine forest, which was growing darker by the second.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

I tried the prayer again, and again. Nothing. I squeezed my eyes shut and wished myself awake. Nothing. The disturbing tune seemed to be coming from every direction now. In a panic, I bolted up the street toward the summer homes, refusing to look back.

Any second now, my racing heart would wake me up. I’d probably fall out of my bed drenched in sweat, and Alice would stumble out of her bed in alarm, crawling under my covers to comfort me. But with every step I ran, my hopes faded. This wasn’t right.

I stopped at the first wood-sided cabin at the top of the hill, my chest heaving from fear rather than exhaustion. The woods became quiet again, and the silence of the empty neighborhood stood like a blanket of fog over the little house. 

Okay, think Madelyn. You’ve prepared for this. What is the first thing you do when you can’t wake up? Reality checks. I had to make sure I was really dreaming. The last thing I remembered was going to bed, saying the Journey Prayer, and opening my eyes to Shy Harbor. Then, I’d swam to the bottom of the lake and found the Key. It sure seemed like an average dream, but I couldn’t throw out the possibility I was actually awake at that very moment.

For the first reality check, I’d need a mirror. I peered through the window of the cabin to make sure it was vacant. The windows were locked, the inside dark. 

Wait, who was that in the middle of the room? I pressed my forehead to the window. A woman with pale skin and a white dress stood with fingers intertwined behind her back. Every hair on my body rose. She didn’t move, just stared off at some distant object. Without warning, she turned her head toward me, slowly, an unnaturally wide grin making her appear somehow inhuman. Black holes stared from where her eyes should have been.

I stumbled back, falling onto a floor of dead grass. Picking myself up, I ran toward the cliff-studded shoreline until I reached a ranch-style house with a tattered screen door and peeling blue paint. I instinctively crept to the dirt-filled clay vase at the corner of the house, lifting it to grab the spare key. After a quick glance through the window, I pried open the screen door and unlocked the wooden front door. 

A cloud of dust drifted up as the door swung open. The dark room’s rustic wood furniture and Northwoods decor lay just how I remembered it. A stack of plates and drinking glasses still rested on the table, evidence of our hasty departure. Aiden’s music book, Folk Favorites for the Guitar, was still open on the green couch. I bit down on my lip to hold back tears. Moments like these made me wish my dream-crafting wasn’t so damned perfect.

I ignored the flood of bittersweet memories the room triggered, making my way to the antler-framed mirror on the living room wall. I held my breath for what I might see.

The reflection looking back at me was like a Picasso painting, my dark eyes blown out of proportion, lying crooked on my face. My chubby cheeks were stretched like pizza dough, my nose somehow resting below my mouth. I let out a sigh.

I guess I should explain. You see, the mind has trouble recreating certain things you see in everyday life, so if you look into a mirror in your dream, your reflection can seem more like a fun-house mirror than an accurate portrait. 

Not satisfied with only one reality check, I concentrated on the music book on the couch and wished it to close. It did. For a third and final check, I wished myself to levitate. After a few seconds, my body felt lighter as my feet lifted several inches off the ground.

That settled it. I really was dreaming. That meant one thing: it was time to use more extreme methods to get back. 

 

***

 

I stood on the sidewalk and faced the interstate that hugged the shoreline. Aside from a few hiking trails, it was the only source of traffic passing through the otherwise quiet town. Cars zipped by every few seconds, shaking the asphalt that was tinted red from the iron-rich rocks quarried along the massive lake. I stepped to the edge of the asphalt, inhaling a breath of courage. What I was about to do would be considered suicide in the real world, but in my dream world, it might be the only chance to find my way home.

When I’d first started lucid dreaming, I created a code of three rules that I must never break, both to help me find my unconscious, and to protect me from the unknown dangers of exploring my own head. 

 

1. Be an observer, not a changer.

2. Don’t let your awareness slip away.

3. Never (ever) go too deep.

 

I didn’t refer to rule number two often anymore. As I’d become better at lucid dreaming, staying conscious and aware while I slept had become second nature. On the other hand, rule number one was critical. In my dreams, I could move things with my mind, make items appear out of thin air, and control my environment. But the more I did that, the more unstable the dream became. Controlling dream people—same thing. If I truly wanted to learn from my subconscious, dream figures needed their free will, and I needed to use my dream powers as little as possible.

In a way, each rule played its part. But rule number three was the most important of all.

My guess? I broke that rule the moment I swam to the bottom of the lake to retrieve the Key. C had warned me about the danger of venturing too deep into the recesses of my mind, but I’d been getting impatient. I wasn’t going to hold off on finally grasping the Key to my unconscious. No. Friggin’. Way. 

A blue pickup truck rounded a light curve at about fifty miles per hour. That was the one. As the rumble grew louder, I gathered my courage, ready to move. Just five more seconds. Four. Three. Two. 

“Little Maddie! I thought that was you!” 

I sighed, turning around just as the pickup buzzed past. A short, white-haired woman with rimless glasses and a pink visor cap gave a little wave and hustled toward me. She straightened her bird-print sweatshirt as she smiled, grabbing one of my hands tightly in hers.

“Oh, heavens! How you’ve changed. I barely recognized you without your beautiful long hair. I was just enjoying a little walk, you know. My doctor said I need to start moving around more. Oh dear, but you look so confused! Don’t you remember me? No? I used to visit your folks once in a while, even brought over my meatball hotdish one summer.”

I vaguely remembered. “Oh, of course I remember! Sorry, it’s just that… it’s been a few years.”

The woman, whose name I couldn’t recall, lifted her brow in a look of pity. “We all hoped you’d come back, you know, after the accident. I always used to tell my neighbor, Mr. Red Feather, that…”

But I was no longer listening. I looked past the little woman at a young man dressed in a white suit, skin as pale as death itself. He was just standing there, still as stone, staring at some shrubbery. That eerie feeling crept into my gut again. I had to get out of here. 

With a quick wish of intent, I sent the woman’s visor flying off with the wind.

“Oh, good gracious! I’ll be right back dear.”

As she scampered off to catch her cap, I stole another glance at the man in the white suit. He was now glaring at me with black skull holes for eyes. I put my quick reflexes to work, sprinting away from both of my new acquaintances. Shrubbery and asphalt flew past me as I ran, listening for the rumble of another oncoming vehicle.

It didn’t take long. A hulking semi-truck came into view, and I jumped in front of it. I closed my eyes and listened to the blare of the horn. 

Wham.

The impact hit me, knocking the air from my lungs. 

But it didn’t strike me head-on. It came from the side, launching me onto the cold sidewalk pavement. The sound of the horn whizzed past, fading into the distance.

I opened my eyes to see Luke staring back at me through wide eyes, panting heavily.

“I’d say you are definitely not fine.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

My slice of coffee cake and I enjoyed a staring contest while I tried to ignore the awkward silence between my valiant rescuer and me. Luke just sipped on his steaming drink, eyes downcast. In most dreams, we never lacked things to talk about. But somehow, this was different. He opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, then seemed to think better of it, letting out a weighted sigh. 

After helping me off the interstate, Luke had made sure we had a proper introduction, and I’d finally accepted that hot chocolate offer. He’d kept his hand on my shoulder all the way to Connie’s, probably afraid I was looking for another speeding car so I could finish the job I started. Not going to lie—I kind of was.

I let my gaze drift to the window overlooking the lake. The planters along the windowsill were devoid of life, just like the ones at my house. Typical. “Have you always lived in Shy Harbor?” I finally ventured.

“Nah, I moved up here a few years ago from Florida.” He paused in thought. “I’ve been working at the Half Moon Inn over on the highway. The lady who owns it, Mrs. Kent, has me take care of the grounds and do maintenance in exchange for food, board, and a couple of bucks. It’s not much, but it’s holding me over for now.”

“Who in their right mind would move from sunny Florida to Wisconsin?” 

We both chuckled. 

“Seriously, though, what brought you here? Do you have family nearby?”

He cleared his throat, cracking an uncomfortable smile. “Just wanted a change of scenery, I guess. Anyway, what about you? You look like you know your way around town. Do you live here? Is there anyone I can call up for you?”

I shook my head. “I’m alone, just like you. My parents used to come here every summer, but I doubt they ever will again. I came here to find something I lost, a long time ago now.”

Luke leaned forward, curious. “What’s that?”

“A memory.” I looked out the window at the group of feral cats huddled on the balcony. Some of them stared at something just beyond, but the shoreline was empty.

Luke took a sip of his hot chocolate, brow furrowed. “And you think something in Shy Harbor can help you remember?”

“I have to believe it can.” 

A loud hiss came from outside, drawing my attention to the window again. Every cat was staring at the invisible enemy now, their backs arched and fur bristled, doubling their size. Some growled and spat, ears flattened against their heads. The stretch of empty shoreline seemed to draw my eyes to it as well, filling my body with an inexplicable sense of dread. Something was watching us.

“Madelyn.” 

My chest felt too tight to breathe.

“Madelyn, are you okay?”

I shot my eyes back to Luke, who wore a worried expression. 

“Umm… I’m sorry” I stumbled from my chair, nearly knocking the table over in my hurry. “I have to go.”

“Woah, woah. Slow down. Let’s just sit down and talk.” 

I turned toward the door, leaving Luke’s sweatshirt draped over the cafe chair. He grabbed my arm. “Come on, Madelyn. Maybe…” 

Some of the older locals turned from their conversations to stare at us. Luke lowered his voice. “Maybe I can help you.”

I shook my head violently, trying to suppress the urge to flee, like the mentally disturbed person he undoubtedly thought I was. “I’m sorry Luke. You can’t. Only one person can help me right now.”

With that, I jerked my arm from his grip and hurried out of the cafe, the feeling of dread following every step.

 

***

 

I waited on a bench at the heart of Main Street, analyzing each gloomy local with my mind’s eye, trying to decide whether they were the one. A boy of about ten years old glanced at me for a moment before being dragged into the hardware store by his mother. No, it wasn’t him. An old Native American lady with a stout figure and a long braid seemed to turn her attention my way. But it wasn’t her. I can’t say how I knew. I just did. 

This would be easier if she didn’t take a different form in every dream. Walking amongst my ordinary dream people, the apparition I called C always found a way to seek me out when I wished for her. Why was she taking so long now?

Another person caught my attention, a little girl in a white jacket and white skirt. She slowly turned in my direction, her eyes hidden by shadows. The payphone down the sidewalk began to ring, making me jump. I waited to see if it continued. It did. Once, twice. I sprinted over to pick up the receiver, then waited.

“You’ve kept me waiting, Madelyn.” The voice was that of an older woman, calm and even.

“Where are you, C?” I lowered my voice to a whisper as a curious man walked by.

The woman on the other end spoke clear directions, and I repeated them under my breath to memorize the path. Hanging up, I glanced around before striding down the sidewalk toward the shoreline. I walked past the beach, past the marina, past Silent Pines Resort to the small, wooded neighborhood on the edge of town. 

After some minutes, I arrived at the house C had described, a rustic cabin that hugged the shoreline so closely, the waves might rush through the front door on a particularly windy day. It looked abandoned.

I took a deep breath through my nose, my hands on the screen door that hung slightly off its hinges. I swung it open to see a Native American woman in her mid-forties seated on a dusty rocking chair, whittling some wood. At least twelve cats gathered around her feet, eating generous heaps of kibble out of several large bowls. 

I stood in the doorway, taking in the sight. Without looking up from her carving, she laughed under her breath. “What, not what you were expecting? Just because you aren’t a big cat person doesn’t mean I can’t be.” 

“That doesn’t even make sense, C. You are me.”

She nodded, a whimsical sparkle in your eye. “Well, then I guess you like cats more than you think.”

I walked to the rocking chair and sat down on the wood floorboards beside it. Strange as it might seem, my own Consciousness, my most aware self, always found a way to surprise me. Talking to myself in the form of visiting C was never a waste of time.

“I take it you called me because you have something important to discuss,” she murmured.

“You must know that I haven’t been able to wake up.”

She nodded knowingly. “You retrieved the Key, didn’t you?”

I pulled the agate necklace from my pocket, stuffing it back into my jacket when a tabby cat started batting at the stone. “If I found the Key, I must be close to finding my unconscious.”

“Perhaps, but what good will it do if you’re trapped in your own mind? Remember that the Shy Harbor of your dreams is just your own projection of your mind itself. When you swam to the bottom of good old Superior, you were truly venturing to the deepest part of your mind. Are you surprised you can’t find the way out?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “All right, enough lecturing. What can I do to wake up?”

C shook her head, her smile dropping to a weary frown. “On that point, I’m equally lost. I’m afraid the only way to wake up now is to find your unconscious. Only that part of your mind has the power to bring you back to the surface.”

Panic rose to my chest. “You can’t be serious. It took me a year just to find the Key. What will happen to my body while I’m asleep that long? I’ll die!”

C held up a hand to calm my rising voice. “Don’t jump to conclusions. Time passes differently here.”

But as she spoke, her confidence seemed to waver. She turned away to stare at the lake through the window. A strange spot on her neck caught my eye. No, it wasn’t a spot. I was seeing right through her to the window on the other side. “C, what’s wrong with your neck?”

She quickly covered it with a long lock of black hair. 

“Just a little glitch in your mind’s projection of me, I’m sure.” 

I let the subject go. “So, any bright ideas about where to find my unconscious?”

“Yes, actually I do have one. This might be taking the long way around, but considering our situation, it might be the only way.”

“Tell me.”

“You have to solve your brother’s death on your own, here in your dream world.”

For a second, I wondered if she was joking. “What?”

“The unconscious is where your memory is locked away. Discovering the truth would lead you to the memory, and thus your unconscious.”

“But this isn’t the real Shy Harbor. Anything I find out would just be my own mind trying to create the truth.”

C just smiled. “That might be true if you didn’t know the details of Aiden’s death, but you do. The truth is there. It’s just hidden.”

I wasn’t completely convinced, but… Damn. Maybe C was right. This could be the way to get back to the real world. And to finally find what I came here for. 

Aiden, I won’t let you down. “Where do I start?”

“Aiden’s room, I would say.”

I gave her a hard stare, a lump rising in my throat. “No, I can’t go there. You know I can’t.”

“If you want to get out of this mess, we’ll have to face our emotions, Maddie. No matter how much they hurt.”

I let the thought brew in my mind for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Fine, I’ll do it.” I immediately got up to leave.

“And Madelyn.” 

I turned back to look at her, my hand grazing the door handle. 

“I know what I said before, but do hurry. I’m afraid... I do have a feeling that time’s not on our side.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

I walked briskly along the boardwalk toward our summer home, trying to stop my hands from trembling at the thought of seeing Aiden’s room for the first time since he died. I groped through my pockets while taking in the sight of the marina. Countless sailboats and fishing boats still floated at the docks. 

Finally, my hand touched my old-school MP3 player in an inner jacket pocket. I stuffed the earphones in my ears, ready to be calmed by my favorite punk-rock playlist. I pressed the Play button. Nothing. Just then, I remembered my little swim that morning with a groan. Damn you, dream physics. 

Before I could will the device to fix itself, a familiar figure on the landing dock stole my attention. Luke sat with legs hanging off the edge of the dock, a full backpack and duffel bag beside him.

I veered off the path to meet him on the edge of the dock. “Going somewhere?”

He started at the sudden approach, forcing a grin when he saw it was just me. “Well, well. I hope you found whoever you were looking for. You left me in a really awkward place at the cafe.”

“My bad,” I mumbled, sitting down beside him. I swung my legs over the edge to dangle them over the water.

He sat in quiet contemplation for a few moments. “The Inn has been struggling for a while now, especially after those new hotels popped up just down the interstate. When I went back there after Connie’s, Mrs. Kent said she couldn’t afford to keep me anymore.”

My heart dropped at the forlorn tone in his voice. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “She’s done more for me these past years than I ever deserved. I’m lucky she kept me this long.”

I bit my cheek. “Will you go back to Florida?”

His face twisted in contempt. “Hell no.” 

Then, looking embarrassed, he lowered his voice. “I mean, no. I’ll probably just keep hitch-hiking north, maybe check out Minnesota.”

I was dying to question him about his drifting lifestyle, especially for someone barely past my age, but I thought better of it. Why would it matter if none of it was real? 

After staring at the ripples in the water for a while, an idea came to me that was so obvious, I wanted to hit myself for not thinking of it before.

“I’m headed over to my parents’ seasonal place right now. It’s been vacant for years, and I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if you stayed there with me for a few nights. It even has a cupboard full of canned food to hold us over. What do you say?”

He met my eyes as if trying to decipher whether my offer was serious. “That’s really nice of you, but I’d hate to intrude.”

I shook my head. “No way. To be honest, I’d really love some company.”

My face flushed, and I turned back to face the water. That was not supposed to come out like that. Oh God, I hoped he wouldn’t take it the wrong way. Wait, why was I getting so worked up about this?

Seemingly oblivious to my painful awkwardness, Luke nodded. “Yeah, okay. I guess I could use some time to figure out my next move.”

Relieved, I stood, offering my hand. He took it. 

We walked silently to the end of the boardwalk, then up the gravel road to the Clarke summer home. We stepped inside, and Luke dropped his bags, taking in the sight of the neglected living room. I walked through it to the first bedroom on the right, and he followed behind. 

I opened the door to the plain bedroom that I’d shared with Alice. A pine bunk bed, a small bookshelf lined with classic literature, and an old dresser were seemingly paused in time. The beds weren’t made, and the dresser stood with drawers ajar. Luke instantly gravitated to the most interesting sight in the room—a half-finished collage that would have covered the whole wall, made from scraps of magazines and family pictures, the colors assembled to look like a heart.

“Did you do this?”

I cleared my throat, looking away from the painful reminder of carefree times. “Yeah. I used to love this kind of thing.”

He turned to face me. “Used to?”

I crossed my arms, trying to look unaffected. My watery eyes probably betrayed me. “I haven’t had time to get back into it.”

He approached the collage in awe, grazing a hand along the photos that made up the heart shape. Most of them were vacation shots. Photos of my parents in their sailboat, shots of my brother and me in a kayak. Seeing it again, I realized how many photos starred me and Aiden. 

My eyes fell on a photo of us bouldering together at the base of the cliff. We both had long, black hair, tan skin, and dark eyes barely visible behind our big smiles. It was easy to see how people mistook us for twins.

Luke pointed to the same photo. “Is this your brother?” 

There was something a little off in the way he asked, but I couldn’t pinpoint it. I brushed the feeling aside.

“Yeah, that’s Aiden. He drowned a few years ago.”

He looked at the floor. “I’m sorry.”

I bit my cheek to fight back the wetness in my eyes. “Everyone says it was a freak accident. He probably grabbed a loose rock, fell and hit his head.” 

Not a single cell in my brain could believe that theory, but I didn’t say so. “Whatever it was, I should know. I was there that day, but I can’t remember anything between breakfast and seeing his body on the shore after they pulled him out of the lake. People say they heard me screaming. No one believed me when I said I couldn’t remember how it happened, least of all the police.”

“So that’s why you came to Shy Harbor. You really don’t remember anything at all?”

I peeled my eyes from the torturous collage to lean against the wall. “I remember seeing his body lying on the shoreline, but nothing before that. Sometimes, in the smallest fraction of a second, I feel like it all comes back to me. Then, as fast as it came, it’s gone. All that’s left are a few fractured pieces. I can see specks of golden light floating through the air, sense a feeling of terror in my gut, and hear this sad song that I don’t recognize. That’s it.”

Luke seemed lost in thought. I don’t know how long the silence engulfed us before he spoke again. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

I nodded. “You and me both.” 

Feeling the smooth agate and chain in my pocket, I made my way to the doorway. “There are extra blankets in one of those drawers. I’ll leave you to get settled in.”

He fell back onto the bottom bunk, hiding a yawn with one hand. “All right. I might try to get some shut-eye, then. That throwback Friends marathon last night didn’t do me any favors.”

Smiling, I closed the door, leaving it slightly ajar. I’d almost forgotten how comfortable Luke made me feel. If only I could find someone like him in the real world.

Okay, back to business. One glance down the hallway reminded me of my dreaded quest. Last door on the left. Damn, I was not ready for this.

The floorboards creaked under my feet as I crept toward Aiden’s bedroom. I doubted even my mother had dared to open it before we left Shy Harbor for good. We were all too broken, even for the smallest reminders of him.

I rested my hand on the doorknob and turned. It jammed a little, then opened with a creak. 

Stale air wafted up in a cloud of dust. The sight struck my heart like a chord on Aiden’s beloved guitar, whose black case still rested in one corner. 

The single bed with blue covers wasn’t made. Song sheets lay scattered on the floor. A kitchen chair faced the computer desk, which held a summer’s worth of soda cans and other useless junk that no amount of mom’s pestering could force him to throw away.

There was nothing unusual about it. It looked just like a typical teenager’s room—like Aiden’s room. Maybe C was wrong. Maybe there were no secrets, no clues. Just sad memories of happy times.

I walked toward the guitar case, glancing at the old wardrobe to my right. The full-length mirrors on its door panels twisted my reflection into a frightening figure. I looked away, dragging my hand along the desk, my fingers leaving long trails in the dust.

Kneeling, I unlatched the guitar case, taking a deep breath. I can’t say why I wanted to torture myself by looking at Aiden’s favorite companion. I just needed to. Not wanting to further delay the stab of pain, I swung the case open.

Gone.

I sat back, disbelieving. Aiden would never leave his instrument out of its case. If his finger calluses weren’t strumming chords, that’s where he laid it. Yet there I was, staring at an empty guitar case. My subconscious mind was clearly trying to tell me something. Who could have taken it? Mom, Dad, Alice? No, I was sure now that none of us touched his room since that day, and no one else had access to the house.

I was about to close the case when a paper in the inner pocket caught my eye. I pulled out a scrap of ruled paper that had been folded so many times it nearly popped open in my hands. I unfolded it. A note was scrawled across the paper.

“Bookstore at Noon.”

I turned it over, but nothing else was written on the sheet. I came back to the note. The script was sloppy, rushed. The handwriting was unfamiliar.

The crashing of heavy furniture falling over in the other room made me jump with a quick gasp. Damn it, Luke. He should know better than to snoop. Just as the thought crossed my mind, he appeared in the doorway, wearing a worried look.

“You okay? I heard something fall.”

I smiled, a little confused. “I’m fine. I thought it was you. It must have been a gust of wind, or whatever.”

He looked relieved. “Yeah, I guess.” He turned to leave, but then glanced back. “Oh, and hey, what was that song you were humming a minute ago?”

My blood went cold. “Humming?”

“Yeah, some sad song.”

When he finished those words, his easygoing expression fell. His eyes wandered beyond me, wide with dread. I followed his gaze to the wardrobe, whose mirrors reflected a girl, about ten years old, biting her fingernails and wearing a white nightgown. We both glanced around the room. It was empty.

Speechless, we watched as a man in a white shirt and white slacks approached the girl from behind, placing a pale hand on her shoulder. They both turned their heads, slowly, until they faced us. Black-hole eyes.

“Holy sh-” Luke began to whisper. The two figures stepped toward us until they were just on the other side of the glass. The man reached out his arm. It breached the mirror horizon as if it were an open window. 

I broke from my stupor. “Run,” I shouted. 

I reached out my own palm, sending the wardrobe flying across the room with my mind. The mirrors crashed to the floor. We stumbled out of the doorway, but as we did, the man and the girl pulled themselves out from the shattered glass, following We bolted down the hall and out the front door. With a few flicks of my wrist, I slammed it shut behind us, locked it, and dragged an old aluminum boat across the lawn to blockade the entrance. 

We ran until we reached the stick-and-barbed wire fence with its “No Climbing” sign that marked the edge of the cliff. Luke stood hunched over, breathless. I kept my eyes on the way we came, satisfied when the only creature that followed was a chubby gray squirrel. 

Luke spoke between breaths. “What the- What just happened?” 

My fear subsided as I opened my mouth to speak, but I clamped it shut again. I’d never had to explain anything to a clueless Luke in any other dream. But there was no getting out of it now. I went back and forth in my head about how much to tell him before settling on my answer.

“I’ve got no clue, but those things have been following me for a while now, ever since I came back to Shy Harbor.”

“Is- is your house haunted or something? Like The Shining?”

I shook my head. “It’s not the house. It’s me. They’ve been popping up everywhere lately. Even in the middle of town. Sometimes other people see them, but most of the time, only I can.”

Having caught his breath, he stood to full height. “And the whole…” He mimicked the hand motions I’d used to move objects with my mind, his eyes bulging “…thing?”

I winced. “I’ve had that for a while, too.”

He laughed in disbelief, wandering toward the fence while furiously scratching the back of his neck. “Life sure has gotten interesting since I met you, girl.” 

For a few minutes, I was lost for words. There wasn’t much to say, after all. Remembering Aiden’s note, I grabbed the paper from my pocket where I’d stuffed it. “Things are about to get even more interesting.”

Still shaken, he walked back to me, looking over my shoulder to read the ominous note. “Did you find that in your brother’s room? What’s the big deal?”

I rolled my eyes. “First off, I knew all of Aiden’s friends. None of them were bookstore types. Second, the way it was hidden makes me think Aiden was trying to keep it a secret.”

Luke shrugged. “Maybe he was seeing a girl and didn’t want your parents finding out.”

I shook my head, pondering the possibilities. “He would have told me.”

With another glance at the still-quiet house, Luke sighed, picking up a stone and throwing it over the cliff. “I think you might be reaching.”

“I know what it looks like, but my gut’s telling me that something is wrong about this. About all of this. Aiden’s death couldn’t have been an accident. I have to find out what happened!” I bit my tongue before I said anything more, staring down at my sneakers.

Damn it. How did I let that slip? 

Luke gave me that predictable, infuriating look of pity. “Is that what all this is about? Look, I didn’t want to say anything before, but I think Shy Harbor might not be good for you right now, after everything you’ve told me.”

I clenched my jaw, shooting him a cold stare. “I’m not crazy, and I’m going to prove it to you.” I held up the paper. “This was obviously written by someone Aiden knew. His closest friends were the other guys who worked the docks and canoe rentals from the beach, so I’ll start with them.” With a little hesitation, I added, “Are you coming with me?”

“Hell no, girl!” From his face, he was clearly trying to decide whether to leave the whole mess behind him, or pull out his cell and call the loony bin to come get me right there and then.

“Running from ghosts and playing detective might be your thing, but I have my own crap to work out.” He tried to collect himself. “Look, I’m not dumb. I saw what I saw, but that doesn’t mean there’s some wild conspiracy about your brother’s death and you gotta get all Scooby Doo on me.”

I folded my hands, pleading. “Come on, everyone in town has been thinking I’m clinically wacked out since the moment my memory went down the gutter. If I’m wandering around town alone, asking questions, no one’s going to take me seriously. But if there were two of us...”

Luke held up his hands, way too dramatically. “No, no, and no. In fact, I think I’ve overstayed my welcome. I’m hopping on a bus up to Minnesota. You can go ahead and solve your mystery, Velma. It was nice meeting you. I’ll pick up my stuff, then I’ll be out of your hair.” 

He started making his way to the house. Sure, I could have commanded him to stay, wished him to be my faithful companion through everything, but I didn’t. I still had to follow rule number one, even if the game had changed. 

“Wait!” I shouted in desperation.

He turned back.

I snatched the house key from my pocket and held it up for him to see. “Help me now, and the house is yours. I’ll square it with the neighbors, and you can count on my parents never coming near the place for at least a few summers.”

He wrinkled his brow, caught in a moment of indecision. “Look, even if I needed a place to crash, and I’m not saying I do, what makes you think I’d be cool chilling with a bunch of ghosts?”

I couldn’t help but cackle. “I’m pretty sure there’s enough beds for all of you.”

He put his hands on his hips, mouth in a tight line.

I sighed. “Like I told you, they’re not connected to a single place. I’ve seen them all over Shy Harbor. They’re probably gone already. Believe me, you’re as safe in my place as anywhere.”

He pursed his lips, thinking over the offer.

“So what do you say?”

Feeling hopeful, I tossed the key in his direction. He caught it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

We walked side-by-side down desolate Main Street, toward the carpenter’s shop where we’d find Aiden’s best friend. At least, that’s what I was counting on. We were just a few blocks down, but the rising winds nearly knocked us out of our shoes. The moment the freezing rain began falling like little needle pricks on our hands and faces, our pace was reduced to a crawl. 

I glanced at Luke, who shielded his face with one arm. The fact he accepted my bribe made me realize just how much he wanted to make his life here work. Whatever he was running away from in Florida, he felt safer in Shy Harbor. 

 I wondered if Luke’s situation was a reflection of my own subconscious needs and desires. I inwardly scolded myself for over-thinking things again. Anyway, I could sort that out later. Now was the time to find out who wrote that note.

All the planters along Main Street stood empty, save for a few shriveled stems. Not a single dried flower remained. I tore my eyes away from the dead plants when Luke nudged me. Ahead of us was an aluminum-sided workshop with a sanded tree trunk out front that read “Henderson Furniture” in a carefully carved script. 

“That’s the place,” I nearly shouted into a blast of wind. We picked up our pace until we stood under the shelter of the awning. I took a deep breath before turning the doorknob. I had a feeling this was going to be painfully uncomfortable.

We walked through the door into a cloud of sawdust, the scent of varnish fresh in the air. Mr. Henderson looked up from the rustic pine bench he was finishing. Curiosity gave way to a warm smile, eyes sparkling under his spectacles. “Well, if it isn’t little Madelyn!” 

He pulled his work shirt over his white beer belly, waddling over with a good-natured chuckle. “I tell ya, I had this funny feeling you folks would be coming back to visit before winter set in. How is the fam? We’ve got to get together, just like the old days! Gwen is going to be thrilled.”

I accepted his warm handshake with a smile. “It’s good to see you Mr. Henderson, but this time, it’s just me. Me and my friend Luke.”

After a quick introduction, I tried to look casual. “Is Corey working with you today?”

“Oh, you bet. Why, I should have mentioned it before. You two probably have a lot of catching up to do. He’s always out here, such a hard worker. Gwen says it’s the Indian work ethic. Of course it has to come from her side of the family.”

Suddenly catching himself, he threw his hands in the air, “Oh, sorry, I meant Anashinaabe. Gwen always uses ‘Indian’ when it’s just the three of us around the home, but I remember that your father was very stern about correct terminology. He said Natives shouldn’t ‘marginalize’ themselves, or something of the sort.”

I played with my piercing, smiling politely. “That’s Dad all right.”

He laughed at himself. “Anyhow, why don’t you go say ‘hi’ to Corey?” He nodded toward the back of the shop where the skulking teen was sanding a coat rack. Corey looked up when he heard his name, but he turned away in embarrassment when he saw me. 

I shared a glance with Luke before walking to the back of the shop. He waited behind. When I reached the work area, Corey stopped sanding and stood up with forced friendliness. “Uh, hey Madelyn. How are… things?”

I couldn’t help but smile to myself at his awkwardness. Things had been weird between us ever since that one time we kissed under the docks. His demeanor was just like the fourteen-year-old I remembered, but the rest of him was, well, more grown up. I wondered if the real-life Corey looked the same way. 

“It’s fine, fine.”

The silence stretched on for longer than either of us wanted. “You look good.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, your hair looks cool.”

I smiled, blushing a little. “Uh, thanks. Try telling my parents that.” We both smiled. “So, I actually came here to ask you something about Aiden.”

The mention of my brother’s name brought all of his discomfort back. He began sanding the coat rack again. “Yeah, sure. What’s up?”

I pulled the note from my jacket pocket. “Do you have any idea who might have written this? I found it in Aiden’s room.”

He took his eyes off his work for less than a second to study the note. “Nope, no idea.”

I just stood there, a little lost. Why was he so cold, almost indifferent? He and my brother had been inseparable. Whether they were hiking, fishing, or smoking pot with the other guys who worked the docks, they basically lived the exact same life together every summer. 

“Are you sure? Do you know if he was hanging out with anyone else that year? Did he ever talk about anyone,” I remembered what Luke said, “A girl, maybe?”

Corey’s muscles seemed to tense, his jaw set. “Whatever your brother did was his business. It’s not like I followed him around, or anything.”

I was about ready to kick his stubborn, angst-ridden ass when Luke came up beside me.

“Looks like you got that coat rack pretty smooth, buddy.”

Corey glanced down at the wood under his sandpaper, which was beginning to form an ugly groove. He glared at Luke.

“And who are you?”

He held out a hand, smiling politely. “The name’s Luke. How ya doin’?”

Corey stood with arms crossed over his chest, shunning the gesture. “And what are you doing in our shop, Luke? We’re not open to tourists until summer.”

“What? Hey, just because I haven’t lived here since I was in diapers doesn’t make me a tourist.” He ground his teeth, taken aback.

Corey half smirked. “You look pretty cold, buddy. You should really think about moving down south.” He knelt down to sand a different part of his coat rack. “Some people just aren’t built to live here.”

“Why, you motherf-” 

I held Luke back from lunging at Corey, who shook his head with a smug grin. 

I gripped the sleeve of Luke’s hoodie. “Come on, let’s just get out of here.”

Luke stood firm, glaring. 

“Let’s go!” I spoke with more resolve before I got him to budge. We turned our backs on Corey and passed Mr. Henderson, who worked steadily on his varnishing, clueless to his son’s rude remarks.

“You come back now, little Miss Clarke.”

After composing himself, Luke whispered into my ear, “Well then, it looks like mister a-hole is out of the question. So now what?” 

“It’s okay, I have another idea.”

Just as we crossed the entryway, I knocked Corey’s coat rack onto the floor with my mind. Hearing him curse behind me, I smiled, feeling just a little too satisfied.

 

***

  

The bell on the door jingled as we walked into the bookstore. The owner glanced up briefly from his magazine before going back to his reading. His long, black hair was tied back in a ponytail, a goatee and deep wrinkles accenting a fixed scowl. “We close in ten minutes,” he grumbled without looking up again.

“We won’t be long.” I said sweetly, perusing the new titles. Luke entered one of the narrow passages between shelves that were packed with all genres of new and used books. 

I walked the length of the shop to look down each corridor. A single soul occupied the last one. I stepped closer to see past a stack of books. A girl in a white dress with dark hair to her ankles read a tattered copy of Sense and Sensibility. She looked up from the page with dark holes in place of eyes. She lifted a finger to her lips for silence before looking back to her book.

A tremor crept up my spine until my scalp prickled. I hurried to a bookshelf nearer the cashier’s desk, mapping out my escape route should the ghostly creature decide Jane Austen wasn’t quite exciting enough. 

I picked up a copy of Hunting for Agates and approached the store owner. With a sigh, he dropped his magazine and scanned my purchase. “That’ll be nineteen ninety-five.”

I pulled my wallet from my back pocket and opened it. Empty. Turning away from the storekeeper, I closed it, making a quiet wish. I opened it again. A twenty-dollar bill.

As he handed me my change and receipt, I ventured my first question. “You run this store yourself, right? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone else working here.”

He gave me a long look that seemed to say a thousand unpleasant things. “Yup.”

“It’s Gerald, right? Can I call you Gerald?”

He maintained his defiant stare in silence.

“Okay, then. I was just wondering if you could help me out with something. I’m not sure if you remember my brother, Aiden. Tall, long hair, Anashinaabe. You probably saw him buying chord books every summer.”

His mouth didn’t budge, but something in his eyes changed. For the better or worse, I couldn’t tell.

I continued. “Three summers ago, he met someone here. I know you have a lot of people coming through, and there’s no real reason you’d remember this one instance. But anything you might recall would help me a lot.”

“Why you askin’?” he finally spoke.

“It’s kind of personal.” 

Gerald shook his head. “I seen your brother, but I ain’t never seen him with somebody else. Always alone.”

With that, he picked up his magazine again and averted my gaze. I tried to decipher him. Either he was hiding something, or Aiden had met the person when Gerald wasn’t here. It made sense, in a way. If they wanted to meet in secret, maybe they would have met in the middle of the night. 

Either way, I wasn’t going to leave until I discovered what this bookstore had to tell. Even the creepy girl behind the bookshelf couldn’t stop me. 

With a moment of concentration, I sent a stack of books in the back of the shop crashing to the floor. Gerald cursed, marching back to where Luke was browsing. I went behind the desk and made fast work of searching through the calendars, planners, notes, and stuffed drawers. I cringed when Gerald started condemning Luke for the accident, but I kept scanning.

A sticky note hidden behind the computer monitor caught my eye. Today’s dream-world date was scribbled on the yellow paper along with the reminder: 

Beverly’s place at 9:00 PM

Remember the Lost

Footsteps stomped closer, and I quickly crept back to the front of the desk. Gerald went back to his magazine with an exasperated sigh, mumbling about “damned kids” under his breath. I picked up my book and said a quick goodbye before walking over to Luke. 

I glanced through the corridor that held the girl as I passed by. I gasped, dropping my book. She stood inches from my face, following me with a scowl and an empty stare. I hurried past and snatched Luke’s arm. 

“Let’s get out of here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

We stumbled out of the bookstore. Luke protested in confusion as I dragged him to the sidewalk, forcing him to speed-walk with me toward the lake. One look behind revealed the long-haired girl stepping out of the bookstore, her face twisted in rage. 

“Wait- hold on, would you- Madelyn!”

“Don’t talk, just walk.”

“Why are you in such a hurry all of the sudden? That sour old man scare you or something? He’s all talk, believe me. I’ve seen his type before.”

I shook my head, quickening my pace. “Not him, no. I saw one of them. It was in the bookstore. Don’t look, but it’s following us.

Of course he looked. “Holy…” 

“I’m hoping if we get far enough away, it’ll give up.”

“What? Is that all you got?”

“I told you. I don’t know any more about these creatures than you do.”

“Oh Lord, oh Lord. We are so going to die. That thing is going to suck our souls out like soda from a straw, and then we’ll be dead.”

“You’re getting hysterical again. Just chill, okay? We’re not going to die. Those things will never get to us.”

“Never say never, Mads.”

“You just said it twice. And please don’t call me that.”

He kept checking the road behind us, continuing to whisper, “Oh Lord, oh Lord,” under his breath. While his attention was behind, I scanned the rest of Main Street. 

Most of the shops were closed for the season, leaving Shy Harbor’s touristic haven a ghost town. The darkening storm clouds of the late afternoon cast a shadow over the whole region. The only lights came from Connie’s Cafe all the way down by the boardwalk. 

“It’s gone!” Luke whimpered.

I twisted my neck to glance behind us. Sure enough, the creature had vanished. Whether it was really gone or just hiding itself to ambush us, I didn’t care to know. I just wanted to get out of there. From Luke’s quickened steps, I knew he was thinking the same thing.

The light of the cafe windows grew brighter until we reached the front entrance. An overfed calico cat darted away from the Welcome rug as we approached. We both jumped at the animal’s sudden movement, the rumble of thunder masking our gasps of surprise. We shared an amused glance. I guess we were both a bit jittery. 

We stepped in quickly and closed the door behind us. While Luke started searching for an open table, I pressed my nose against the diamond-shaped door glass, searching for a flash of white.

A cold hand touched my shoulder.

I swung around, breath caught in my lungs. But it wasn’t a ghoulish, black-eyed creature whose hand I slapped away. It was a teenage girl with thick-rimmed hipster glasses, a purple choker, and brunette hair tied up in a messy bun. It was Kath. 

She covered her mouth and giggled, her eyes all amusement. “Oh my God, Madelyn. I didn’t mean to scare you. Seems like the cats aren’t the only ones the storm has on edge.”

This was weird. She was my best friend, but I’d never seen her in my dreams before. Once the shock subsided, I smiled, opening my arms for her eager embrace. “Wow, it’s been so long. How are you?”

“Oh, you know, same old me. Still painting, still dreaming of making it big and getting the hell out of Shy Harbor.” She winked. “We have a lot of catching up to do. Come on, let’s go sit down.”

I resisted her tug on my sleeve. “Actually, Kath, I’m here with someone.” I nodded toward the booth where Luke sat on the edge of the seat, eyes fixated on the window. “But you’re welcome to join us.”

She glanced back and forth between me and Luke before settling on me with a sly smile and a raised eyebrow. “Hmm, I see how it is. Looks like you hooked yourself a good one.”

“It’s not like that.” Heat rose to my face. I was thankful she was already walking toward the booth and didn’t see me blushing. 

I caught up to introduce the two of them as I slid in beside Luke. 

Kath took a seat across from us, immediately fixing me in her gaze. “So, Madelyn, how long have you been back? Where are Alice and your parents? You should have called me the moment you got here. Oh, but I dropped my phone off the sailboat and ended up getting a new number. Oh, speaking of sailing, I redid the artwork on my family’s boat, and they loved it! I also did a mural on the side of the grocery store. Did you see it? Well, you might not have if you haven’t been that way. You and Luke have probably just been enjoying the sight of each other. How long have you known each other? I’m sure it hasn’t been long. Well, I remember….”

And on she went, giving not so much as a split second for Luke or me to utter a syllable. 

Okay. We all have a friend like Kath, I’m sure. That friend whose favorite hobby is talking, despite what they might say otherwise. Don’t get me wrong, I love her to death. She’s been one of my best friends for years. But once she revs up that vocal motor, you could replace me with a pinecone and she wouldn’t know the difference.

After twenty straight minutes of Kath’s voice, which took only a quick break to order a burger and fries, its owner took a bite of her food. I seized the rare opportunity. “Hey Kath, what do you know about Gerald, the bookstore owner?”

She raised a puzzled eyebrow, shrugging as she gulped down her bite. “What’s to know? The guy wakes up on the wrong side of the bed every day of his life. Every time I go into the bookstore, he gives me this look like he wants to slap me across the face with a copy of the summer’s biggest romance novel. Other than that, though, he always keeps a great stock of art books and doesn’t kick me out when I browse and don’t buy anything. Why do you want to know, anyway?”

I slathered one of my fries in ketchup and put on my best ‘just-wondering’ face. “I bought a book there today and thought he seemed off. I don’t know.”

Kath’s eyes lit up. “Really? Which book? Let me see.”

I paused mid-fry, suddenly struck by the realization that I’d left my purchase in the bookstore. “Um… I… left it at the house.” 

Kath brushed it off with a flick of her wrist. “Anyway, Gerald’s always been a little off. But he’s all right. He keeps his shop open every single day, never closes for anything, except for that one time he boarded up for two weeks straight and made me wait forever to get my copy of An Artist’s Mind. That was just plain…”

Kath’s eyes widened, her face hiding something I couldn’t quite read. She cleared her throat and took a sip of her iced tea. Luke and I shared a curious side-glance.

I leaned over the table. “When was that?” 

She kept her eyes on her plate. “He closed up the day after your brother’s accident.”

The table went silent. Luke spoke up first. “Why would that be? Did he know Mads’ brother?”

Kath shrugged. “Not as far as I know. It might have just been a coincidence. Then again, the whole town was pretty torn up after that. It could have just been a show of respect.”

My heart pounded in my chest, but I kept my cool. Luke kept glancing at me, but I ignored him. “One more thing I was wondering, Kath. Do you know a Beverly?”

She smiled, eager for a change of subject. “I’m pretty sure there’s only one Beverly in Shy Harbor. She’s the grounds-keeper at the cemetery.”

I swallowed down the dry lump in my throat, nodding. I kept my hands under the table to hide their trembling. 

Maybe it was all a coincidence, or maybe Gerald wasn’t just meeting Beverly tonight to catch up on local gossip. Luke let out a barely audible sigh beside me.

We finished our meal in relative silence, Kath still wearing a face of regret for bringing up Aiden. The check arrived, and we laid our change out on the table. 

I got up to hug Kath as we prepared to go our separate ways. As I wrapped my arms around her bony shoulders, she whispered into my ear. “I’m glad you’re back, Madelyn. I knew you’d be able to move on.”

A flash of anger kicked up inside me. A crack of thunder rolled through the sky.

“Me too.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Okay, you’re right. I agree it was a little odd that the man said he didn’t know your brother yet he still closed his shop after the accident. But damn, girl! Following a guy to the cemetery to spy on him just feels wrong.”

I shook my head, hands gripping the driver’s wheel of the rusty pickup my parents had kept in the cabin’s garage for hauling the boat in and out of the water. The dream catcher hanging from the mirror swung wildly as we rolled to a stop in the dark woods. “Stay in the car then, sissy-boy. I’ll handle this one on my own.”

He shot me a glare. “Oh, shut up, Mads. We had a deal. I happen to be a man of my word.” 

I nudged the car door open, slipping my army jacket back on. “Fine then. But you’d better not give me away.”

We quietly locked up the truck, stepping into the evergreen forest that surrounded Shy Harbor Cemetery. I was smart enough to use the back-roads and park a good distance from the perimeter, unlike dumb Luke, who wanted to follow Gerald straight up. I guess you can’t expect too much from the IQ of dream people.

When the clearing dotted with headstones came into view, we found a space to crouch and wait. Near the edge of the clearing, a one-room cabin with an old-fashioned brick chimney watched over the field of graves. Rakes, trowels, and other grounds-keeping equipment rested against the vinyl siding, and a golf cart was parked not far away. 

Gerald didn’t keep us waiting long. At 8:59, he drove into the clearing in an old clunker and parked alongside the cabin. Luke and I both held our breaths as he stepped out of the car, a bouquet of lilies and other autumn blooms in his hands. 

No, that wasn’t right. They couldn’t be real. I squinted my eyes, wishing to reality a zoom-in of the scene before me for a closer look. Seams on the stems and tattered petal edges gave it away. Silk flowers. 

“A bouquet? I guess we should have seen it coming,” Luke whispered. “No guy would meet a woman at her place at this time of night for anything else.”

“Shut up and keep watching.” 

He knocked on the door. It opened. An older woman in flannel and a long ponytail stepped outside and walked into Gerald’s waiting embrace. They spoke for a few minutes, but the bouquet still hung in Gerald’s hand. The two didn’t strike me as two passion-stricken, lonely people meeting in the night. More like two broken halves who shared an affectionate but complicated history.

Gerald held Beverly’s hand before turning to leave, not back to his car, but to the cemetery. I felt Luke leaning forward in anticipation beside me. Yes, he was walking toward it. The memorial headstone that Shy Harbor raised for Aiden despite his body being taken back to Madison, our home city.

Gerald passed by Aiden’s honorary grave, stopped, and pulled out a single orange lily to lay on the headstone. 

My heart tremored inside of me, but I kept still. We watched in silence as Gerald continued toward another grave not far beyond Aiden’s. He knelt down and lay the bouquet on the headstone, stroking the face of it with a trembling hand.

What did it all mean? Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. It was all so unclear. When I most needed answers, all my dream was throwing at me were more questions. 

“Was she there when we got here?” Luke pointed to a nearby grave. An old, gray-haired woman in white jeans and a white sweater draped herself over the headstone, shoulders shaking with silent sobs. A wave of prickling fear crept across my scalp. 

Gerald’s attention was drawn to the woman. Seemingly softened by her appearance, he got to his feet with some effort. He was walking toward her. No. Don’t do it, Gerald.  

“Mads, look!” I followed Luke’s finger to Beverly’s cabin, where two men were stepping in Gerald’s direction, one with a rake in his hand and the other with a shovel. All-white clothing. Black holes for eyes.

“Damn it.” Luke lunged out of our hiding place, sprinting in Gerald’s direction. I followed on his footsteps, desperately searching my head for a magic plan that would keep us all alive. 

Unaware of our approach, Gerald reached the crying woman and touched a weathered hand on her shoulder. She lifted her head, slowly, until she met his eyes with her own empty skull holes. He gasped, but she grabbed his wrist, yanking his body down until their faces were inches apart.

My steps slowed to a stop as I looked on, bewitched. The woman was now mouthing angry words into Gerald’s right ear, but not the faintest whisper left her mouth. Not even the raspy sound of hot breath leaving her throat. As she spoke without speaking, her other hand crept its way toward Gerald’s neck.

Before I could think better of it, I used all my mind’s willpower to knock Gerald backwards, sending him flying to the ground with an audible thump. 

The wicked woman turned to me, her face twisted in rage. 

“Madelyn, they ain’t stopping!” I glanced around to see Luke, who stood in front of the two armed men, swinging an iron flower stand inches from their faces. They kept walking, unflinching, as Luke stumbled backward. 

“It’s no use!” I shouted. “We can’t fight them. We have to run. Get back to the truck and start it up!”

I dug the keys from my pocket and threw them. Luke caught them, glancing between me and Gerald with a look of loss.

“Trust me!”

This time, he nodded. Dropping the flower stand, he sprinted back toward the woods where the truck waited.

I couldn’t waste another second. My feet flew across the moonlit grass as the three white-clothed monsters closed in on Gerald. In desperation, I willed loose rocks toward their skulls. But I already knew what would happen. The stones simply passed through them as if they were made of air. 

Gerald still lay on the ground, eyes wide in shock. I reached him first, and his shock turned to puzzlement. “Madelyn Clarke?” Without a response, I grabbed under his arms and tried to pull him to his feet. He whimpered in pain, collapsing onto a limp ankle. 

I held his face, forcing him to look at me instead of the ghoulish creatures closing in. “Listen, Gerald. You have to come with me now.” 

He shook his head violently. I rolled my eyes. Sorry dude. No time to argue. Snatching his arms, I hoisted him onto my back and darted toward the woods at full speed. Thanks to my dream powers, his body felt weightless. I stole a glance back. The three creatures ran behind me. And they were gaining.

I was almost at the edge of woods now. Steps followed hot on my feet. Headlights blared, the engine revving to a start. I made my way through the short patch of woods toward the truck, Gerald stiff with fear on my back. There it was.

“Luke, go now!” Just as the tires started rolling, I stepped on the back bumper and hopped into the bed of the truck, sliding Gerald off my back into safety. The three white creatures ran in pursuit until we sped up. As we rumbled and roared down the back road, they stared after us until their shrinking forms were out of sight.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. They could have killed Gerald, or maybe even me. But if they did, what would happen? Would I wake up? Would C and I just cease to exist? Did that mean I’d die in my bed with Alice sleeping clueless beside me? Or maybe, something even more sinister would happen, something I could never foresee.

Gerald and I both kept our eyes on the road behind us, still and silent as we braced ourselves in the open bed of the pickup. A few minutes passed before his voice grumbled above the roar of the engine.

“Angry spirits don’t wander the cemetery for no reason. They must have been after something.”

I stared at him, puzzled, but he kept his eyes on the dark pine forest. “If you two kids hadn’t helped me, they might’ve taken me to the after. I thank you for that.”

Before I could speak, he continued, “I suppose you’d come to pay respects to your brother.”

I shook my head. “No. Actually, we were following you.”

Now he met my eyes. “And what were you doing that for?”

“I knew you weren’t telling me the whole truth at the bookstore. I could feel it.” I saw his jaw clench. “Please, Gerald. I’m just trying to retrace my brother’s steps up to the fall. I need to know.”

His gaze softened. I took the chance to push. “My friend Kath said you closed the bookstore for two weeks. Why?”

For a few heartbeats, he didn’t speak. I couldn’t read his expression. Pain? Anger? He let out a low sigh. “You ain’t the only one who lost someone like that, kid.”

I leaned in closer.

“It was ten years and five months ago that I lost my boy. Hit by a drunk driver.” His voice began to tremble, eyes glistening. “He was just- just walkin’ back home from a church service with some friends, that beat-up old Bible of his in his hand. The driver passed out, right there on the wheel, empty bottles of booze rollin’ around on the floor of his car and everything. He veered onto the sidewalk and-”

Tears rose to my eyes. Gerald was silent for a few moments before he cleared his throat. “I reckon Jacob and Aiden were around the same age when they went. Lord knows that driver took more than just my son. Took my joy for livin’, even my marriage.”

I remembered the way Gerald had looked at Beverly, and my heart tightened.

The corners of his mouth lifted in a forced smile. “I guess when your brother passed, it hit a little too close to home.”

I nodded, wiping the tears from my face. “I get it.” After stealing a glance at Luke, who diligently watched the road, I hugged my knees and buried my face in them to gather myself. 

“Madelyn.”

I lifted my head to look at him again.

“You ain’t wrong. I wasn’t being entirely truthful with you back at the bookstore. Matter of fact, I did see your brother meet someone there.”

A cold tremor rippled through my body. “You did?”

He nodded, eyes fixed on mine. “Three or four times. A skinny white boy, ’round your brother’s age. Always dressed in button-downs, like he was going to church or somethin’. He had these black glasses and black hair that nearly covered his eyes right up. I never caught what those two kids were talking about, since they met up on the other side of the store, but I just assumed they were friends or somethin’.”

I let my gaze fall to the truck bed, processing this new information.

“But kid.”

I glanced up again.

“Be careful. When you start digging into the past, you can find more than you bargain for.”

His ominous words echoed in my mind as we rode on in silence. When we reached the town, Gerald hobbled off, insisting on limping the rest of the way home. He tipped his trucker cap in my direction as I made my way to the passenger seat. While Luke drove toward the cabin, I recounted my conversation with Gerald.

When I finished, Luke shook his head. “I guess you were right. He was hiding something. But it sounds to me like this kid was just another friend of Aiden’s.”

I bit my lip, hundreds of thoughts fighting for my attention as we pulled into the driveway. “Then why all the secrecy?”

Silence. The truck stopped, but Luke didn’t turn off the ignition. I looked up. His eyes were widened in shock, his body tensed. I followed his eyes to the garage door that lay before us.

The glow of the headlights revealed a single word in capital letters that had been hastily scrawled in red paint across the aluminum door.

LEAVE.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

My heart thumped so fast I could hear it in my ears, but my skin felt numb. The wheels of the pickup screeched as Luke backed out of the driveway, mumbling curses under his breath.

I stared at the red letters, my mind racing. The work was fresh, paint still dripping down the door like trails of blood. Before I could get my thoughts straight, Luke turned the wheel, stepped on the gas, and roared back down the gravel road.

He hyperventilated beside me. “They’re back, aren’t they? Those creatures from the mirror, or the bookstore, or hell, maybe the cemetery.”

It didn’t click. “I don’t think it was them.”

“What?” His normally low pitch rose at least five octaves. Luke took his eyes off the road long enough to gawk at me. Maybe to check if I was foaming at the mouth. 

“I’m just saying they’ve never done anything like that before. They’re always there, always following me, but they’ve never tried to… well, communicate. It doesn’t feel right.”

“Oh, believe me, girl. None of this feels right. I should have taken that bus up to Minnesota. Should have done it.”

I groaned, running a shaky hand through my hair. “Maybe we should talk to the police.”

“No!” 

I jumped at the unexpected outburst. Now it was my turn to stare.

He recollected himself. “Um, I mean, I just think it’s not a good idea right now. It could just end up dragging the attention of those monsters to us. Anyway, with those crazy psychic powers of yours, who needs the cops?”

I kept my eyes fixed on him. Luke couldn’t make it any more obvious there was something else going on, but I let it slide. For now. As long as my dream police were out of the question, there was only one person who could shed light on the eerie message.

“Take a left here.” 

He cranked the steering wheel. “Where are we going?”

I ignored his question. “Turn right up there at the stop sign.” 

My brain was thumping inside my skull, grasping for answers. The creatures. The boy Aiden met at the library. The message. What was my mind trying to tell me?

“Stop here. The third house on the left.”

The truck rolled to a stop. Light streamed from the windows of the little cabin, several thick-coated feral cats curled up by the door. Only C could give me the answers to solve this riddle. God, at least I hoped so.

“This is the friend you visited before, isn’t it? The one you talked about at the cafe?”

I swung my door open, letting in a draft of cold air that turned our breaths into clouds of mist. “Wait here.”

He scoffed. “Are you kidding? What, I’m not good enough to meet your friend?”

“No, it’s not that.” 

I thought quickly, embarrassed. “She’s, well… disfigured. And she gets really nervous about people seeing her.”

He sighed and nodded his understanding, brow furrowed. A tug inside me wanted to grab his hands in mine, tell him that we were going to figure this all out together. But I didn’t listen. I closed the door behind me and stepped along the pebbled pavers leading to the front door.

I let myself in. A smoldering fire in the hearth lit the room, but otherwise, the house seemed empty, as if it were now truly as abandoned as it looked. “C?”

The floorboards creaked as I stepped into the living room. Waves crashing on the shoreline filled the otherwise silent home.

“C, I need to talk to you!”

A rattling cough sounded from the kitchen. I walked through the entryway to see a hunched figure. A flannel blanket draped from the crown of her head and dragged along the floor. She leaned over the counter, dipping a tea bag into a mug of steaming water.

“Why didn’t you answer me? What’s-”

She turned towards me, revealing a weary face with large blotches missing. And I don’t mean blood and gore, ripped-off-the-skull missing. They were gone, transparent. Like the spot I saw before. The flannel that covered the back of her head showed where her left eye and cheek used to be.

She reached a hand toward me, see-through blotches giving it a mangled appearance. I swallowed the lump rising in my throat. Icy prickles crawled across my skin.

“My dear Madelyn, please tell me you’ve found something. Please.”

I ran into the fading woman’s arms, holding her tight. “What’s happening to you?”

She calmed her voice. “Come to the fireplace and we’ll talk.”

I followed her to the living room, and we sat down.

The fire crackled, sparks flying toward the chimney. A picture so familiar it unsettled me to the bone. Why that was, I couldn’t say. I glanced at C, who now huddled on the armchair with her tea cupped between disappearing hands. Remembering that I left Luke waiting in the truck, I cleared my throat and got to the point.

“There’s a boy, around Aiden’s age, who met my brother at the library in secret during the summer of his death. We don’t know who he is, but we kind of know what he looks like.”

She nodded. “Good. And the Intruders?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “So we have a name for them now?”

She shrugged. “I thought it was catchy enough.”

My lips curled in a smile. “Right. Well, they’re still everywhere, but-” I played with my eyebrow stud. “They’re getting closer, and they’re not just staring at me anymore. They tried to kill someone.”

C frowned, accenting the wrinkles on what was left of her face. “Well, that is a problem.”

“There’s one more thing.”

She looked up.

“Someone left a message on my garage door telling me to leave. I don’t think that was the Intruders.”

C locked me in the gaze of her remaining eye, sudden clarity brightening her face. She whispered, “Listen to me, Madelyn. Someone knows you’re searching. They may be no more than a dream construct, but that doesn’t make them any less dangerous, especially considering…”

She bit her tongue. 

“Considering what, C?”

Her gaze drifted to the floor, hands beginning to tremble. “I’m fading, Madelyn.”

I locked my eyes on her form, unable to hide the desperation in my voice. “And what happens if my consciousness fades?”

She lifted her eye to the flames in the fireplace. “You will never wake up again.”

Pure dread jolted my body, my chest tight. Alice, Mom, Dad. Their faces fell into my mind’s eye, further clenching my heart. I couldn’t leave them, not after Aiden. 

I managed to whisper, “How much time do we have?”

C got to her feet, draping the blanket over her head and walking toward her bedroom. “If you don’t find your unconscious by this time tomorrow night, you’re never going to leave this place.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

I lay facing Luke atop the pair of sleeping bags I’d found in C’s closet, mind still reeling. I let my eyes rest on his sleeping form, illuminated by the crackling fireplace behind me. I’d told him nothing of my conversation with C, and he hadn’t asked. But it had always been that way with him. He always cared, but he was distant, detached. Even my mind couldn’t create someone I could get close too. How is that for crap luck?

I let out a sigh from deep in my chest, mentally mapping out the next day. My last chance. I had to find the boy from the library. Maybe I could go back to Corey. He clearly wasn’t telling me everything he knew. God, I wished dream people didn’t need to sleep. Time was more precious now than ever, but I still had to wait until daybreak to start questioning my ‘suspects.’

The charred logs shifted in the fireplace, and Luke’s eyes fluttered open. “You still awake?” he mumbled.

I smiled. “Can’t sleep.” I wasn’t lying. I’d never tried sleeping in a dream for the risk of breaking rule number three—going too deep and being unable to dig myself out.

“What are you thinking about?”

I sighed again. “Everything.” Silence. “You don’t have to come with me tomorrow. After the horror-movie scene with my garage door tonight, you’d never want to sleep in my house again anyway.”

He grinned. “I might be brave enough if we found out who did it. Besides,” he shifted to face me, “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

I smiled, comforted by the soothing quiet that followed. 

“Do you have dreams, Luke?”

“Sure. Let’s see. I want to go to college, get some job with a big-ass office, and raise a perfect family in the suburbs.”

I shook my head. “No, not that kind of dream. The kind you have when you’re sleeping.”

He wrinkled his brow. “Not really. At least, I don’t remember them when I wake up.”

At that moment, I thought of Alice, who pouted every time I recounted my dreams, since she never recalled hers. She even kept that purple dream journal by her bed to push herself to remember them. The way she always tried to be just like me, to do everything I did, had always pissed me off. Now, I wanted nothing more than for her to look at me with those eyes of admiration. Even when there was nothing to admire.

Luke’s expression turned to worry. “Madelyn?”

Jolted from my memory, I felt warm tears rolling down my face. I wiped them away with my jacket sleeve. “It’s fine.”

Luke propped himself up with one elbow. “Mads, you need to sleep.”

I smiled up at him. “I told you not to call me that, jackass.”

He placed a hand on my arm. “Please, for me. Just try.”

“I told you, I can’t.” 

“Try.”

I gave in, closing my eyelids. I basked in the soothing darkness, though I knew it was useless. I wouldn’t fall asleep, not like this. Still, it was kind of peaceful. 

The sounds of the cabin began to fade away, and I felt myself approach a calmer plane of my mind, above the confusion of Shy Harbor.

I breathed in the cool air around me, cooler than the spot where I lay by the fireplace, and dry. Almost like an air-conditioned room. For a moment, I was weightless, surrounded by a numbness like floating in cool water. I wiggled my toes and twitched my fingers to bring myself back. 

I grasped the sleeping bag under me, but the fabric was different now. Silky and cool. Like a bed sheet. My eyes shot open, heart pounding.

The cabin was gone, Luke, the fireplace, the glass window to the lake. All gone.

Fluorescent lights illuminated a white room, medical equipment and monitors scattered in my vision. A rhythmic beeping replaced the sound of the crackling fireplace. An inclined mattress took the place of C’s wood floors. My body was numb, paralyzed, but I felt the vague sensation of tubes weighing in my nose and throat. 

What was this place?

Footsteps echoed through the room, two figures walking into my vision. As their faces came into view, I wanted to cry. Mom and Dad. When they saw me, Mom’s eyes filled with tears, and she fell into Dad’s arms. It was so strange. I hadn’t seen them so much as touch each other since the separation. A third person came into view, a man in a white lab coat and a button-down shirt. He glanced down at me before studying the piles of paper on his clipboard.

“Well, Mr. and Mrs. Clarke, I’ll get straight to it. She’s still stable, but other than that, no real change. We’ve done some more tests, and I have to say that I’ve never seen a coma patient with this much neurological activity. It’s truly a unique case, to put it simply.”

Dad embraced Mom around her shoulders as she wrung her hands, eyes bulging with hope. “So you think she may come out of it?”

The doctor sighed, paging through his files once more. “I really can’t say. With a case like this, she may regain consciousness tomorrow, or she may remain in this state indefinitely.”

Mom’s sobs almost instantly filled the room as she cried into Dad’s sweater. Dad’s own eyes glistened, lip trembling, but he stood strong. Then, a fourth figure came into view, shorter than the others. Long black hair hung over her shoulders, big eyes vacant and dry.

Alice.

I tried to say her name, but no sound left my body, not even the slightest groan. Alice approached the edge of my bed, leaning over the side rail to see me.

“I know you can hear me, Maddie. Wake up. Please, just wake up. I know you wanted to remember what happened, but Aiden isn’t the only one who needs you. I can’t do this without you.”

The defeat in her voice made my heart clench. Alice, my dear Alice. I’m sorry I left you. I’m coming back.

She reached to touch my face. Her long sleeve lifted just enough to reveal something on the bottom of her wrist. I looked closer. It was a bandage, one that didn’t quite cover three horizontal slits across her skin. They were too perfectly aligned. Self-inflicted.

No! Not Alice. Not her.

I screamed until my throat stung, but no one looked. The room remained silent. I wanted to cry, to rip the wires and tubes from my body and embrace my precious sister, but my body lay still.

I tried once more to scream, but then, everything changed. The room became dark, the walls and equipment now just shadows looming over me. Alice and the others were gone. I was alone now, in a black and utter silence.

Shadowy forms emerged from my periphery, looming over me. Their features were a blur, their presence sinister, almost demonic. I’d been here before. Sleep paralysis. The terrifying place between the waking and dream world where lucid dreamers find themselves when they’re learning to become conscious in their dreams. A sort of purgatory of the consciousness in which you can’t move, can’t speak. All while ominous beings terrorize you. 

As the shadows drew closer, one thought comforted me. They weren’t real. Only hallucinations.

I’m not afraid of you.

Suddenly, the darkness of the figures gave way to an eerie glow, revealing pale figures standing over me dressed in white, some taking the forms of doctors and nurses, others in white dresses and suits. The only darkness that remained was the inky black voids of their eyes.

Intruders.

Their mouths moved as if speaking, but they made no sound. They reached their dead, bloodless hands toward me.

You’re not real.

Their hands reached my skin, the chill of their touch sapping the warmth from my body. I began to shiver. Two of the hands slid from my shoulder blades to my throat, fingers gripping around my neck. They began to tighten, choking me. I couldn’t breathe.

Stop! Get away from me!

“Madelyn, Madelyn! Wake up. It’s just a dream.”

My eyes shot open.

I was back in the cabin, golden light streaming through the windows. The night’s fire was now a pile of smoldering ashes. Luke crouched over me, holding my shoulders.

“Man, that must have been some nightmare.”

“What happened?” My voice trembled. 

Luke fell back on the sofa, and I brushed away the sweaty locks of hair matted to my forehead.

“You slept straight through the night, that’s what.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but shock stole my words. Sleeping through the night in my dream world? That shouldn’t be possible. 

Luke yawned, stretching his arms over his head. “Anyway, It’s already seven in the morning, so we’d better get going. If your friend is as private as you say, she’s probably dying for me to leave so she can eat breakfast.” 

He smiled. “Speaking of, I might have ransacked the fridge and made us some bagels with jam for the road. You go ahead and hit the shower, then you can fill me in on how we’re going to track down this mystery guy today.”

I smiled, trying my best to hide my horror as I stumbled to the bathroom and locked the door. With a deep breath, I turned the knob of the sink and splashed cool water on my face. 

Did I just have a glimpse of what was happening in the waking world, or was it just a dream within a dream? I could never know. But if it was real, if by any chance that was truly my family I’d seen, this wasn’t just about me anymore. I looked up into the round mirror above the sink, a twisted, broken dream face staring back at me. Great Spirit, guard my soul and guide my feet. Lead me to the truth.

“I’m coming back, Alice. Wait for me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

The overcast day made the lake’s white-capped surface a particularly dull gray as the rare harbor waves crashed onto the shoreline. Luke put an arm around my shoulder when a gust of wind nearly knocked us over. 

“Is this storm ever going to hit, or what?” he mused.

It wasn’t. But I couldn’t tell him that. In the hundreds of dreams I’ve had in this mirror of Shy Harbor, not once did the downpour hit or the lightning strike over the town. It was always on the brink.

The rotting wood of the boardwalk creaked under our feet as we approached the marina. Fishing boats rocked and swayed in the waves, the fish-like odor of lake weed fresh on the wind. I searched for the familiar face among the few brave fishermen who were hauling their poles and tackle boxes across the docks. 

Corey wasn’t at the woodworking shop, and his dad said we’d find him here when he got in from his morning fishing trip. As we reached the end of the docks, I spotted him tying up his fishing boat. Wool work gloves and a knit cap protected him from the cool spray of Superior’s waves.

“Corey!”

He looked up when I shouted, forcing a polite smile and lifting a hand, signaling for me to wait as he finished securing the boat. I felt Luke tense beside me, his breath quickening as he most likely mulled over their last encounter.

Corey trotted down the dock toward us, rubber boots thumping with every step. When he reached us, he pulled down his neck warmer and caught his breath. “Hey.”

I half-smiled. “Hey yourself, jackass.”

He grinned with an embarrassed chuckle. “Yeah, sorry about the other day. I was out of line.” He reached a hand toward Luke. “Start over?”

Luke glared at Corey with jaw tight, hands in the pocket of his hooded sweatshirt. 

Corey still held his hand in the air, waiting. 

With a sigh, Luke gave in and shook it. 

Corey smirked.

Having no time to waste, I cut to the point. “So, I talked to the bookstore owner the other day. He said he saw Aiden hanging out there with a guy around his age. White kid who dresses well, with black hair that kind of covers his face, black-rimmed glasses.”

Corey cast his eyes down, shuffling his feet.

“Do you know anyone who looks like that?” I pushed.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I do. His name is Jimmy Olson. He’s a senior, like me. Sits next to me in biology. But he’s kind of…” He cleared his throat again. “Come to think of it, I think I did see him and your brother talking a few times.”

I bit my cheek in annoyance. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t seem important.”

I let the silence stretch, reveling in Corey’s obvious discomfort. “Do you know where I can find him?”

He furrowed his brow, heaving a dry cough. “I think his folks live over on Oak Street. But you’ll have to look ’em up to be sure.”

I let my gaze fall to the cracks between the dock boards. “Jimmy,” I muttered under my breath.

Eager to change the subject, Corey turned to Luke. “So, um, you still working at the inn over on the highway?”

Luke shook his head, shifting his weight from side to side to stay warm. “Nah, I was let go. I’ll probably be heading out of town soon.”

Corey shot me a puzzled look before turning back to Luke. “Why don’t you just apply for another job? I can think of a few places that might need some help over the winter.”

“Hey man, how about you keep your advice to yourself, all right? You don’t know what you’re talking about, so mind your own business.” The salt in Luke’s voice caught both of us off guard.

With a huff, he marched down the dock toward the boardwalk. Corey and I shared a confused glance before I rushed after my brooding dream friend. 

“Wait up, dummy.”

We were on the boardwalk near the crux of Main Street before he finally stopped. He turned to face me.

“What was that about? Corey may be an ignorant ass sometimes, but he really was trying to help. And he had a point about finding another job.”

Luke refused to meet my gaze. “It’s kind of complicated. I guess there are some things you might be better off not knowing about me, Mads.”

I punched his arm not-so-lightly. “Why don’t you let me decide that.”

“Oww.” He laughed, but his expression remained unreadable. “Maybe later,” he sighed.

Sure, I was curious, but I let it go. I wasn’t open with him, so why should I expect any different? As I mused, my eyes fell on the graveyard of canoes and fishing boats that had outlived their use, piled like corpses at the far end of the beach. One canoe in particular stood out. White spray paint marked its hull. Probably tagged by one of the local kids. Wait…

I stopped, squinting to read the upside-down words. Only the first part was visible from behind a cracked kayak. Focusing my vision, I saw the first letter. 

A.

“Madelyn? What is it?”

I. 

My feet drew me a few steps closer.

“Mads, hey,” Luke called.

D.

I picked up my pace. 

E. 

I started sprinting, loose pebbles flying behind my feet. The rest was hidden. When I reached the first of the broken boats, I climbed over, stumbling across the slippery aluminum and rotting wood hulls until I reached the canoe tainted with white paint.

When Luke caught up to me, he helped me push away the broken kayak to reveal the rest of the message.

We stepped back to read the upside-down words. My body froze, air caught in my lungs.

Aiden Clarke, Hell waits for you.

“What in God’s name… “ Luke whispered, eyes wide.

I clenched my fists, grinding my teeth until my jaw ached. Pebbles began to rattle around my feet. 

Who would write that about my brother? My brother who had a smile for even the most sour people whose boats he tied every summer at the docks. My brother who wanted nothing more than to strum his guitar on a hot summer day or climb to the highest rocky point just to say he could.

No one could say something so evil about someone so good, not unless they were evil themselves.

“I think you need to calm down.”

I shot my eyes up to glare at Luke, who was glancing around with an agitated look. That’s when I realized the rocks and broken watercraft around me were floating several inches above the ground. I took a deep breath, bringing them back down. 

Luke sighed in relief, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Look, whoever vandalized your garage door before is just trying to mess with us. You can’t let it get to you.” 

I stopped, watching Luke’s worried face, then studying the message on the canoe. I crouched beside it and brushed a hand over the white spray paint. 

“But it doesn’t add up. Look at this.”

Luke crouched down beside me, peering at the scratches and chips that gave the dry paint a worn appearance. “This isn’t new.”

I nodded. “We may not know if this was written before or after Aiden died, but either way, it must be at least a few years old.”

Luke furrowed his brow. “That’s even weirder.”

“Much weirder.” My eyes drifted back to the haunting words. “I think it’s time we met Jimmy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Before…

 

Clear sky rose high over the red rock cliff above me, pine trees creating a soft border that swayed in the wind. I jumped from rock to rock along the bottom of the cliff, balancing with my arms to avoid falling in the water. Even in the summer, the Great Lake stayed icy enough to make me dread a surprise swim.

When I reached the rocky outcrop, I wiped the perspiration from my forehead, letting my hair fall from its ponytail. A soft melody echoed through the rocky cove. I looked up to see Aiden reclining on a boulder, strumming his guitar. A soda can was balanced nearby. 

I waved to catch his eye, still huffing from my trip over. “Could you maybe choose a less accessible place to practice?”

He laughed and tossed a pebble in my direction. 

I dodged it, pulling my sketchbook from my shoulder bag and finding my own rock to perch on. “What’s wrong with the park?”

He shrugged. “Too many people, voices, noise. Thought I’d switch things up.”

I grinned, digging out my pencils. “If I wandered off as much as you did, Mom and Dad would freak. You’re so lucky you were born a guy.”

He chuckled. “You’d get away with it. Mom is so busy writing her slutty romance novels. And Dad’s been prepping for the school year nonstop…”

I let out a long groan. “I can’t believe summer is almost over. I’m not ready to go back. Kath and I haven’t even had the chance to paint our mural yet.” 

I paged through my sketchbook until I found my half-finished wolf. Damn, it was uglier than I remembered leaving it. 

“Yeah, going back to school is going to suck,” he mused.

“How can you complain? Your grades are perfect. You’ll probably fly through senior year. Then you’ll be off to Harvard, or something.

He let out a deep breath and leaned back on the rock, scrunching up his flannel button-up. “Yeah, I guess.”

He went back to his strumming, and I started fleshing out the tail of my wolf. After a moment, he began playing and singing a song he’d written years ago.

“Find me the sunshine in this sweet refrain. Go back to nowhere, but tell me your name.”

The cheery melody hit me with a wave of nostalgia, bringing me back to all the summers Aiden and I had spent mapping out the woods together, making fortresses and pretending to be great explorers. Even back then, he’d probably been too old for that kind of make-believe, but we still had so much fun together. Where did that go?

“Hey, dummy.”

I shot him a glare, but it turned to curiosity when I saw him holding something in a clenched fist, smirking. “Catch.”

He chucked the small object at my face. I barely deflected it with a protective arm, effectively avoiding one ugly bruise. The object fell with a clink. “You jackass.”

He laughed as I scanned the rock around me for the object. A metallic glimmer caught my eye. Kneeling, I reached forward to pick up the silver necklace attached to a polished stone. But not just any stone. 

I smiled. A Lake Superior agate, the semi-precious gemstone for which the lake was famous. We had spent hours combing the shores for these when we were younger. I ran a finger along the beautiful red, white, and transparent bands.

“You didn’t think I forgot about your birthday tomorrow, did you?”

I clenched my hand around the stone, holding it to my chest. 

“Hey, Aiden.”

“Hmm?” He went back to his guitar, tuning his strings and listening for the perfect sound.

I hesitated. “I feel like I’ve barely seen you all summer.”

He grinned. “Ditto.”

A pang of guilt struck my chest. I had been spending so much time working on my art and hanging out with Kath these past summers that I’d barely seen Aiden, even when we were both in the cabin. Man, things sure change as you get older. Was this what it meant to grow up?

I pushed my deep thoughts aside, joking, “I bet it’s because you met a girl, isn’t it? What, you’re afraid to introduce her to Mom and Dad?” 

He laughed as I repeated “Aiden’s got a girlfriend” under my breath in a singsong voice.

“Believe me, it’s nothing like that.” He went quiet. When I looked up from my sketch again, he was gazing into the lake’s horizon with a somber face, eyes impossible to read. “Nothing like that.”

Part of me wanted to push further, but I let my curiosity slide, tucking the necklace in my bag and coming back to my wolf. 

Now if only I could get the eyes right.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“Are you ready for this?”

Luke and I stood side by side, summing up our courage. The sidewalk under our feet snaked through thorny rosebushes and aspen saplings to the farm-style house that towered over the lawn. I sighed and pushed my messy pink locks back, eyes fixed on the glass-accented front door painted in cornflower blue. 

A plaque that read “Olson” in Scandinavian rosemaling hung under the porch light. The house looked like something from a home magazine, but I knew the picturesque scene was a lie. Jimmy lived here. Whatever dark secrets were hiding with him, they wouldn’t stay hidden for long.

“Ready as I can be.” I turned to Luke, and an unexpected comfort warmed my icy veins. “Thank you for, you know, sticking around.”

He met my eyes and grinned, grasping my hand for just a moment before his fingers slipped away. My heart jumped at his touch. “Don’t worry, Mads. We’ll get to the bottom of all this. I promise.”

Emboldened by his words, I stepped toward the white house in all its eerie perfection, focusing my aura into my chest. C always said it would give me the strength to take control of any dream, though I couldn’t help but think it was just a glorified placebo effect.

When we reached the door, I held my finger over the doorbell, letting out a sigh that became white smoke in the chilled morning air. I pressed down.

A melody sounded in the house, and soft footsteps soon followed. The door opened a crack, a small woman peering through the sliver of space. Seeing us, she opened the door fully and nodded deeply.

“Good morning children. What can I do for you?” As she spoke, her eyes drifted to my piercing and hair before looking Luke up and down. I took this short moment to study her own appearance. She wore a long, dark green dress with black accents, her waist-length, salt-and-pepper hair falling over her shoulders. Dressed for the day, but no jewelry. No makeup.

She must have been in her forties, but her skin was fair, her voice soft, and her presence nothing to attract attention. 

I forced a smile. “Good morning ma’am. I’m Madelyn, and, oh yeah, this is Luke. We’re looking for Jimmy. Are you his mother?”

She raised her brow and tilted her head. “Oh, well. Yes, I am James’ mother. My name is Ruth, pleased to meet you.”

She reached out a hand, and we each shook it in turn. “But I’m afraid you missed him. He went out this morning to photograph Shoreview. You know, the abandoned resort down the road.”

Luke piped up. “Yeah, I know that place. I bet it would make for some sick shots.”

Ruth smiled, opening the door wider and gesturing inside with one hand. “Please, come in and sit down for a few moments. It’s a chilly morning and I’d hate for you to catch cold.”

Sharing a quick glance, we hesitantly nodded and stepped into the den.

She guided the way to the floral-print furniture gathered around a coffee table. I pulled my boots off before stepping onto the carpet, my eyes drawn to the walls decorated with crosses and paintings that depicted scenes from the Bible. No TV in sight, and the only electronics seemed so outdated they could almost be considered antiques. 

We followed Ruth and sat down on the sofa across from her. She smiled, eyes downcast. “You’ll have to forgive my surprise earlier. It’s just that James doesn’t have many friends. He’s such a shy boy, you know. Tends to keep to himself, no matter how hard I try to get him to open up. Where did you say you knew him from?”

Luke opened his mouth to reply, but he seemed to draw a blank. I chimed in, hoping to change the subject. “So, Ms. Olson, you said Jimmy went over to the abandoned resort.”

She smiled sweetly. “Yes, he left on his bike about an hour ago.”

Luke leaned forward, resting elbows on his knees. “Seems like a long way to bike just for a few photos.”

Ruth sighed. “Well, that boy will go to any lengths for his photographs, but I’m sure you two know that already. He won’t even go to the convenience store without that big fancy camera in his backpack.”

She craned her neck back to gaze at a series of portraits that followed a steep staircase on the wall behind her. “He may be quiet, but he sure has an eye for beauty. His landscape photos even made it onto the Shy Harbor tourism website, you know, and a few brochures.”

“That’s pretty impressive.” I studied the portraits encased in ornate oval frames. A man inhabited the first photo, followed by Ruth herself. The last was a portrait of a teenage boy, black hair contrasting against pale skin. He wore no glasses here. The dark of his eyes just barely shone through combed hair that shadowed his face. None of the family smiled in their portraits, but something about Jimmy’s felt more somber than the rest. Angry. Sinister, even.

Luke continued to ask questions about Jimmy’s photography, but the sound around me soon died away, as if my whole dream world had just fallen into a deep abyss, leaving only me and this portrait. A whisper rose from the nothingness, but the words were muffled, echoing as if from a cavern. 

Whatever the whisper was saying, it repeated itself, like a chant or a prayer. The space behind Jimmy’s figure in the photograph darkened, his eyes taking on red lowlights. I squinted. The red hue now covered the entirety of his shadowed eyes, filling them until they dripped down his white cheeks in thick blood tears.

I blinked, entering back into my primary dream world. Focus. I had to focus.

Ruth was wringing her hands in her lap, lower lip trembling. What had I missed?

Seeing the worry on my face, she let out an embarrassed chuckle. “Oh goodness, I’m sorry. It just means a lot to me that you two are reaching out to James. I know he has a temper and tends to hide behind his camera. He’s not an easy person to get to know. It’s been that way ever since his father passed. But under all that, he truly is a very good boy.”

Her eyes grew distant, her hands now still. “He is a good boy.” 

Pulling herself from her reflections, she smiled at us again. A troubled, insincere smile. “If you don’t mind my asking, do you two believe in God?”

Luke shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.” 

I locked eyes with Ruth, feeling an invisible thread connecting us. “I do.” 

After everything, I still believed. I still prayed, even though I sometimes felt as if I was talking to an empty sky. 

Ruth let out a deep breath, pulling a crucifix from under the neckline of her dress, grasping it with trembling fingers. “I believe the Lord gives each of us our burdens to bear, our demons that we must fight with His help alone.”

She stood to her feet, straightening her skirt. “Jimmy will defeat his. I have faith.” She turned toward the kitchen. “Now, I don’t know about you two, but I could use another cup of coffee and some raspberry bars. I’ll go fetch us some.”

Once Ruth was in the kitchen, Luke leaned over to whisper into my ear. “What was your brother doing with a guy like that?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out.”

He went silent for a moment. “Shoreview?”

I nodded, eyes fixed on a seventeenth-century painting depicting Judas kissing Jesus on the cheek. “Shoreview.”

The frame with Jimmy’s portrait fell to the floor with a crash, covering the stairway with shards of shattered glass.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Red highway stretched before us, surrounded on both sides by pine and hardwood forest. Luke tried to maneuver the truck around potholes, but judging by the number of times our brains jarred in our heads, I had to guess he didn’t have a whole lot of driving experience.

It was nearly noon already. My heart sank further into my chest with every hour. Alice’s hollow voice and mangled wrists never left my thoughts. Right there next to memories of Aiden writing new songs and scaling the cliffs in the early morning light. I had to do this—for both of them. 

I hadn’t even talked to C when we had gone back to get the pickup, afraid to see her fading form. But I knew she would understand. 

I dug into my jacket pocket for my cell phone. Damn, I’d left it at C’s. Taking my hand out of my pocket, I imagined its presence. I put my hand into my pocket again, this time pulling out my cracked smartphone.

I found Kath in my contacts and pressed Call, holding the phone to my ear. It rang. No answer. When her voicemail recording sounded, I cleared my throat and feigned a carefree voice. “Hey Kath, it’s Madelyn. I just wanted to touch base and, um, was wondering if you knew a guy named Jimmy Olson. Give me a call when you can.”

Luke sighed, loosening his grip on the wheel. “There’s something about the woods around here. I’ve never really been a nature guy, never went camping or anything. But these woods.” He chuckled. “I guess they feel like home.”

I glanced his way, smiling at the look of nostalgia in his eyes. He belonged here. Not in Minnesota, not in Florida. Right here in Shy Harbor.

I kept reminding myself he was no more than an imaginary friend, but the safeness I felt when he wrapped an arm around me, the admiration when he stood against the Intruders, the warmth when he brushed my hair from my face. It all felt so… real.

Luke turned onto the broken asphalt leading to Shoreview, shaking me from my reverie. Overgrown bushes and crumbling landscaping statues guided us through the forest to the old main lodge, its roof collapsing and windows shattered from stones thrown by kids with nothing better to do.

Luke parked on the yellow weeds along the asphalt, eyes fixed on the lodge. “Man, this place gives me the creeps.”

The gray sky and darkening horizon cast strange shadows on the lodge and surrounding pines, which swayed in the gusty winds. We stepped out of the truck, and I sheltered my eyes from the light rain. As I scanned the area, a blue object caught my eye. It was an old bike leaning against the lodge’s siding. Jimmy was still here.

Luke walked toward the lodge, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Hey, Jimmy! Jimmy Olson!”

I scurried up behind him, grabbing his sleeve. “What are you doing?” I hissed.

He smiled. “Come on, Mads. He’s got no reason to hide from us.”

With that, he called Jimmy’s name again, going silent only to listen for an answer.

“Don’t be so sure,” I murmured under my breath.

Luke tried the door of the lodge, but it was bolted shut. I peered through the windows. Peeled wallpaper, exposed framework, and piles of pink insulation lay in the shadows. Nothing to photograph in there.

Stepping over layers of soggy brown leaves, we made our way toward the shore where at least a dozen deteriorating cabins faced the frothing lake. The waves here made those of the harbor look like ripples, their angry crests leaving trails of foam in their wake.

I stayed close to Luke as he continued to call for Jimmy, but there was no movement aside from a few blackbirds. Wait.

I peered into the wild rose bushes behind one of the cabins, but all was still. I could have sworn I’d seen something. A little further, there. I saw it again. The creature stepped out of the woods, turning to stare at me. A white stag with skull-hole eyes and blood-painted antlers let out a huff before bowing its head to eat grass. My scalp prickled. An Intruder. I should have known.

Ignoring the ghostly apparition, I continued scanning the cabins and the ruins of a dock. “This place sure went downhill fast, huh? I can still remember how it looked when it was open.”

My musings were met by silence. I turned to face Luke. But he was gone.

“Luke?” 

I spun around to spot him, catching his tall figure stepping toward the open door of the lakeside chapel, its stained-glass windows somehow still intact. A white light flashed from inside the chapel. 

I hurried to Luke’s side, peering through the arched doorway. Between several rows of pine benches, a teenage boy in a gray denim jacket crouched with his back to us, hiding behind an old film camera that was balanced on a tripod. Carefully tinkering with the lenses and peering through the viewer, he took one last shot, this time with no flash. 

He stood up straight, folding the tripod legs with the camera still attached. When he turned toward us, he jumped at our presence, nearly dropping his equipment on the stone floor. 

Luke lifted his hands. “Sorry buddy, didn’t mean to freak you out. Your mom said we’d find you here, so we stopped by.”

Jimmy stood frozen with clumsy hands gripping his tripod, mouth clamped shut. As Luke spoke, Jimmy impaled me with glare after glare, his near-black eyes barely visible under locks of dark hair. 

Luke whistled. “This place sure is something, huh? I mean, wow. This ain’t Notre Dame or anything, but the way the light from that stained glass colors the walls is something else.”

Still unable to get a reply from the stubborn kid, Luke sighed and scratched the back of his neck. “I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Luke, and this here is Madelyn. We thought maybe we could chat-”

“About what?” Jimmy snapped.

Luke lowered his voice. “About Aiden.”

Jimmy’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second before he regained his composure, turning to me. “I have nothing to say to you,” he spat.

“Chill out, man,” Luke replied.

The teen ignored him, packing his camera and latching the tripod to his backpack. 

I stepped forward, trying to suppress my rage. “I really think you do.”

He shook his head, no longer willing to meet my gaze. I took another step toward him, and the chapel darkened. Luke glanced around, oblivious to how close I was coming to sending Jimmy flying into the wall. “Woah, did it ever get dark. Looks like maybe that storm’s finally coming in. We should all probably get going, have this conversation somewhere else.”

“Were you the one who painted my garage door?” I demanded.

Jimmy swung the backpack strap over his shoulder, turning his back to me and sauntering toward the back entrance of the chapel.

“Answer me!”

A roar of thunder rumbled over my voice. Both Luke and Jimmy stopped, staring.

“Mads, calm down,” Luke whispered.

Jimmy scoffed. “Why don’t you just mind your own business, Madelyn. Go back to your big house in the city and leave Shy Harbor alone.”

Jimmy continued walking casually toward the doorway. 

It was him. I didn’t know how—or why—but he was part of this dark mystery that took my brother. Figment of my imagination or not, he wasn’t going to walk away from this. 

I lifted my palm, hot energy coursing to my fingertips. Then, the gentle touch of a cool hand on my arm drained away the anger. 

“Madelyn,” Luke whispered, voice soft and caring. “No.”

I dropped my hand, letting Jimmy walk right out of the chapel. Just like that, he was gone. Rage gave way to frustration, confusion, and a sadness so deep I couldn’t touch the bottom. Tears filled my eyes. “It’s him, Luke.”

He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me toward him until my head rested on his chest. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. And if he won’t help us out, we’ll find another way to get answers.”

I sighed, wiping hot tears from my cheeks. “Yeah, sure we will.”

My mind reeled with possibilities. Luke was right. I couldn’t force the truth out of Jimmy. If I’d learned anything in my countless nights searching for the Key to my unconscious, it was that leaving my role as observer only pushed the hidden planes of my mind deeper.

Luke rubbed my shoulder, and suddenly, I was filled with gratitude. “All of this drama just for a place to crash. Guess you got the short end of the stick, huh?”

He laughed, loosening his embrace enough to look into my eyes. “I wouldn’t say that.”

Our faces were so close I felt the warmth of his breath. But before I could study the mix of emotions rising to my head, the Ramones blasted from my jacket pocket. Letting myself smile, I checked the screen and put the phone to my ear. 

“Hey, Kath. You got my message about that Jimmy kid, right? What have you got?”

Static on the other line. After a few seconds, I heard Kath’s voice. “Yeah, but that’s not why I’m calling.” Her tone, normally bubbly, was quiet and hesitant.

“Kath? What is it?” My smile fell, and Luke’s look of comfort turned to worry.

“It’s about Luke.”

My heart dropped. “What about Luke?”

“Madelyn, the police are looking for him.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

When the shock passed, I put my phone away and sprinted after Luke, who was already hurrying toward the truck, both hands grasping his skull in desperation. 

“No. No. This can’t be happening. This cannot be happening, man.” 

I caught up to him just as he grappled for the handle of the driver’s door. “Luke, just wait.”

“No, I won’t wait. You don’t get it. If they find me, they’re sending me back. I don’t know how they found out I’m in Shy Harbor, and to be honest, I don’t care. I just know I have to get out of here.” His voice trembled, words spilling out in a nearly incomprehensible torrent.

I held his face firmly between my hands, forcing him to look at me.

“Just talk to me. Why are the police looking for you?”

My hands fell to his shoulders. My touch seemed to quell his anxiety. He heaved a deep breath through pursed lips.

“You sure you want me to tell you?”

I nodded. 

“Well then, I guess it’s about time you knew the truth.”

He stared at his dark reflection in the window. “I can’t quite say when it all started, but I was young. My dad wasn’t the good kind with the smile and the office job and the dumb jokes, not like those sitcom dads who I watched every night, wishing I was there instead of in my own home.”

His face hardened. “Nah, my pops wasn’t one of those dads. Sure, we had a nice house in South Florida that he inherited from my granddad, with palm trees and weeping willows all around. But inside, that house was ugly. My dad didn’t work, just drank and used, and got angry. So angry, for no reason at all. One day, I ended up in the emergency room after a bad night. It was the last straw. So that’s when my uncle started planning.”

“Planning what?”

He tensed his jaw, eyes finally meeting mine. “My escape.”

“See, my dad was really possessive of me. No matter how many times my uncle offered to take me, he’d refuse. My uncle could have called social services, but he was soft, didn’t want to risk my dad going to jail. So what does he do instead? He buys me a bus ticket to Wisconsin, says he has a friend there who’ll look after me, and takes me out of that place for good.”

“The innkeeper was that friend, wasn’t she?”

He nodded. “He saved up some money to get me started, said all I had to do was tell anyone who asked that I was eighteen. He figured no one would question it since I looked a lot older than fourteen at the time.”

“How long ago?”

“Three years now, that’s when I made it out. Traded the warm ocean breezes for this cold-ass lake. But it was so much better than what I left behind. I always knew it wouldn’t last forever, but I just hoped I would be eighteen by the time I got kicked to the curb. My uncle called a few weeks later and said my dad had put out a missing person’s report. Told me to lay low.”

I furrowed my brow. “Okay. But what’s the big deal? You’re not a kid anymore. Even if you get sent back, you can bring him to court or whatever, stand up for yourself.”

He ground his teeth, eyes aflame. “You don’t get it, Mads. I ain’t never going back. I never want to see that man’s face again.”

I let the subject slide, watching the seagulls dart over the water. It was so strange. Luke was just a figment of the over-firing neurons of my obsessive brain. But he talked about the past as if it was so vividly real. Maybe there was more to him than met the mind’s eye.

“I get it. I really do.” I zipped up my jacket. “But running away to the next town is only going to pull you deeper, until you can’t find your way out of the dark.” I forced a smile despite the sadness that gripped my heart. “Believe me, I know.” 

I bit my cheek, fighting back tears, like I so often did. 

“You see, I ran too. I thought maybe if I changed everything. My goals, my hobbies, even my looks. Maybe I could start over and just leave it all behind. But I couldn’t. That lost memory, it kept scratching at the back of my brain, and it wouldn’t stop no matter what I did. So I… started searching for it.”

Emotions threatened to spill over, but I suppressed them. I wanted to tell Luke about the lucid dreaming, about C, about the Key in my pocket to the hidden unconscious that I hoped this hunt would bring to the surface, but I didn’t. How could I? He would never believe this was all a complex dreamscape I had created more than a year ago, that he himself was just a dream figure.

He let out a deep sigh, his back sliding down the side of the truck until he crouched on the grassy floor.

“I can’t let them find me, Mads. I can’t.”

I knelt down beside him. “We won’t. I promise. I’m going to help you stay off their radar until they get tired of looking, even if that means locking you in my bedroom so you can live off cheese puffs, Pepsi and my parents’ collection of Bram Stoker novels.”

He cracked a smile. After a long pause, he sighed in defeat. “All right, you got me. I won’t run, but only if we stay a mile away from the guys in blue.”

“Deal.” 

A ray of sun shone through dark clouds, casting the resort in a golden hue. It would have been beautiful, if not for the Intruders that had begun wandering the grounds like white phantoms in broad daylight.

The urgency crept back into my mind. “You’re going to think I’m crazy for this, but I need one last favor before you get started on your cheese puff diet.”

“And what’s that?” His expression betrayed the fact that he clearly knew the answer, though maybe he wished he didn’t.

“Help me break into Jimmy’s house.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Luke and I both stared in thoughtful silence at the three frosted cakes on the bakery table before us, two with white butter cream and colorful roses made from frosting tips, the other with chocolate frosting and a colorful Happy Birthday scrawled at the center.

The market bakery had never been the kind of place that a rave reviewer would praise on one of those hipster travel websites. But despite it boasting a pitiful selection of breads and pastries—half of which had already expired—it looked like we were in luck today. Whether or not my subconscious wishes had anything to do with that, it was hard to say.

“I’d roll with chocolate. The others seem a little too generic,” Luke mumbled.

I tilted my head back with a groan. “Is this really the best plan we could come up with? My God.”

“Come one, cut me some slack. It’s a good plan. Have you ever seen someone break into a house with a cake? No, you haven’t. You know why? Burglars don’t bring cakes to a break-in to say ‘sorry for the forced entry, here’s a mountain of sweet, creamy trans fats to make you feel better.’”

I shot him a confused glance. “What the hell are trans fats?”

He rolled his eyes, carefully picking up the chocolate cake. “Never mind. You’re sure you can open the front door without giving those nosy neighbors a reason to call the police? Lord knows that’s all we need right now.”

I popped a strip of gum into my mouth, digging out my phone to check the time. One o’clock. We still had a few hours left before nighttime. My stomach churned with anxiety, but I tried to suppress it. This would work. It had to.

When we reached the register, Luke slid the cake to the heavyset woman who sat behind the counter. She scanned the bar code and studied us over the rims of her red cat-eye glasses. She didn’t seem to recognize me, even though Aiden and I used to stock up on candy from her nearly every summer.

She glanced down at the cake. “Who’s getting old today, then?”

“My dad,” I blurted out while Luke simultaneously replied, “My sister.”

I bit my tongue, smiling and shrugging while the woman gave us that look that said ‘You’re crazy, but my minimum wage job doesn’t pay me enough to care.’ 

Clearing my throat, I handed the woman the cash, and we hustled out of the market with cake in hand. We hopped back into the truck, and I held the cake in my lap as Luke drove toward Oak Street.

We rolled past the park with the swings where Aiden and I used to hang out at night, past the gas station where we once stole a few cans of soda. I smiled at that memory. We’d felt so bad, we snuck them right back into the fridge, and then bought them as if nothing had happened. 

I sighed as my heartstrings went taut, whispering under my breath, “What happened to you, Aiden?”

Luke pulled the truck up along the curb at the entrance of the Oak Street cul-de-sac. Jimmy’s picture-perfect house was just barely visible from where we parked. The family car still sat in the driveway.

I cursed, glancing at the hour on my phone again. We didn’t have time for Ruth to curl her hair, or for that smug little jackass Jimmy to find his matching sock. “Are they leaving sometime today?”

It was like C said—time wasn’t on our side. I fiddled with my jacket sleeve, wondering how much of her was left… how much of me was left. Part of me hoped she was just being over-dramatic about the whole thing. 

“Chill out. I swear just before we left for the resort, Ruth mentioned they were going to a Bible study after lunch. There’s no reason to think she was pulling a fast one on us.”

I groaned, sinking deeper into my seat. “Let’s hope not. We don’t even have a plan B.”

 Luke took another bite of the cold turkey sandwich he’d bought at the market. The sharp stench of mayo made me feel sick. I wished another packet of bubblegum into my hand and popped a strip into my mouth.

“So what exactly do you think we’re going to find out about this Jimmy guy?” he mumbled through a mouthful of sandwich.

“I don’t know.” I tried to work through my thoughts. “I don’t think he’s some psycho serial killer or anything. But still, it’s all way too weird. The note, the garage door, his secret meetings with Aiden. He’s hiding something. I can feel it.”

The house remained still, and I half wanted to just drag Jimmy and his mom out with my willpower. But I couldn’t break rule number one. You’re here to discover, no control. Don’t screw this up, Madelyn. One chance is all you’ve got.

Movement in the doorway interrupted my musings. Ruth stepped out with her hair combed neatly and tied in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She carried a nondescript cloth purse in one hand and a leather-bound Bible in the other. 

When she reached the driver’s side of the car, Jimmy walked through the doorway, slacks, and a button-down shirt replacing his ragged clothes from earlier, hair combed to the side. Anger welled up inside me upon seeing his stoic expression, his hunched-over posture that only characterized the kind of people with something devious lurking beneath the surface.

“What did I tell you?” Luke finished his sandwich and leaned over the steering wheel, craning his neck to watch the car back out of the driveway. It disappeared behind a row of trees before speeding out of the cul-de-sac. Neither of the occupants made a side glance in our direction.

After a few minutes, Luke carefully picked up the chocolate cake. We stepped out of the car and strolled toward the house as casually as we could fake. 

I picked up a pebble from the landscaping gravel, tossing it into the air. When it landed in my palm, the stone had transformed into a spare key. I briefly scanned the neighborhood, satisfied that no one seemed to be watching us. 

Luke kept his eyes forward, balancing the cake on one hand while whistling the off-key tune of a sitcom theme song. When we reached the door, I unbolted it with the spare key, and we quickly stepped inside. Luke set the cake down on the floor, taking a step toward the living area where we’d spoken with Ruth just hours earlier.

“Shoes!” I snapped. Luke threw his hands up in surrender, and we both unlaced our footwear before stepping onto the plush carpet. Luke walked toward the kitchen, taking in all the family treasures and decor he’d ignored before. Thick drapes covered the windows, casting the house in shadow.

I drew a deep, trembling breath before heading toward the dark staircase. 

The shattered glass from the fallen frame had been cleaned up from the stairway, and Jimmy’s portrait lay on the coffee table. I flipped the light switch. The stairway remained dark. Strange. 

I made my way up the steps, the wood creaking under my feet. A sound from upstairs made me halt. It was like a ball rolling across a hard floor. Then, it stopped. Gathering my courage, I climbed to the top of the staircase, leaving Luke to snoop alone in the living room. 

Three doors lined the narrow hallway. A round window at the other end cast a light on the hardwood flooring that must have been half a century old. Quietly, I opened the first door to my right. A simple bedroom, the floral bedspread and neat appearance leading me to assume this was Ruth’s. I closed the door and tried the next.

Swinging the door open, I stood in stunned silence. Above a floor littered with dirty laundry, walls rose with so many photographs, they looked like portals to hundreds of other tiny worlds. Sunsets, cliffs, waves, and pebbled shorelines shone in vivid detail, caught from unexpected perspectives that made you look twice.

Even the ceiling held its share of images, which peeled at the corners where they weren’t held by tape. Most of these featured shots of storms, cloudy days, rain, and mist.

I flipped on the light switch to see better, remembering that the power was out. I bit my cheek in annoyance, focusing on the light fixture at the center of the ceiling until it sparked to life.

I vaguely heard Luke’s footsteps closing in from the stairs, his voice calling my name in a sort of shout-whisper. I couldn’t respond, too enthralled by the walls that looked so much like my own, except that in place of family and friends, they captured only lifeless scenes, creating a world that was surreal in its loneliness.

“Oh, wow,” he mumbled from the doorway. I walked toward the window at the other end of the room to the spot where gray light fought the yellow of the incandescent bulb. Why I was drawn to that exact spot, I would never know.

I rested my hands on the dust-coated windowsill. At one corner, a photo lay so badly crumpled, I couldn’t imagine what could have driven its creator to such a destructive state. 

I felt Luke leaning over my shoulder as I carefully opened the crumpled photo paper. The first thing I made out was an old shed with weathered red paint, then, a figure leaning with his back against the wood siding.  

I flattened the photo completely, and a dry lump rose to my throat. I choked on my own breath.

“My God, that’s your brother.”

I just barely nodded, unable to take my eyes away from Aiden’s serene face. He wore that over-sized flannel shirt he’d always loved, hiking boots, and a pair of weathered jeans. Some locks of his long hair were swept over his face by a breeze. His face was turned to the side, as if the photo was caught while he was in deep thought.

I sat cross-legged on the floor and studied the image closer, maybe a bit obsessively. “Luke,” I murmured, noticing the out-of-focus leaves and twigs framing the picture, as if the photographer were crouching in the bushes when he captured the image. Hiding.

“What is it?” He knelt beside me.

“I think I take back what I said in the car, about him not being a killer.”

The sound of glass breaking in another room made us both jump. I snatched up the photo, and we crept to the doorway with eyes wide open. I glanced into the hallway. No one was there. I signaled for Luke to check out Ruth’s bedroom while I investigated the room at the end of the hall.

I crept forward, heart racing faster when I saw the door ajar. But I didn’t call Luke back. With soft steps, I approached the shadowed doorway. That was it. I couldn’t take the suspense. I swung the door open with one hand, the other raised and ready to smack someone through the wall.

But there was no one there. It was an empty bathroom, the bathtub curtain drawn to the side, leaving nowhere for an enemy to hide. Shards of a drinking glass lay scattered on the floor. I quickly decided the glass must have been on the edge of the counter, and a draft had knocked it past the tipping point.

I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, stepping into the dark bathroom.

But when I turned to look in the mirror, I couldn’t hold back a shriek. I cupped a hand over my mouth, staring into the glass. A pale-skinned Intruder stared back at me with black, lifeless eyes. But it wasn’t like the others.

It was me. 

Its face, hair, clothing, everything was an exact replica of my image, but white as a corpse. The Intruder in the mirror even cupped its hand over its mouth, face filled with fear.

“Madelyn!” Luke rushed into the bathroom, armed with a shoe. 

I swung to face him, speechless. He relaxed when he saw no one else around me. Seeing where I stood, he approached the mirror and looked at our reflections before turning back to me. 

“Mads, what happened?”

I reluctantly turned back to the mirror, but both our reflections were now the broken, Picasso-like images I had become accustomed to in the dream world. I let out a shaky sigh, running a hand through my hair. “I… thought I saw something,” I mumbled, stumbling out of the bathroom and back into Jimmy’s bedroom.

Luke eased his tension and followed, still walking cautiously. 

I sat down cross-legged at the center of the room, laying out Aiden’s photo on the floorboards before me. “What does this all mean? Help me understand,” I whispered, not quite loud enough for Luke to hear.

My eyes drifted from my brother’s pensive form to the myriad of images on the walls. Each had something to say, but one photo that hung just above Jimmy’s bed drew my eyes. I squinted, just to be sure I wasn’t imagining things. A lonely shed stood in the forest, chips of red paint clinging to the wood panels. 

“See anything that can help us out?” Luke asked.

I picked Aiden’s photo off the floor and held it up to the image on the wall, comparing the two. There was no doubt. It was the same shed. I stood up and tore the other photo from its resting place.

I studied every inch of the new photo, though I had no clue what I might be searching for. Then, I found it. The shape of an object just barely peeked from the back corner of the shed, resting against the outer wall. A guitar.

“Luke.”

He left behind whatever he was studying, standing beside me. “The shed?”

I nodded, biting my lip. “If Aiden was there, and Jimmy shot the place more than once, it has to mean something. And I’m ninety-five percent sure that’s Aiden’s guitar in the other photo.”

I placed the photos on Jimmy’s unkempt bed, lying them side by side. “Now, what were either of them doing around some broken-down old shed in the middle of the woods?”

Luke sighed. “A lot of good that does us. That could be anywhere.”

But a strange feeling was already scratching at the back of my mind as I stared at the photos. Familiarity. “I think I’ve been here.”

“What?” Before he could open his mouth again, we both froze. A car engine grew louder, then idled, then stopped. 

The Olsons were home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Luke rushed to the window, looking for a way out through the backyard.

When I was about to join him, panic hit my gut. “Our shoes!”

Luke bit his thumb, frantic. “Go get them. I’ll find us a way out.”

I stumbled down the stairs, trying my best to soften my footsteps. I peeked at the door. Still closed. Muffled voices came from outside. Without another thought, I sprinted to the doorway and snatched our shoes. Just before I rushed up the stairs again, I cursed under my breath. The stupid cake. 

I ran back and grabbed it. The frosting squished against the plastic packaging as I hustled up the steps. Ruth’s bedroom was open, and Luke waved me in. Just as I closed the door behind me, the sound of the front door opening reached our ears as Ruth’s voice grew louder.

I tiptoed to the window where Luke waited, my jaw tight with anxiety. Below the window, the roof protruded to cover the back porch. We both climbed onto the shingles. A gust of cold wind and rain nearly knocked us off the roof.

While Luke closed the window, I tucked the plastic cake package under my arm and crawled to the edge. A mountain of pine logs lay stacked against the house, offering an easy descent. I signaled for Luke to follow me, and we scrambled onto the logs and toward the ground. 

With one last look at the house, we bolted to the short wood fence, climbed over, and scurried into the woods. Once we reached a safe distance, we caught our breath beneath a stand of red pines.

Still huffing, Luke held a finger up to tell me to wait. He then reached into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out the photo of Aiden, now neatly folded. My heart jumped.

“I know I probably shouldn’t have, but I figured it belonged in your hands, not his.”
A took the photo from his outstretched hand, fingers trembling. “Thanks,” I whispered.

He let out a long exhale. “I guess we’re taking the long way back to the truck, but then what? You remember where that old shack is?”

I sighed. “No, but I know someone who does.”

 

***

 

Luke and I pulled into the driveway of C’s lakeside cabin, and my heart sank. I knew something was wrong when I saw five feral cats curled up on the front porch next to empty food bowls. 

I signaled for Luke to wait in the truck, and he nodded his compliance. Holding my breath, I jogged to the doorway and let myself in. A messy home greeted me, but it was eerily still. A pile of cinders smoldered in the fireplace, leaving the cabin as cold as the outdoors.

“C?” I called, hesitant. No answer.

The kitchen was empty, dishes piled in the sink. The sleeping bags Luke and I had used the night before still lay on the floor. I crept toward the bedroom, peeking through the crack. A figure lay completely covered by a heavy fleece blanket. 

I approached the bed, afraid to throw off the covers to see what lay underneath. “C…” I reached my hand forward, grabbing the top corner of the blanket and slowly peeling it away. 

C blinked open the one eye she had left, coughing. A weak smile spread across her paling face that was beaded with fever sweat. Her right leg, left forearm, and part of her abdomen had almost completely vanished, and nearly half her face was gone.

Fear coursed through my veins, and panicked questions overtook my thoughts. Why was she disappearing so fast? How could she ever last until nightfall, until I solved Aiden’s death and unlocked my unconscious? Did this mean my comatose mind was dying in the real world?

Seeing the fear in my eyes, she reached the hand she still had to touch my face. “It’s bad, Maddie. But I am quite sure I can still hold on until tonight.”

I bit my lip. “Maybe you won’t need to. I’m positive now that Jimmy has something to do with Aiden’s death, and I think I found a place where we can get more answers.”

She propped herself on her elbows. “Where?”

I shrugged. “I hoped you could tell me.” I pulled the photo of Aiden from my jacket pocket and held it for her to see.

“This shed. I know I’ve been there before. But I can’t quite remember…”

C closed her eyes, laying back onto her pillow. A look of serenity swept over what was left of her face as she searched our mind. After a long moment, her eyes opened, and she looked back at me.

“We were six years old. Aiden hiked with us through the woods on the far side of the highway, where we hadn’t explored yet, and we found the ruins of an old hunter’s cabin. We made up stories about the man who must have lived there a hundred years ago. ‘A reclusive vampire,’ Aiden told us, ‘who sucked the blood from the whitetail deer and rabbits who wandered too close.’ That’s when we saw the little red shed.

“Compared to the cabin, it was in good condition. The red paint was beginning to chip and fade from the sun, but the wood must have been coated only a few years prior. Someone had been making use of the shed long after leaving that old cabin. The rusted padlock was already broken, so we went inside.

“It was empty and dark. Aiden was fascinated, but you and I were scared and begged to go home, thinking a ghost would come out of the shed and kill us. He wanted so badly to stay, but he loved us. He didn’t want to see us afraid, so he brought us home. We never went back after that day.”

I closed my eyes, seeing the old shed those many years ago, before the paint had chipped away and the roof caved in, like the pictures showed. I saw Aiden sneaking inside and searching for forgotten treasures. I felt the horror that had made my hairs stand on end as I peered into the haunting storage space. “I remember.”

“And you remember how to get there?”

I closed my eyes again, seeing the path through the eyes of my younger self. We crossed the red-tinted highway, followed an old snowmobile trail to a crossing sign, and took a left into the woods where the decaying logs of the hunter’s cabin peeked through the foliage. “Yes.”

C grabbed my wrist, staring into my eyes. “Go there, Maddie. Do what you must, but be careful. Something tells me that nothing can prepare you for what you might find there.”



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Evergreens and the skeletons of hardwoods loomed over the snowmobile trail that stretched before us. Luke and I stepped softly, but the crunch of dead leaves under our feet was deafening in the still forest. 

I scanned the woods for Intruders, satisfied to see we were alone. Luke, meanwhile, continued to glance over his shoulder to make sure the police hadn’t caught wind of our endeavors. 

When the trail crossing sign came into view, I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to see the path in my mind’s vision. Opening my eyes, I caught sight of the same twisted oak that had marked our passage that day long ago. 

Signaling for Luke to follow, I waded through the underbrush. It wasn’t long before the ruins of a log cabin became visible through the trunks and branches before us, its once-grand structure collapsed on itself. After studying the criss-crossing of rotting logs, I looked beyond. There was the shed.

A shiver ran down my spine as I stepped toward the shack colored by chips of red paint. The tilted structure was somehow still standing after all these years. I took Jimmy’s photo from my jacket pocket one more time, just to be sure. 

But there was no mistake. This was the shed Aiden had visited three summers ago. He and Jimmy Olson.

The latch was long-since broken, and the door was jammed shut thanks to a log propped against it.

Luke caught up to me after taking an extra moment to study the ruins, catching my shoulder so I would turn to face him. “Hold on. How about I go in first, okay?”

I swallowed the gum I’d been chewing and glared. “No way am I letting you do that.” Seeing the worry in his eyes, I sighed and softened. “Fine. How about we go in together?”

He nodded his approval, taking my hand. I squeezed it and drew a deep breath, ready for anything, or so I thought. We marched forward together, and I lay my hand on the rough wood panels of the door. Luke kicked the log away.

We stepped back. The door swung open. 

Light streamed in through the open doorway and a hole in the ceiling, revealing the inner walls of the shed. They were covered top to bottom in photographs, just like Jimmy’s bedroom. But this was different.

They were all photos of Aiden.

"What the hell?” Luke whispered.

I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat went dry, chest tightening around my lungs. Numb legs carried me into the dark shed where images of my brother surrounded me like some twisted shrine. A few showed Aiden smiling while others looked more candid. Only a handful were close-ups, the rest distant.

I lifted my eyes to the ceiling, which held a few more photos. When I wandered forward to study one in the far corner, my foot kicked something hard. I looked down.

Aiden’s guitar.

I knelt down and stroked the instrument, leaving finger trails in the layer of dust that had accumulated over the years. Yes, it was his. I would recognize it anywhere.

Although it rested under the intact section of the roof, protected from most of Mother Nature’s fury, the wood of the body was cracked, and some of the strings had broken loose, trailing in spirals over the wood floor.

My lip trembled, my heart crumbling inside me. Seeing my brother’s most prized possession in this condition made my soul ache. Who could do such a thing? 

I clenched my jaw, fighting back hot tears. “Jimmy,” I growled.

Luke lay a hand on my back, and I swung to face him. When he noticed my rage, he snapped his hand back, watching me carefully.

“I know this stuff is messed up, okay? Like, disturbing on all sorts of levels. But you have to simmer down.”

I brought my eyes back to Aiden’s guitar. 

Luke followed my gaze, breathing a reluctant sigh. “I hate to say it, but you’ve got to go to the police with this.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the broken instrument. Its strings would never play his songs again.

“Look, I’ll just go back to my plan of skipping town, and you can work with the cops to find the truth about Jimmy. If he did have something to do with your big brother’s accident, you’ll know. Maybe it’ll even jog your memory from that day.”

A fire ignited in my chest at the mere idea. I could just see it. Nightfall would come, and the police would still be meandering around the shed. Then, I would be stuck in my dream world forever, fading away just like C. The Jimmy of the real world would continue living his life, carefree. And Alice and my parents would lose me. Just like we all lost Aiden. 

I ground my teeth until my jaw went numb, my hands clenched into white-knuckled fists. I stood up.

“Mads?”

I walked past Luke without a word, unwilling to look into his eyes. “No,” I hissed as I passed him, marching into the clearing between the shed and the cabin. Dozens of birds flew from their perches and into the clouded sky as if driven away by my very presence.

“You don’t exactly have a choice, all right? We don’t know what this kid is capable of.”

“No!” I slashed my hand through the air to mark my answer.

The snapping and cracking of wood filled the clearing. The mighty pines and oaks towering high above us began to fall away with a whoosh, as if axed by a lumberjack. There was a thunderous crash. Then, silence.

When the shock passed, I spun to look around me. Every last tree that had bordered the clearing lay toppled on the forest floor or leaning against neighboring trees, snapped off at arm height, like twigs. 

Fear crept into my chest. I stared down at my palms, eyes wide. Was I losing control?

Neither of us moved for at least a minute. Finally, Luke stepped in front of me, placing his own dark, trembling hands into mine and squeezing tight. He locked me in his gaze, trying his best to look collected. 

“Madelyn, I’m telling you. You’ve got to calm down, and you need to go to the police. Please.”

I let my gaze drift to the weeds that rose around the cabin, their shoots still green. I recognized the leaves. They belonged to some of the most colorful fall wildflowers that grew around Shy Harbor. But not a single bloom rose from the mass of green. 

Luke snapped his fingers to bring my attention back. “Hey, let me know you understand what you need to do.”

I nodded. “I know exactly what I need to do, but it doesn’t involve any police.”

Luke groaned, bowing his head. “You can’t confront Jimmy yourself. You just-”

“Don’t you tell me I can’t!” I hissed.

“I’m just saying. It’s… it’s dangerous.”

I cackled bitterly. “You think I’m going to snap that jackass in half, just like I did these trees?”

“That’s not what I meant. He’s dangerous.”

I shook my head, breaking away. “I need the truth. I don’t care what it takes.”

He let out a frustrated groan. “Why won’t you just listen to me?”

“That’s just my problem. I keep listening to you. I let you stop me from making Jimmy talk when we were back at Shoreview, but I should have done it when I had the chance. I keep taking your advice and taking your lead, as if you were real.”

Luke furrowed his brow, taking a step back. “What do you mean, as if I were real?”

Damn it. I should have bitten down my tongue when I had the chance, but it was too late now. 

“You’re not real, Luke. I made you. I made all of this.” I gestured at the forest around us.

Luke’s expression was unreadable. “Madelyn, come on.”

“No, listen. You’re going to deny it and refuse to believe me. I know. I could make you believe, but that’s exactly my problem. I won’t. Because I care about you as if you were a real human. Maybe that’s why my mind made you. I just needed someone that much, so I could stop being alone.”

He sighed, brow still wrinkled in worry. “You’re not making any sense. You know that, right?”

I walked toward Luke until I was inches from his face. “One year ago, I started lucid dreaming, learning to be conscious during my dreams so that I could control them, manipulate them. I thought if I could explore my mind while I slept, maybe I could find my memory of Aiden’s death that was locked away in my unconscious. I didn’t do it to escape the real world, or even to create a fake version of Aiden to numb my pain. I did it so I could find the truth.”

My eyes glassed over. “I created a replica of Shy Harbor, just how I remembered it, adding all the residents I knew.  All except for you. You were just… there.”

I took a steadying breath. “I knew coming back to Shy Harbor in my mind was the only way to reach my lost memory.”

Pausing, I pulled the agate necklace from my pocket. “You see this? It’s the Key to my unconscious. It’s half of the puzzle. Once I find my unconscious, I can unlock it. I was so close, but then… I tried to wake up.”

Luke remained silent.

“I must have gone too deep into my mind. And now I’m trapped, and the only way I might get out of here is by reaching my unconscious. The only path there now is to solve Aiden’s death.”

He crossed his arms. “And who told you that?”

I shuffled my feet. “My Consciousness, the friend I’ve been talking to.”

He stared at the ground, probably thinking it all over. “So you think this is all just a dream? That none of it’s real?”

Sighing, I nodded. 

He scratched the back of his neck. “I mean, all this psychic power stuff is nuts, but still… a dream? What’s your proof?”

I shrugged. “Aside from all those phantom monsters, you mean? Easy. I’ve done all the reality tests. Mirrors don’t work. I can levitate. And…”

I pointed to the greenery growing around the old cabin. “My dream Shy Harbor has no flowers. Not a single one.”

Luke rolled his eyes. “It’s fall.”

“There would still be something.”

He stepped forward again, gently taking my hands in his and pressing his forehead to mine.

“Madelyn, I know this is hard. I can’t even imagine. You’ve been under a lot of stress, and I’m starting to think this place is bad for both of us. Maybe everything we found, everything that’s happened, is telling us that this town isn’t where we should be. Think about it. I got kicked out of my place. The cops are on my tail, and then there’s this whole crazy thing about Jimmy Olson.”

He pulled back to look into my eyes. “What do you say we leave, just the two of us? Washington, Colorado. Hell, maybe even California. We start a new life, meet new friends, make some memories. I’ll prove to you that this is no dream. I promise.”

I pulled away, stepping back. Tears fell as I shook my head, fighting sobs. “I’m sorry, Luke. I can’t. I need to find the truth. I need to wake up.”

He stared, crestfallen. I knew he wouldn’t be able to understand. I wished there were another way. After a long pause, he spoke again. “Fine. I see how it’s gonna be.”

Luke turned and started walking back the way we’d come, shoulders sagging in defeat.

“Luke, wait.” Just as I reached out to him, a thump and crash behind me snapped our attention back to the shed. We shared a quick glance, approaching the open doorway with quiet steps. We looked inside. Nothing had changed.

We took another long moment to study the photos, the guitar, the gaping hole in the ceiling. But the place was otherwise empty. 

“Don’t go to him,” someone whispered behind me. 

We whipped around. The caved logs of the hunter’s cabin began to shift and rumble as if they were alive. After a moment of stillness, an enormous shape burst through the ruins, splinters shooting into the air. An enormous white wolf bristled and snarled as it stalked forward. Eyes as black as hell itself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Before…

 

I glared at my mom over the pink bubble I was blowing from my watermelon bubblegum, and she glared back, an ugly pout accenting the icy daggers shooting from her eyes. I sunk deeper into the therapist’s overstuffed sofa, popping the bubble. My mom shook her head and sighed dramatically.

“Do you see what I mean? She’s always like this with me.”

Dr. Anna, in her sweet demeanor, raised her hands to signal my mom to relax for a moment. Her blue eyes were all sympathy. “Mrs. Clarke—do you mind if I call you that, or do you go by your maiden name now?”

Mom shrugged, still pouting. “That’s fine.”

Dr. Anna folded her manicured fingers under her chin. “Mrs. Clarke, I understand that Madelyn’s behavior has been stressful-”

“Stressful?” She scoffed. “Her sister Alice is only just a little girl, but she is so quiet and mature. She never argues with me. Never. She does her homework, never asks to go out, and even helps around the house. But this one.” She pointed to me with her chin. “Is nothing but trouble.”

I rested my elbow on the arm of the sofa and held my face with one hand, ignoring the sting of my mother’s words.

“When she wanted to cut off her beautiful hair, I went along. But then she went behind my back and dyed it pink! And do you see that eyebrow piercing? You think she got my permission for that?”

Dr. Anna turned to me, but I avoided eye contact. “Maddie-”

“Don’t call me that,” I snapped. 

“My apologies. Madelyn, then. How is your relationship with your father these days?”

“What relationship?” I spat. “We never see him. Half of the days he’s supposed to take us, he doesn’t even come.”

Mom hummed her agreement. At least we saw eye to eye on one thing.

“I see. And how are you doing? Your mother says you’re quite the artist, but you dropped out of all your extracurriculars at school.”

I blew another bubble, popping it before responding. “It’s just not me anymore.”

“See? She used to draw every single day. Why the sudden change? I don’t know if she’s trying to get my attention or if its…” She lowered her voice. “Maybe she’s spending time with boys?”

“Mom!”

“What? How would I know? You don’t tell me anything anymore!”

Standing from her office chair, Dr. Anna tried to signal for both of us to be calm, unease making her pretty face more doe-eyed than usual.

“Mrs. Clarke, would you mind giving me and your daughter a few minutes to talk in private?”

Mom ran a hand through her long, graying hair and shot me one more hard look before standing up and exiting the room. The doctor removed her glasses and folded them on the desk.

She crossed her legs and watched me, waiting for me to speak. The silence stretched on for a minute or two. The only sound in the room was the ticking of a cat-shaped wall clock.

“Well, Madelyn. Your mother certainly isn’t too pleased, but I want you to know something. Although I am a family therapist, right now, I want to focus on what you need, not what your mom needs.”

I remained slumped in my chair, but I met her eyes to signal I was listening.

“It’s been nearly two years since your brother Aiden’s passing, but grief is not an hourglass, slowly fading over time until you’re fine again. It can work that way, of course. But it can also build up, damaging your other relationships and your own mental health.”

She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her eyes had a knowing look to them, somehow unlike the hoards of people who’d only pretended to feel for my loss.

“I believe that all these changes, these fights with your mother, that they’re the result of the grief that is building up inside. And unless you find a way to process it, it’ll keep tearing you down.”

I crossed my arms, letting my gaze drift to the window that looked out over the sprawling city below. “I can’t remember what happened on the day he died. The cops thought I was lying, but I wasn’t. It’s not fair. I want to remember. What if I saw the person responsible? If it weren’t for this stupid memory block, whoever did this would be behind bars.”

Dr. Anna chewed on the back of her pen, thinking. “You think it wasn’t an accident. Why is that?”

I sat forward so I could meet her eyes. “There’s no way he could have fallen. Aiden was practically born bouldering, and he never, ever took risks on the cliff. But apparently, I’m the only one who remembers who Aiden actually was. People just want an easy answer, so they call it an accident. But I know it was something more. Maybe even…”

She waited. “Maybe even what?”

“A murder.”

The doctor leaned back in her chair, face unreadable, scribbling something on her notepad. 

“You think I’m delusional.”

“No, of course not.”

I clenched my teeth. “You think you’re so smart, that you can see right through me. Well, you can’t. You know about grief? Sure you’ve studied it in your textbooks, but have you ever really lost someone?”

She smiled a wistful smile, eyes still on her notepad. “Actually, I have.”

My anger subsided. I swallowed my gum.

“I lost my daughter to leukemia a few years ago. She wasn’t much younger than you.” Dr. Anna forced a cheerier smile. “She also loved to draw, just like you. Especially animals, koalas in particular. Don’t ask me why.”

I let my head fall, eyes on the gray carpet. “I’m sorry.”

She waved it off, shaking her head. “Don’t be. I haven’t overcome my grief yet, either. But I’m dealing with it. I’m processing.”

“How?” I couldn’t hide my interest.

“Well, I usually don’t condone this type of therapy, but since you asked...” She uncrossed her legs, folding her hands over her lap. “Have you ever heard of lucid dreaming?”

I shook my head.

“Let me explain it this way. When you dream, even though you might be fighting aliens on a pirate ship or walking your pet banana, it all seems normal at the time, right? You don’t realize you’re dreaming. What if I told you, some people have discovered ways to become conscious in their dreams? This act is known as lucid dreaming.” 

She grinned. “Let me tell you, though, it’s not easy. Even when you finally get your first moment of lucidity, which can take many nights, you often lose it after a short time, forgetting that you’re inside a dream. But when you start having more lucid dreams, and staying lucid longer, you can start to control them. 

“Some people fly while others manifest the people they want to talk to. Some even talk to their own selves. When you get really experienced, you can even create whole dream worlds, but that can take years of practice.”

I pulled another strip of gum from my pocket. “How has that helped you?”

“Well, after I got the hang of it, I was able to talk to a dream version of my daughter. I knew she wasn’t real, but still, it was comforting being able say to her all the things I’ve wanted to say since she died. Just seeing her beautiful face, that was enough already.”

I sighed, resting my chin in my hands.

“I’m no psychoanalyst, but maybe exploring your mind through lucid dreaming could help you tap into your subconscious. Maybe you could trigger your lost memory and find your answers.”

I lifted my head, a surge of hope filling my chest for the first time. “How do I start?”

She smiled as she stood, walking over to her floor-to-ceiling bookshelf and running her fingers over the spines. She pulled out three books and set them in my lap. 

“These should be enough to get you started. Reality checks, waking-induced lucid dreaming, dream journals. It’s all there.”

I ran my hand over the glossy cover of the top book. A painting of a moon with a dreamlike face. I carefully slid the books into my messenger bag so my mom wouldn’t see them.

Dr. Anna sat back down on her chair, blue eyes glowing.

“I hope you find what you’re looking for, Madelyn.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

The pale beast lifted its head, releasing a howl that sounded more like the blast of a foghorn. As the giant wolf lumbered forward, I clenched my fists, running through a dozen different possibilities in my head. But they all ended with us getting eaten by this over-sized Kujo.

Luke picked up the rotting log that had propped the shed’s door open, wielding it like a club. Spreading my hands, I sent stones and twigs from the forest floor hurdling towards the wolf. The objects flew through him, and he continued unhindered. 

Before I could plan a smarter move, Luke lunged forward with log held high over his head.

“Luke, no!”

He swung the log down with a grunt, but it passed right through the wild dog’s muzzle. Luke dropped the useless piece of wood. Before he could back away, the wolf’s teeth caught him by the sweatshirt. 

I leaped forward to help Luke quickly shrug off his hoodie, leaving just his white T-shirt underneath. The wolf shook the hoodie like a chew toy, red saliva dripping from his mouth. While the beast was distracted, I grabbed Luke by the wrist and launched him far from the wolf with all the mind power I could muster.

“Get to the truck. I’ll catch up!” 

I could tell he wanted to argue, but the return of the wolf’s attention changed his mind. The beast dropped the shredded hoodie, barking at Luke. With a snarl, he lunged forward, but Luke was far enough ahead to leap into the underbrush. 

I whistled to bring the creature’s attention back to me. His ears perked, and with a growl, he lumbered toward me, holding his massive jaw agape. 

Adrenaline coursed through my body, but I stood my ground. I was getting to Jimmy Olson, and nothing this creature did was going to stop me.

I swung my hands down, and like an osprey’s wings, they propelled me upwards in a burst of wind. I flew through the cool air, soaring over the trees for a few long seconds. Frigid wind swept across my skin, and in that moment, I knew I was breaking rule number one. The more I used my powers to control my dream, the more dangerous my predicament became. When I landed in a nearby patch of woods, I stumbled through raspberry bushes that scraped and cut against my exposed skin.

It was only after a few shaky seconds that it dawned on me. I had absolutely no idea where I had fallen, or where I was running. I stopped to catch my breath, letting the rush of adrenaline subside. 

The forest was quiet. I must have evaded the wolf, at least for now. But there was a new problem.

I spun around slowly, peering through the forest of pine and hardwood that went on endlessly. I was lost.

I checked the phone in my pocket, and my heart jumped. How was it already four o’clock?

Sitting down cross-legged, I considered my next move. I couldn’t panic. Not now. I had to think. The clouded sky meant no sun for directions. Maybe I could make a compass.

I let out a long exhale. Of course. Aiden and I had navigated Shy Harbor enough to know the town was almost due east from this part of the woods. I wanted to smack myself for not thinking of it sooner.

I closed my fist. When I opened my hand again, I held a small, metal-encrusted compass. But something was wrong.

The needle spun in circles endlessly, never finding True North. I closed my eyes and willed it to fix itself, but when I opened my eyes, the needle still spun. I couldn’t help but wonder whether this had something to do with my fading consciousness.

Meow.

I snapped my eyes up to see a white cat with long fur seated before me, tail wrapped neatly around its paws. My skin prickled when I met its eyes. Black, just like the Intruders. With another meow, it vanished. I leaped to my feet, scanning the forest around me. It appeared again some yards ahead.

It trotted away, then stared over its shoulder with its empty eyes, as if calling me to follow. I had no reason to trust some mysterious Intruder cat, but something about its presence seemed so non-threatening, even comforting, that I couldn’t help but follow after it.

It continued its Cheshire-cat act of vanishing and reappearing deeper into the woods until finally, it disappeared and didn’t come back. I scanned the forest ahead for the white feline, but instead, I saw the red pavement of the highway peeking through the trees. 

With a smile of relief, I sprinted out of the underbrush, jogging along the pavement until I found the dirt road where the pickup was parked. Luke leaned against the door, head bowed in thought. When he saw me, he ran forward to make sure I was okay, but his expression didn’t carry its usual warmth.

“What took you so long? I was starting to think you were super-wolf chow.” His voice was stern, but he couldn’t hide an undertone of worry.

“Just got a little turned around.”

Church bells rang in the distance, their deep thrum filling my head. “I’ll bet anything Jimmy and Ruth will be at the service. I would have liked to talk to Jimmy alone, but I’ll take what I can get.”

I took my first steps toward the Lutheran church, but I was keenly aware Luke wasn’t following behind. I cursed myself for letting the truth spill out back at the shed. He hadn’t been ready, but then again, how could he ever be? I swung around to see him still standing by the truck a few yards away, lips pursed in thought.

 “I understand if you want to part ways here,” I said.

He stared off into woods with jaw firm, his thoughts a mystery to me. I’d never wanted so badly to break rule number one than at that moment. 

He kept his eyes on his shoes. “All the stuff you said back there—I admit it made me question everything. But if you’re not right, if this isn’t just your imagination on overdrive, then I don’t think it’s safe for me to keep encouraging your…” He seemed to struggle for the right word, then let out a sigh. “Your delusions.”

A lump formed in my throat, but I forced a grin. “I get it. I really do.”

He shook his head, kicking a loose stone onto the highway. “I need to go back to your place and pack my stuff. I’ll keep my head down until I get out of town, then start making my way up to Minnesota. Hopefully the cops won’t be looking for me there.”

He thought for a moment. “How about I park the pickup at your place once I give you a ride to the church?”

I shook my head, biting my lip to keep it from trembling. This was downright painful. 

“No, I don’t mind walking.”

He nodded curtly, turning to open the door, then stopped. With a shaky breath, he walked to where I stood and rested a hand on my shoulder. 

“I’m sorry about everything. I really hope you find what you’re searching for, and…” looking into my eyes, “that you’ll be careful.”

I touched the hand on my shoulder, so cold from the freezing wind on his bare arms.

 “I’ll try.”

He would never understand or believe me. My mouth almost mouthed the word “Stay.”  My heart longed for it. But there was something inside of me that stubbornly refused to break the rules and influence Luke—my literal dream guy who seemed to have taken on a life of his own.

His fingers slipped away from under my hand. “Take care, Mads.” And with one last smile, he stepped into the truck, started the engine, and drove down the highway toward my neighborhood.

I stared after him until he disappeared behind the trees at the next bend, my chest tight. Was this goodbye? After everything we’d been through. He was gone.

Maybe things could start fresh in another dream, but my head reeled with doubt. I may never wake up from this dream. And if I did, I may never be able to return to this same dream world. Even if I could, would the new Luke be the same as this one, or just another hollow construct of my lonely inner world?

I let the breath escape my lungs, pushing out the flood of thoughts and centering my mental energy on one thing—finding and exposing the person responsible for Aiden’s death.

Without sparing another precious second, I darted across the highway, through the thin patch of woods before the town, and down the series of streets lined with old homes and businesses. The air was dry for now, but a cold wind still whipped across my skin. 

Before long, the sharp steeple of the bell tower rose over a few oak trees. I reached the back of the old church, edging along the walls as muffled voices sang a familiar hymn to the tune of a pipe organ. When I arrived at the front entrance, I glanced around for Intruders. All clear.

The church stood perched on high ground, a stone stairway leading to the street below. The doors were propped open, so I peered inside. Dozens of Shy Harbor residents lined the pews, standing as they sang. 

The harsh notes of the pipe organ and the smell of old carpet wafted through the doors. It brought me back to the Sundays we’d spent here during summer vacation. When I was old enough to stop going to Sunday School with Alice, Aiden had helped me get through the pastor’s droning by playing hangman our programs.

I blinked away the memories, scanning the backs of heads for Ruth and Jimmy. There was Gerald from the bookstore, and a few rows back, Corey and his parents. After a moment, I spotted Ruth by her neat braid and old-fashioned maroon dress. I checked either side of her. No Jimmy.

Letting out a sigh, I fell back onto the bricks of the church and slid down into a crouch. Ruth would know where he was. I could go in to talk to her now, but… no. The service would be over in a few minutes. No need to draw unnecessary attention.

“Psst, Madelyn!”

My eyes shot up to see Kath peering from just inside the church. My heart warmed at the sight of her. I smiled, and she hastily grinned back, sneaking out to join me. I got up to embrace her, breathing in her familiar strawberry perfume. “Boy, is it good to see you again.”

She hugged me back with limp arms, then stood back, eyes nervous. “What are you doing here? Where’s Luke?”

I raised an eyebrow at her sudden interrogation. “He’s leaving town. And don’t worry about the police thing. He’s not a criminal, I swear. Anyway, I came to talk to Jimmy, but I don’t see him here. I need to ask his mom where I can find him.”

She furrowed her brow. “Right, you asked me about that dude earlier. What was that about?”

I shrugged, trying to hide the emotions that welled up whenever I thought of Jimmy. “Not a huge deal, really. I think he may have been hanging out with Aiden that summer, and I wanted to know more.”

A mixture of sympathy and guilt covered Kath’s face as she fiddled with her glasses, eyes darting. 

“Kath, is everything okay?” Voices and more organ music rose in the church behind us, signaling the end of the service, but I kept my eyes on my suspiciously nervous friend. 

“Umm… of course.”

Great. Normally I could never get her to shut up, and now her lips were zipped? Something was off. “I don’t believe you,” I murmured in a low voice so the service-goers walking past wouldn’t glance twice. 

Her dark eyes shone behind the glass of her lenses. Painfully, unwillingly, she parted her hot-pink lips to speak.

“Madelyn? I thought that was you.”

I swung back to see Ruth, who smiled sweetly at me and gave Kath a polite nod. “I looked back and saw you from the front of the church and, well, there aren’t many girls in Shy Harbor with pink hair.”

Kath stepped forward, turning me back to face her. “Madelyn… can I talk to you in private?”

“Excuse me,” Ruth retorted in an acutely offended voice. “This young lady and I were having a conversation, child.”

Kath shot a glare at Ruth. “Well, in case you didn’t notice, I was talking to her first.”

I raised my palms, shooting Kath a warning glance. “Hold your thoughts, okay? I just need to talk to Ruth for a minute.”

She let out an impatient sigh. I turned back to Ruth, who listened with a smug smile.

“Ms. Olson, I noticed that Jimmy didn’t come with you today. I have something I need to talk to him about. It’s kind of important. Do you know where I could find him?”

The quick bleep of a police siren sounded from the street below the staircase, but I kept my attention on Ruth.

“Uhh, Madelyn,” Kath mumbled. I ignored her.

Ruth drew a deep breath before replying. “He wasn’t quite feeling himself today, so I gave him permission to skip the service, so as long as he volunteers for the food drive this Saturday. I believe he went to the foot of the cliff to get some pictures of the incoming storm.”

“Madelyn!” Kath hissed again. 

I lifted a palm to gesture for her to wait. “Is he still there?”

Ruth raised her eyebrows at the urgency in my voice. “As far as I know.”

“Thanks.” I turned to the staircase, ready to bolt to the cliff without another word, when I saw the police car parked along the street below.

The handsome young Shy Harbor sheriff smiled up at me, hands crossed behind his back. “Hey there, Maddie. Do you mind if we chat for a minute?” he asked in a condescending tone.

I grimaced, shooting a glare at Kath. “What did you do?” 

She shrugged, twenty different excuses and apologies written on her face. “I didn’t mean to say anything, but he started interrogating me. I tried to tell him I didn’t know anything about Luke but, well, it might have slipped out that you knew him.”

I groaned, sending Kath a look of ‘we’re not finished’ before smiling pleasantly at the sheriff.

“It’s actually not the best time. How ’bout later?” 

I descended the steps toward the car, trying to hide my hatred as I looked into Sheriff Hartcliff’s eyes. Those patronizing eyes. The same ones that stared at me years ago as I recounted my memory loss, a blanket wrapped around my shoulders. That was back when he was deputy. I couldn’t begin to imagine how this a-hole ever got promoted. 

His new deputy stood behind the patrol car, leaning over the hood with beef jerky in hand, chuckling silently to himself as if the whole situation were some big joke. Jackass.

“Actually, sweetheart. Sooner is better than later. Word around town says you know a guy named Luke. You know, the black kid who worked at the inn?”

My fake smile dropped the moment the words ‘black kid’ left his mouth. “Don’t know him,” I spoke through gritted teeth.

He laughed, shaking his head and adjusting that ugly sheriff’s hat of his. “Don’t try to fool me, Maddie. Why don’t we go back to the station and talk about it over a pop?”

I opened my mouth to retort, but my eyes caught something in the back seat of the cruiser. Something white. I peered closer, ignoring whatever Hartcliff was rattling off next. Two Intruders sat quietly in the seat. They turned their faces slowly to face me and smiled. One of them placed a finger to his pursed lips.

I gulped. Without thinking it through, I swiped my hand through the air, a little too dramatically, and the cruiser began rolling backward down the hill. The deputy who’d been leaning on the hood fell forward with an “Oof,” scrambling to his feet to chase the runaway vehicle. The sheriff frantically glanced between the cruiser and me.

He pointed a stern finger in my direction. “Don’t go anywhere,” he commanded before chasing after the car. 

I stole a glance back up to see if anyone had noticed my mind mischief. The churchgoers chatted amongst themselves, oblivious. Kath was gone. But Ruth stared down at me, eyes bulging in terror. She was mouthing words I couldn’t hear, maybe a prayer to purge the demonic power from my body.

I scolded myself for the slip-up, but I didn’t have time to sit and punch myself for breaking rule number one again. I needed to find Jimmy.

With a sharp breath, I took off toward the base of the cliff at full speed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Thunder rolled overhead, droplets of mist striking my face as I sprinted past the beach. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Luke on the docks. But I couldn’t stop to make sure. Time was running out.

When I reached the first rocks of the cliff base, I slowed down to begin climbing, carefully, along the jagged shoreline. I grunted as I pulled myself over a boulder, falling into a crouch on the other side. But when I stood again, I froze.

Just steps away from me, Jimmy knelt on wet rocks, focusing his camera on the lake’s horizon. Hatred boiled over in my chest as I watched him turn the lens of his camera. A wave crashed over the rocks, soaking his pants from the knees down, but he remained steady like a stone.

“We need to talk, Jimmy,” I shouted over the roar of the wind and waves.

His eyes broke away from his camera to see me, a scowl on his face. “I told you, I have nothing to say to you. Now leave me alone!”

He snatched his backpack from a nearby boulder and turned to walk further down the shoreline. He had the nerve to turn his back on me after what he did. With a snarl, I raised a fist, sending rocks tumbling down the cliff side. A chunk of rock rolled in front of Jimmy, nearly crushing his feet. With a gasp, he stumbled back and fell onto his elbows, his camera bouncing off the rocks and into the lake.

“No!” he screamed, grabbing his precious equipment from the water. Seeing it was beyond repair, he glared back at me, chest heaving in anger. “What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you go away and leave me the hell alone?”

He rubbed the bruises and scrapes on his elbows, growling in rage as he got up and marched toward me. I stood my ground, grinding my teeth until I thought they might shatter. He stopped when his face was just inches from mine. Until I could see every freckle on his monstrous face.

“Because I need to know.”

“Know what?” he scoffed.

I clenched my fists, lowering my voice. “Why you killed Aiden.”

He took a step back, confusion written on his face. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, you murderer. I know everything. About your sick little shrine in the old shed, Aiden’s guitar, the photo of him in your room.”

I reached for the photo in my pocket and unfolded it, showing it to him for emphasis.

“Tell me why.”

He shook his head, his face still red with anger. But his eyes weren’t burning with rage now. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was fighting back tears.

He spoke in a low voice. “I didn’t kill Aiden.”

“So the paint on my garage door, that wasn’t you either, huh? You were angry because I was getting close to the truth.”

“I didn’t do that because you were getting close,” he growled, his voice trembling. “I did it because I hate you.”

I took a step back. “Why?”

“Because you were the only one. The only one who saw what happened to him. But you kept it all to yourself.”

My heart beat fast in my chest. “But… why would you care?”

“Because I loved him!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Goosebumps crept over my skin, my hands trembling with more emotions than I could name. The shriek of an eagle called overhead, but I kept my eyes on Jimmy. “When you say ‘love,’ you mean…”

“Exactly what it sounds like,” he snapped. The color drained from his face as his irritation seemed to give way to sadness. “He was different from everyone else. What we had, it was special.”

A gust of wind swirled around us. Confusion rolled inside of me. Love.

 I looked down at the worn picture, my eyes drawn to Aiden’s solemn face. Why didn’t he tell me? Keeping it from Mom and Dad I could understand. But me? He knew I would never judge him. 

Jimmy sniffled, long bangs hiding his eyes. “Back then, I deserved to know the truth, but all I was left with was a lie, the same lie that the whole town was spreading. He slipped on a rock? That’s a load of bull, and we both know it.” 

I took another step back, trying to calm my nerves. “I… I really don’t remember. That’s why I’m here, why I came to you.”

He fidgeted in frustration, but his air of hatred around him was dissipating. Mine was, too. Something inside me wanted to believe him.

I lowered my voice. “If I ever want to remember, I need to retrace everything. I need to know what you know.”

While Jimmy mulled in indecision, I caught a glimpse of white from my periphery. When I looked, I gulped, trying to hide the terror that rose in my gut. At least two dozen Intruders stood on the beach leading to the rocks where I now stood with Jimmy. But they weren’t moving. Just standing there, staring, their faces tainted with deep scowls. 

The call of the eagle overhead made me look up just as Jimmy let out a defeated sigh. The bird was the size of a small airplane, eyes black as coal and talons tinged with fresh blood. I brought my eyes back to Jimmy, hoping that if I ignored the Intruders long enough, maybe they’d just go away. This is your dream, Madelyn. Not theirs.

 Jimmy sat back on a boulder, removing his glasses to rub his bloodshot eyes. His nose was red from the cold. “Okay,” he mumbled, sniffling. “This is how I met Aiden.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Jimmy

 

Shy Harbor might have been your escape from the big city, but for me, it was home. Some people say small towns are safer, more innocent. Happier. But unless you’ve lived your whole life with the same handful of people, the same sights and sounds that rarely change from day to day, you could never know the truth.

The people of Shy Harbor don’t have a lot of drama in their lives, so they create it. As weird as it may sound, drama is one of the most basic of human needs. I know because I’ve seen people do anything to produce it. In my freshman year of high school, talking behind each others’ backs was everyone’s favorite pastime. If they didn’t bully you with their fists, they’d gut you with their words, their rumors.

I was quiet, different from the others. All I wanted was to bide my time until I could go to the lake and capture it in photos. But before they even knew me, everyone decided I was a freak. Summer vacation was no different.

In July, I was asked to get some photos of vacation life in Shy Harbor for a resort brochure. When I first approached the docks, I saw Corey and Aiden pulling a canoe in while their other buddies were smoking weed behind the boat shack. I didn’t recognize Aiden, but I knew the others from school. Let’s just say we weren’t on good terms. 

Seeing the chance for a great candid shot, I pulled out my camera and focused on Aiden and Corey before they noticed I was there. But the moment the shutter closed, something hard whacked the back of my skull, knocking me to my knees, sending my camera bouncing onto the rocks. Blood pumped in my ears as I held my head, waiting for the throbbing to pass. All the while, the other guys gathered around, laughing.

The boy who’d just hit me with a canoe paddle was one of my worst tormentors in high school, and I could just tell he had just been waiting for an opportunity to strike me down.

“Sorry! It was an accident.” He laughed, high-fiving the other guys as they approached. Corey was laughing right along with them, but Aiden didn’t even smile. He kept his eyes on the beach while he finished pulling the canoe ashore.

When the rest of the guys ran back to the docks to help take in a couple of jet-skis, I sat back on the beach, fuming. I could take it in the classroom. It was school, after all. But this? This was a job. I was humiliated, but I wouldn’t show it. I’d never give those guys the pleasure of seeing me break. 

Then, just like that, he was there. Holding my camera and offering it to me. I took it, speechless. I should have said “thank you,” but all I could do was blink. He pulled his loose hair back into a ponytail, stealing a glance at his friends as they made their way up the dock. 

“They can be shitty sometimes, but they don’t mean it. Honest. Are you okay?”

He held out a hand, his kind eyes watching me, his expression completely sincere. I took his hand, and he helped me up with a smile that could have melted the coldest January snow. “I’m Aiden, by the way.”

I grinned back. “Jimmy Olson.”

Finally pulling myself out of my stupor, I checked my camera and unzipped my backpack to stuff it back in.

“Woah, are those yours?” Aiden pulled out a stack of prints I had stashed in the front pocket. I felt heat rise to my face as he flipped through my latest portfolio of life in Shy Harbor.

“Amazing. You really capture people’s emotions, and all with that old film camera? It’s stunning.”

“Uh, thanks.” I wanted to keep our conversation going, to get to know Aiden. But his good-for-nothing buddies were already making their way back from the docks. I glared in their direction, unable to quell the hatred rising in my soul.

But he that doeth wrong shall receive for the wrong which he hath done. The quote gave me strange comfort in that moment.

“I have to go,” I murmured, still scowling.

“Why?” The moment he glanced at the docks, Aiden hung his shoulders, casting his eyes down to hide his embarrassment. “Well, maybe I’ll see you around.”

I didn’t answer. I just left. I could feel him staring back at me, and it only made me walk faster. 

I hope so, I thought. 

Days passed. I’d almost forgotten about our encounter on the beach, until I was browsing Gerald’s bookstore one afternoon, looking for the latest Stephen King novel. It was just the kind of book Mom hated, so I’d have to hide it. But by then, I’d gotten pretty good at my covert reading habits. 

Hearing footsteps, I glanced up. And there he was again, brow knit as his finger grazed the spines of the small selection of romance novels. 

“I wouldn’t have pegged you for a romance reader,” I joked.

His head shot up at my voice, but his surprise quickly turned to delight when his eyes met mine. “Oh no, you got me!”

He smiled, shaking his head as he pulled a small volume from the shelf. “Actually, I just came to see if they’d stocked my mom’s new novel yet,” he said.

When he saw the book in my hand, I caught the glimmer of recognition in his eye. “Now that’s my type of read.” He stepped closer until he was peering over my shoulder, his hair brushing against my face. I tried not to let my discomfort show. 

“Yeah, a good thriller can really take you away. From this place, from the small-minded people who can’t understand you, to somewhere exciting.”

“What, are you saying Shy Harbor’s not exciting?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

We both laughed, and we passed the next half hour talking about our favorite authors, our families, our hobbies. Until Gerald kicked us out, grimacing as he chewed on the end of his cigarette.

“We’re closing. Out,” he grumbled.

We said our goodbyes as the afternoon sun cast a golden glow on Aiden’s face. But just before leaving, he turned and grinned. “How about we meet behind the bookstore tomorrow? I’ll bring my guitar next time, and you can give it a try.”

And that’s how it started. We would meet by the bookstore. He’d play guitar. I’d take photos, and we’d talk about our dreams and our fears. It wasn’t long before I realized we understood each other in a way no one else did. I can’t say exactly when it became something more, but I wouldn’t have changed it for anything else in the world.

We had to keep our meetings secret. We both knew it, even from the beginning. In a small town like Shy Harbor, being different meant something was wrong with you. Neither of us was ready to become the gossip of the town. But that didn’t stop us from meeting each other, time and again.

Until one day, Aiden’s friend Corey saw us together at the bookstore. He sniggered, pointing at us with a mocking finger. “Oh get real, Aiden. Seriously? Hanging out with that Bible-toting loser? You guys look gay.”

That was the last time we met in public. 

“I know a place where no one will bother us,” Aiden whispered as soon as Corey left.

The next day, we fought through raspberry bushes and stinging nettle until we reached a clearing. The ruins of an old cabin were breathtaking, and I couldn’t help but pull out my camera the moment I saw it.

Aiden chuckled beside me, brushing his hair back. “There’s a shed, too.”

The rest of the summer, that’s where we’d go. It was our place. No judgment, no prying eyes. Just us. He wrote me songs and played them for me, and I captured him on my camera, even knowing I’d have to hide the photos so Mom wouldn’t find out. So no one would find out. I kept them in the shed, and he started stowing his guitar there so he wouldn’t have to drag it back and forth.

It was the best summer of my life. It wasn’t perfect, but we were happy. It was like no one could ever hurt us out there in the woods. No one.

Sometimes, I would catch Aiden staring into the sky, his lips hardened in such a solemn expression, as if something was eating away at him. But whenever I asked him about it, he laughed it off and changed the subject. At those moments, I just wanted to be near him, to tell him I was there for him. And right then, I almost said it. Those three words that I was so afraid of voicing out loud. But I didn’t. I just smiled and continued our conversation.

God, I wish I’d said it. My biggest regret will always be not telling Aiden “I love you.”

When we were happy, that’s when I should have told him. But of course, nothing good ever lasts. 

At the end of the summer, everything changed. 

It all began to fall apart when…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Jimmy’s words were cut short by a deafening shriek and the scraping of talons on rocks. I stumbled back as the massive form of the white eagle swooped down, the black holes in its skull widening in fury. Thinking fast, I lifted my hand, the force of my mind knocking Jimmy down onto the rocks, away from the raptor’s grasp. 

The beast flapped its wings, blowing sharp gusts of wind over the boulders, but when it saw it had missed its mark, it darted back up into the sky and began circling again. Whether it had given up or it was planning its next attack, I was afraid to find out. I ran to Jimmy’s side, helping him to his feet. 

“Are you okay?” My pitch rose and wavered with genuine worry, which surprised even me. Just minutes before, I would have loved to have seen Jimmy get eaten by a giant eagle. But I knew the truth now—at least part of it. And my heart drowned in shame when I realized how wrong I’d been about Jimmy. The boy Aiden loved.

“I’m not dead?” he blurted. His eyes rose to the sky, watching the monstrous eagle circling like a vulture. “What is that thing?”

“No time to explain,” I blurted. “We have to get out of here.”

When I glanced toward the beach to map out our escape route, I gasped and froze. The Intruders who had been still as statues now hobbled toward us. They blocked the narrow passageway to the open shoreline. Their faces were contorted with rage, their lips mouthing silent words.

“Shit,” I hissed, but Jimmy’s scream brought my attention back to the death bird that was now in free fall.

“Oh, no you don’t.” I stood over Jimmy, bracing myself with one arm in front of my face. This stupid dream bird wasn’t about to kill my brother’s confidante, my only shot at the truth. If it wanted him dead, it would have to rip through the master of the very dream world it had invaded. 

Just before the tips of its talons touched my arm, the eagle spread its wings, pumping them to break its fall. It screeched from a beak that dripped with blood, the feathers of its head ruffled in frustration. But it didn’t touch us. It flew back into the dark clouds to circle again. 

“I don’t want to die!” Jimmy blurted, fumbling with his backpack as his body trembled.

“You won’t,” I shouted through gritted teeth, just as a flash of lightning cast the cliff in a blinding light, followed by a torrent of rain.

“Those things are getting closer,” he whispered, pointing to the humanoid Intruders who stumbled over the rocks toward us. I clenched my eyes shut, searching my brain for anything that could get us both out. A boat would leave us exposed on the water. Maybe I could make a floating walkway… 

Without my consent, my hands began wandering in my now-drenched pockets, fixing on the agate necklace. But when my fingers tried to wrap around it, the wet rock slipped, tumbling out of my pocket and onto the rocky ground. A wave was about to wash it away.

“No!” I squealed, diving onto the little gemstone the moment the wave crashed over my back. When it receded, I opened my hand, smiling when I saw the polished stone safe and sound.

“Madelyn.” Jimmy’s voice was filled with dread. My heart stopped. In that moment, I’d forgotten about Jimmy. I swung around, but it was too late. The eagle darted toward him again, bloody talons ready to pierce his flesh.

Someone tackled him to the ground, rolling with him over the harsh ground until the eagle shrieked in irritation again, ascending toward the sky. I peered through the rain, my eyes falling on Jimmy and the person who’d just saved his life.

“Luke,” I breathed, moving toward the two guys to help them to their feet.

“Girl, you attract the weirdest monsters,” he joked, taking me into a soaking embrace. 

“You know how to make an entrance.”

“Yeah, well I saw you guys from the beach, and when those things started closing in, I figured I’d better get ahead of them.”

I breathed in his scent, grinning under watering eyes. I’d never been so relieved, so happy to see him.

Jimmy pulled us apart, drawing us back to the horror at hand. “Hate to interrupt, but everything still wants to kill us.”

Luke frowned, grabbing Jimmy’s backpack for him and whispering to me, “Can’t you fly us out of here with your superpowers or something?”

I stole a glance at the eagle above, brushing my drenched bangs back to give my eyes a clear line of sight. “It’s too much. It would make the dream unstable, something I can’t afford right now.”

“Dream?” The question came from Jimmy, but I ignored it. Now was definitely not the time. 

I shut my eyes again, pounding my fists on my head to think of something. The eagle could swoop again at any moment. The Intruders were approaching. And even if they refused to touch me, Jimmy and Luke were fair game.

A light meow interrupted my thoughts. I looked up. Standing on the edge of the cliff above us was that white cat. It just stared at me, like it was waiting for me to do something. But what?

“Of course,” I whispered, wishing a rope ladder up to the top of the cliff. It appeared. 

“Now you’re thinking,” Luke began scrambling up the rungs, and I followed, signaling for Jimmy to do the same. The Intruders were just steps away now, reaching their corpse-like arms toward our feet. Luckily, we were faster. The eagle, on the other hand, hadn’t finished terrorizing us. 

The bird flapped closer, its eyes fixed on Jimmy. After the longest thirty seconds of my life, my hands grasped the weeds at the top of the cliff. I hauled myself up, catching my breath as the Intruder cat rubbed against my legs, purring. Within seconds, Luke was up there with me, but just as Jimmy’s hands touched the top rung, the eagle attacked again.

“Jimmy!” I screamed, but it was Luke who grabbed his wrists and pulled him onto the cliff, every muscle in his body tensed. The bird flapped its wings at the crest of the cliff, talons thrashing at Jimmy’s retreating form. In that instant, the cat darted from beside me, fur rising on end as it pulled back its lips to hiss at the eagle.

“Hey, come back!” I called, reaching for the brave feline. I might be a dog person, but the last thing I wanted was to see this cat get gutted, even if it was an Intruder. But to my surprise, the cat stood its ground, hissing and spitting at its opponent. The eagle immediately backed away, stealing one last screech at the cat before soaring off and disappearing into the swirling clouds.

I stood, dumbfounded, but Luke’s voice brought me to my senses. “Mads, come quick!”

I rushed to where he knelt with Jimmy in his arms. His right leg was twisted, gnarled, and spurting out enough blood to make even a hungry wolf sick to its stomach.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

“It hurts,” Jimmy shouted through gritted teeth as perspiration beaded on his paling skin. Blood squirted from his contorted leg, collecting in a pool on the ground. 

“Hold on, it’s not that bad,” I lied in the calmest voice I could muster, but it did nothing to relax the thrashing Jimmy.

“We have to get him to the hospital, Mads. Or he won’t make it.”

I nodded furiously. Every other concern drained from my mind, replaced by the dire need to keep Jimmy alive. Everything else could wait. My eyes drifted to the white cat, who turned its back and vanished off the edge of the cliff. 

Luke snapped his fingers, bringing my eyes back to his steady gaze. “Hey, you gotta focus right now. Your truck is still down by the beach. Run down there and bring it up while I make a tourniquet.”

He was already tugging off his new sweatshirt and his white tee, revealing every flexed muscle of his chest and abdomen. My gaze darted between him and Jimmy’s bleeding limb. If Jimmy died, all of Aiden’s hopes, dreams, and secrets, the ones he’d never told me, would die with him. Suddenly, ash began falling like snow over the three of us. The smell of charred paper rose alongside the eerie scene, sending a shiver down my spine. Somewhere in the distance, someone hummed that sad song.

“Mads!”

My attention snapped back. The ashes disappeared. The humming stopped. There was just Jimmy bleeding on the ground, Luke wrapping his shirt just above the knee.

“Right.” I ran down the gravel road toward the beach, adding just a few notches more speed than might be natural in the real world. When I reached the shore, I saw the pickup, the keys still in the ignition. I hopped in and fired it up. The dream catcher flailed wildly as I used my fresh-out-of-driver’s-ed maneuvering skills to roar up the road.

I pulled up beside them, and Luke dragged Jimmy, wailing in pain, into the back seat.

“Keep that leg elevated, kid. And keep pressure on it.”

Jimmy whimpered, his hands shaking as he held his own blood-soaked jacket to the wound.

Luke hopped into the driver’s seat wearing nothing but a hoodie over his bare skin, and I took the passenger’s side. He floored the gas, sending all our necks’ whipping back like a rickety carnival ride as we started toward the small hospital just down the interstate.

Luke shook his head, hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. “He might be a psycho, but no one deserves to go like this. He’s gotta make it.”

I glanced back to see Jimmy finally calming down. His breathing was constricted yet steady, his eyes closed.

“It wasn’t him, Luke.”

His face swung to face me. “What do you mean? After everything we saw...”

I pressed my palms to my forehead, suddenly feeling dizzy. “I’m telling you, it wasn’t him.”

Luke sighed, leaning back in his seat. I watched him for a minute or two, noticing the way his leg fidgeted, how his jawbone poked out as if he was clenching his teeth. His whole predicament came rushing back.

“You’re afraid the cops will find you if you drop Jimmy off at the hospital, aren’t you? You should never have come back to help me. Let me take Jimmy. I can-”

“Why would you care about all that if I’m not real?” he mumbled, eyes still fixed on the road.

I was ready to protest, maybe argue some sense into his thick head, but my vision blacked out. My world tumbled until I didn’t know what was up or down. I blinked, my mind returning to the pickup, but the world was still spinning around me. No amount of focus could pull me out of this vertigo. I had never felt so sick in a dream. Never.

No. C.

“Drop me off, now!” I blurted, my whole body suddenly trembling with cold, muscles so weak I could barely turn my head. 

Seeing my condition, Luke steered to the shoulder of the road and slammed on the brakes.

“Mads, what’s the matter? Are you okay?”

I grabbed his hand, my limp fingers barely obeying me. “Don’t worry about me. I know what I have to do. I need to leave and find C.”

“You mean your friend? No, I won’t let you go like this.”

“Trust me, Luke. I need to do this. And you need to get Jimmy to the hospital. Please, save his life.”

He hesitated for a long moment, finally nodding his consent. “Just be careful,” he murmured.

I stumbled out the door, waving for him to get going. Once the truck was out of sight, I took a deep breath, focusing my aura in my chest. When my vertigo passed and the strength returned to my muscles, I sprinted as fast as my legs would take me.

I’m coming, C.

Don’t fade on me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

My hand hovered over the doorknob of the lake cabin. Damn, I’d never been so afraid to open it. Sucking in a breath of courage, I turned the knob and swung the door open. A few feral cats lazed around the living room, but C was nowhere to be seen. I scanned the room. Just as I was about to check the bedroom, a small voice broke the silence.

“Madelyn, is that you?”

“C, where are you?” 

I treaded across creaking floorboards, cautiously, searching for the source of the voice. When my eyes fell on the armchair, I cupped my hands over my mouth, a feeling of despair creeping over me. There was barely anything left of C. A few patches of her torso, one leg, her mouth and one eye. A single remaining hand reached toward me, and her lips curled into a smile. 

“I take it you didn’t find the truth yet?”

Tears rose to my eyes. “No, but we still have time. Look at you, still kicking, still hanging on.”

She sighed, a single tear falling from her eye and disappearing into nothing.

“We lost, Maddie.”

“What? No, it’s not even sunset!”

 She shook her head. “We’re done. I’ll be gone soon, and what will happen to you after that, I can’t say. Maybe you can live on in this world. Or maybe you’ll fade, too. But at least we tried.”

“No,” I spoke in my firmest voice despite the tightness in my throat. “I’m not giving up yet. We have at least two hours, don’t we? We’ll go back to the vacation house, check out Aiden’s room again. We probably missed something.”

C must have heard the desperation in my voice, but she didn’t argue. Just smiled and dipped her head. She knew it was a lost cause, and deep down, I did too. But I had to do something. For Aiden. For my family. For Alice.

“Wait here.” I ran out the back door to the shoreline, focusing to materialize a fishing boat. Nothing. Just gray waves under a sky that grew darker by the minute. I focused again, centering myself despite my wild emotions. I blinked, and when I opened my eyes, there was the aluminum fishing boat, its motor already revving to go.

I darted back into the house, gently picking up C from the chair, supporting her from her back and the crook of her knees. Even though she was barely visible, I could still feel her body, though it was lighter than it ought to be.

“Just hold on. Now that we’ve eliminated Jimmy as a suspect, I’m sure we can’t be far from the truth.”

A deep breath escaped her lips as I carried her to the boat and gently laid her on its metal floor. A wave splashed over us, drenching my body as I gripped the steering rod and began cruising toward the base of the cliff. Choppy waves jostled my brain against my skull, bringing back that dizziness and a killer headache. But I ignored it, keeping my eyes on the towering rock that loomed in my vision as we approached. That rock that held the sweetest memories. As well as the darkest.

I killed the motor when we approached the rocky shoreline. Picking C up gently, I hopped onto the nearest boulder. I looked up, fixing the top of the cliff in my vision, and my feet left the ground. 

“I would scold you for levitating, but I suppose none of our rules matter much anymore.”

“Stop talking like you’ve I already given up,” I whispered.

She sighed lightly as I stepped onto the top of the cliff. 

“Maybe I have.”

I carried her until I reached the doorway of our vacation house, glancing down at the patches of her that I could still see. They were shrinking. Neither of use spoke until I stepped through the doorway and laid her onto the couch. An Intruder girl stared through one window, her face worried.

“Scram,” I yelled with no restraint. The girl pouted and hung her head, turning away.

“Maddie,” C murmured from the couch. “I think I finally understand the Intruders.”

I knelt beside the couch, looking into the eye that seemed to float in thin air. “Well, at least that’s something. Tell me. What are they?”

She closed her eye. “It never made sense, that an outside force could enter your dreams, impervious to your every attempt to stop their actions or chase them away. But at the same time, you did not consciously create them. I believe, then, that they are a projection of your own subconscious.”

Her floating hand wrapped around mine, her eye shooting open. “They were never Intruders. They belong to you. They are you.”

A fit of coughs cut her words short, sending a shiver of terror across my skin. 

“Don’t worry. I’m headed to Aiden’s room right now. There must be something that can lead us to the truth before-”

A sharp whack, followed by a bone-throbbing pain in the back of my skull. I fell to my hands and knees.

My world went black.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Luke

 

 

Luke stumbled through the doorway, breathless. He carried Jimmy across the emergency room as blood dripped onto the sterile tile floors. Parents with crying children and older folks looked up, worry and curiosity coloring their faces as they witnessed the scene. Something right out of a gritty hospital drama. 

“We need help,” Luke shouted, adjusting Jimmy’s arm over his shoulders as the teen’s head began to loll. He was losing consciousness. A pair of men in white uniforms rushed to Luke’s side, each taking one of Jimmy’s arms while a tough-looking woman approached with a stretcher. Before Luke could catch his breath, one man was pushing Jimmy through the swinging doors, the rattle of the wheels and Jimmy’s weak moans fading down the hall.

“Why don’t you go ahead and fill out the forms over at the counter, okay?” Luke blinked at the man in white. The same white that those terrifying monsters wore. But this was just a man. A human. Luke nodded, turning his attention to the reception counter.

Straightening out his scrambled thoughts, he jogged to the counter, zipping up his hoodie over his bare chest. He inhaled the smell of hospital chemicals and various types of cheap perfume as he caught his breath at the counter. He forced a grin at the gray-haired woman who stared at him over her bifocals.

“I’ll need you to fill this out,” she mumbled in a monotonous voice, handing Luke a clipboard and pen before taking a sip of her bottled root beer through a straw. Luke tried to calm his hands that still trembled with nerves, filling out all the fields with information he knew about Jimmy, guessing the rest. His pen paused over the fine-printed form when he came to the bottom of the page, which asked for information about himself.

“And I’ll need some I.D.” The woman added. Luke glanced up, trying to hide his panic. He pretended to scribble, masking his moment of indecision. If the police did find out he was here, it probably wouldn’t matter anyway. He’d be long gone before they tracked him down. Feeling confident, he wrote his full name and dug his wallet out of his jeans to hand to the woman.

She grabbed it, glancing between the I.D., the form, and the teen who stood before her at least three times before finally settling her eyes on him. “Luke Barnaby?”

He nodded, smiling with a shrug. “That’s me.”

She sighed, pursing her lips over the straw again and sucking up the last of her soda with a gurgling sound. She handed his I.D. back. 

“Please take a seat, sir. Someone will call you in shortly to ask you some questions about what happened to…” She checked the form. “Jimmy Olson.”

He nodded vigorously, finding a seat where he could watch both the swinging doors to the emergency ward and the reception counter. He noticed another pair of swinging doors that led to the rest of the hospital. When his eyes fell on the counter again, hot adrenaline pulsed through his veins, sweat gathering on his skin.

The woman was on the phone, head down as she spoke in low tones. Her eyes fixed on him for a split second. He took a sharp breath. That was it. He had to get out of there.

He waited for the woman to spin around in her chair to grab a file. Then, he sped to that pair of swinging doors that led to the main hospital. He didn’t look back, walking just fast enough not to look suspicious. What was he thinking? He was black. In Shy Harbor. He was suspicious by default.

A pair of security guards watched him as he passed, and he struggled to keep his pace calm and casual.

Don’t look at them. Don’t look at them.

Suddenly, he felt like Harrison Ford in that old movie The Fugitive. Except he wasn’t nearly that skilled, or smart. Or lucky.

Relief washed over him as the exit doors came into view, the sunset light outside appearing almost purple under the approaching storm. Luke wondered if Madelyn was safe. Or if she was still desperately wandering around, searching for that memory, thinking she was living in a dream.

The thought gave him pause. What if this really was her dream world? Her psychic powers and those weird creatures definitely weren’t natural. Did that mean that he was no more than a spark of a lonely girl’s imagination? A puppet who was convinced he was a real boy?

Just as his hands touched the cool metal handle of the glass door, something caught his attention from the corner of his eye. He walked over to the empty reception counter and picked it up, looking it over from every angle. His heart beat two knots faster as he slipped it into the pocket of his hoodie and ran out the door.

Madelyn had to see this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

I blinked my eyes open, groaning as a throbbing pain pounded in the back of my skull. I tried to lift one hand to touch my head, but my wrists were tied together behind my back. I pulled, and they didn’t give. Closing my eyes, I tried to wish them away, but the rough ropes still cut around my wrists. I began to panic. That same weakness and vertigo I felt in the pickup had now sunk into my bones. 

When I glanced around to find C, panic turned to dread. The only thing left was her eye. The sound of labored breathing filled the otherwise silent room. 

“C,” I whispered, afraid of alerting my captor I was awake.

The eye opened. “Oh, Maddie. I’m so sorry.”

“What are you talking about? Did you see what happened?”

The eye closed again. “None of it matters anymore. This is the end. We’ve lost.”

I scanned the room for movement, anything out of the ordinary. All that caught my eye were the Intruders who still stared through the windows.

“Don’t give up yet, C” I whispered. Maybe this was part of the mystery. Could whoever have knocked me out and tied me up be the same person who killed Aiden? Maybe it was all falling into place.

“It’s too late, Madelyn my dear.”

I looked back to C. All hope slipped away as the remaining eye faded into nothingness.

“Goodbye. I’m sorry we failed. But maybe it was for the best.”

All time seemed to stop. My blood stopped pumping. The air became still. I blinked.

“C?”

No answer.

Tears rose to my eyes, my lips trembling in dark despair. “C!”

I sat back on the floor, the world still rolling in my vision. No, I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t. My consciousness didn’t just fade away in front of my eyes, stranding me in this dark world. Alice needed me back. My parents couldn’t lose another child. Sure, both of them had been real asses lately. But right now, I just wanted to see their faces, to hug them and never let go. My true parents, not some made-up replica of them. 

Heavy sobs caught in my throat as tears pooled in my eyes. There was no more being strong, being brave. No more hope. It was over.

The squeak of the door hinges caught me off guard. I swung my head to see who stepped through the door, the sudden movement sending me falling into vertigo again. When my vision righted itself, confusion flooded my thoughts. I stared to make sure that the little woman, decked out in a long-sleeved black dress, was truly who I thought she was.

“Ruth?” I wasn’t sure whether to be afraid or happy to see her. What was she doing there? What did any of this have to do with Jimmy’s quiet mother?

“Speak not, demon. I don’t want to hear your curses and lies.” Her voice was deep and hoarse with emotion, her lips fixed in a tight line.

“What are you talking about?”

“You may have fooled the rest of Shy Harbor, but I saw how you used your demonic powers, in front of our place of worship nonetheless! You may take the form of a teenage girl, reigning evil upon this place, but I know the truth now. To think, I even took you into my home! But I suppose I should have known.” 

She walked forward, standing over me with a kitchen knife gleaming in her hand.

“You’re a demon, just like your brother.”

My blood went cold. “It was you,” I whispered, my body paralyzed as I looked into Ruth’s demented eyes.

“You killed Aiden.”

She straightened her shoulders, chin held high as she gripped the knife tighter.

“His damnation was his own doing. Perhaps I did give him a little push, but he was headed to perdition all by himself.”

“You’re a monster,” I growled, my head throbbing in protest when I stood to face the murderous woman. The woman I once thought to be a fellow believer. How could I have been so wrong?

“Monster?” Her once-quiet voice trembled with fury. “How dare you? Your brother was the monster. He twisted the mind of my innocent little boy, an upright creature of God, and turned him to sin! No, he deserved worse than death. I will spend the rest of my life trying to save Jimmy, to help him find redemption. But there is no redemption in this universe for people like you and your brother.”

She brushed back the frizzy locks that had fallen over her flushed face. “But I won’t let you get to anyone else. You shall meet the same fate as your brother. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must finish the preparations God has requested for your punishment.”

With one last hateful glare, Ruth Olson turned back toward the door and slammed it behind her, the lock turning with a click. I screamed after her, letting all the pent-up anger bubble up from the depths of my lungs. When I finished, I fell to my knees, letting frustrated sobs overtake me. 

This evil woman had taken my brother from me. Could this really be the truth I’ve been searching for all these months? Was the real-life Ruth truly a murderer, still walking free, living with a son she believed had committed a horrible sin?

All this, just minutes after C had disappeared. The real Ruth would never see justice. My family would never know the truth. And what about me, trapped in a comatose body until my hair turns gray and everyone I love has passed on? Gone, just like Aiden.

Movement in the window drew me out of my moment of angst. A white face with charcoal holes for eyes, but it wasn’t just any Intruder. It was the giant wolf. The same one I’d seen in the woods. He stared at me, jaw slightly agape. But he didn’t growl or snarl. He just watched me. As if he was waiting for something. 

In every window that surrounded the living room, human Intruders stood, waiting, in the same way. But for what? In that moment, the words of C came to my mind. They were never Intruders. They belong to you. They are you.

“Belong. To me,” I mused under my breath. As I looked into the wolf’s eyes, I let all terror, indecision, and frailty slip away, my confidence building. I clenched my jaw, nearly burning the wolf with the intensity of my gaze. This whole time, I had run from the Intruders, feared them. Not anymore. 

“You are mine,” I whispered, cocking my head to one side. The wolf’s head tilted to match mine. I smiled.

“Here, doggy, doggy.”

With a crash, the massive canine burst through the window, the glass shattering across the floor. His paws landed softly on the ground while his massive head brushed against the ceiling. Streaks of blood tainted his face where glass had cut it, but he showed no pain. I stood before him, my posture firm and commanding. 

The wolf was still, letting out a low whine as I focused my aura.

“She may not be real,” I whispered to myself, balling my fists behind me. “But if I can’t bring the real Ruth to justice,”

I concentrated my energy, which strengthened by the second, into my chest. 

“At least I can free my world of this one.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

The ropes burst into flames behind my back, freeing my wrists. 

“The door,” I commanded. I clenched and unclenched my fists, walking toward the entrance. With a low bark, my wolf crashed claws-first into the door, breaking the entire frame into splinters. Orange sparks of light flickered in my vision, swirling around me as I stepped forward. Hatred was brewing inside me, and I let it boil over.

By the time I reached the front porch, the white wolf already bristled over Ruth. She trembled, wide-eyed, her hands frozen where they’d been securing a rope to an anchor. My anger fueled as I realized the anchor was meant for me. 

“You murdered Aiden,” I shouted.

Her eyes swept to glare at me. She began mouthing Old-Testament verses of damnation under her breath.

“You planned to kill me.” I psychically commanded the human Intruders around the house to circle around us. They obeyed. 

“But you’re the one who deserves death,” I shouted.

I ground my teeth until they ached, watching as horror began to squeeze Ruth in its cold, merciless grip. She glanced wildly at all the monstrous beings that had surrounded us, fixing on the wolf, whose jagged teeth now dripped red saliva.

With an empowering shout, I cast aside all the old, over-cautious restraint of my mind power. Maybe this was my end game. But if I was going to fade away, Ruth was going with me. 

I lifted one palm toward the frightened woman. My tensed fingers bent like claws as I let my will flow from my body. Sensing my signal, the wolf crept forward, forcing Ruth to back-step closer and closer to the edge of the cliff. When she pressed against the fence and the “Do Not Cross” sign, the beast threw its head back and let out a howl deep and deafening. The foghorn-like sound rumbled in my chest. 

As if on cue, the section of rock and grass holding Ruth broke away, the fence posts tumbling to the water below. But Ruth’s piece of rock still floated in the air. With a flick of my hand, I guided her rocky platform through the air until it hovered over the cold waves below. Ruth knelt on the levitating platform to keep from falling, clutching the weeds of the rock like they were all that rested between her and death itself. 

But when her eyes met mine, her fear gave way to a black hatred that scorched me from the backs of her eyes. 

“You will not cast me to the depths, demon! I am an upright woman who has earned no evil.”

I tried to calm my muscles that now trembled with anger. My fists clenched at my sides, hot tears stinging my eyes but refusing to fall. The wolf and the other Intruders all paused, watching me, waiting.

“No, you earned this punishment the moment you pushed Aiden to his death.” 

My feet lifted off the ground. Screams of rage erupted from my throat as my body flew from the edge of the cliff, hovering close to the levitating rock that supported Ruth’s frail figure. She prayed profusely in a harsh whisper, chest heaving as she glared daggers into me.

“I did not push your evil brother. God did.”

“Stop talking, you witch. This is my world, and you aren’t welcome here.”

The shriek of an eagle called overhead. I focused my energy and lifted my hands. Rolling thunder boomed across the sky, and a torrential downpour fell on Shy Harbor. The storm had arrived.

Funnels of dark clouds began swirling in the sky over Lake Superior, forming into twisters that threatened to touch down and suck the waves into their vortex. Gusts of freezing rain nearly knocked Ruth from the rock. Instead of huddling lower on her floating piece of earth, she stood tall, pointing an accusing finger in my direction.

“You will rot in hell, Madelyn Clark. Just like your brother.”

I closed my fists. The rock where Ruth stood began to crumble from the sides, the stones tumbling through the stormy abyss. But she didn’t cower. Didn’t even a blink. She still stood firm, glaring at me with all the will in her body. 

The rock continued to give way until just inches of ground surrounded her feet. 

“Do it then,” she shouted, her voice cracking. 

I stretched my hands in front of me, whipping up a new gust of wind. This was the end for her, and she knew it.

“Mads!”

I swung my head to see Luke bracing himself against the downpour on what remained of the cliff. One arm protected his eyes from the wind. The other held an object. A speck of purple stood out amid the gray. I squinted to see what rested in his outstretched hand.

“It’s not possible,” I whispered, my whole body shaking even as it hovered in the air.

It was a flower, an iris. Not like the silk flowers Gerald had. A real long-stemmed iris. And that could only mean…

Luke shouted into the wind with all his breath, “This is no dream, Mads! This is the real world.”

He smiled. “You’re awake!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

I sucked a breath of air into my lungs, my mind reeling. The rain ceded, the funnels retreated into the clouds, and the wind calmed to a light breeze. I looked back at Ruth, who still stood defiant on the little rock. I brought both of us back to the cliff, quickly remembering to instruct the Intruders to guard Ruth.

Luke kept his eyes on me, so much pity, fear, and relief all rolled together in those brown eyes. The corner of his mouth lifted in a grin as he handed me the flower. I turned it over in my hand, touching the soft velvet of its natural petals. My chest tightened around my lungs, threatening to suffocate me with my own anxiety. I stared at Luke, shaking my head wildly.

“No. It can’t be true. This is a dream.”

 He shrugged his shoulders, releasing the breath he’d been holding. “You gotta believe it. The evidence is in front of your eyes.”

My mind paged through everything that had happened since the moment I found my agate necklace. I thought of the reality checks. Sure, the broken reflections in the mirrors might make sense. My mind was seeing what it wanted to. But the rest…

“My powers, the Intruders.”

His face darkened. “All I know is that Jimmy’s messed up leg was no figment of your imagination. Maybe you awakened those crazy mind abilities while you dreamed, and those powers could have created the monsters, too.”

I calmed my breathing, my eyes darting from the shivering Ruth to the Intruders and back to Luke.

“But what about you? You’ve always been the biggest clue that I’m dreaming. You’re the only person here I’ve never met in the waking world, yet I dream about you every single night. Unless…”

His eyes glassed over, his face gentle. “We have met, Mads. You just don’t remember.” 

“But I can’t…”

The moment the words left my mouth, recognition struck me like a crashing wave. 

“No wait… Yes, I do remember.” 

Every moment surrounding my brother’s death was still unreachable, deep in the foggy depths of my brain. Every moment except one. A boy I’d never seen before struggled to swim to shore, dragging an unconscious Aiden onto the pebbled beach. I was gasping for air, as if I’d just sprinted down the hill with all the strength in my legs. But I don’t remember exactly how I got there. I tried to speak, but my words tumbled out in nonsensical ramblings. 

The boy’s eyes filled with alarm when his hand grazed the wound on my brother’s head. He pressed his finger against Aiden’s wrist to feel for a pulse. I could still hear him counting under his breath as his hands struck down on Aiden’s chest. I still saw him trying desperately to fill my brother’s lungs with the breath of life. 

The locals began to gather as the rain began to fall. The ambulance rolled onto the shore when the thunder began to rumble. And all that time, he was there. Trying. Hope began to drain from his face as Aiden continued to lay still and cold. But he still pressed on, until the paramedics intervened. Before I could tell what was happening, Deputy Hartcliff was asking me questions. And the boy, the very person who had tried to save Aiden, was gone.

That boy was Luke.

How could I have forgotten? Tears streamed down my cheeks freely. All this time, I thought he was the creation of my grieving mind. But in reality, he was the one person I should have remembered. 

“You pulled him out. You tried to revive him.”

He clenched his eyes shut to hide tears of regret. “I didn’t recognize you at first, but when I did, I could tell you didn’t remember me. I was kind of glad. Because every time you looked at me, you would just see Luke. Not the guy who failed to save your brother.”

I wrapped my arms around his back, holding him in the tightest embrace my tired arms could manage. 

“But you tried,” I whispered.

All the tension in his muscles seemed to drain away, as if he’d finally dropped the weight he’d been dredging around all this time. Our eyes met, and it was like we were really seeing each other for the first time. But his gaze drifted to something behind me. Noticing his puzzled expression, I followed his eyes. 

The Intruder cat sat with tail curled neatly over its paws, glowing like a lighthouse beacon in the fog. I almost had to shield my eyes as I approached the feline, kneeling just inches from it.

Its once-black eyes now shone with a beautiful pink light. I noticed a source of heat in my pocket, and reaching in, I pulled out the agate necklace. It glowed with the same pink light.

“No way,” I mused. All this time, my unconscious was there, watching me. Helping me. 

Slowly, I opened the chain of the necklace. The cat bowed its head, and I tied the stone around its neck. The scene around me disappeared in a flash of pink light.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

I loosed my long hair from its ponytail as I marched toward the vacation house. I straightened my shorts, groaning when I saw the note on the screen door. Mom and Dad had taken Alice to the playground and would be back before dinner. That was just terrific. I needed help, and they were out pampering the baby of the family. I crumpled the note and tossed it on the ground, swinging the door open.

“Aiden, you home? I need help! I can’t find my necklace.” My shouts were met with silence. I stepped inside, glancing around the living room. 

“Aiden?”

The crackle and hiss of a fire reached my ears. I walked over to the fireplace, kneeling to see the little flame that was quickly scorching stacks of notebook papers. Curious, I picked one out, the heat singing the hairs of my hand. It was Aiden’s handwriting. When I read the first lines, my heart dropped. Panic rose in my chest.

 Aiden’s lyrics. In a rush, I snatched the wrought-iron poker above the stone hearth, salvaging all the papers I could from the coals and patting out the flames. Flecks of orange light and ashes rose around me, but when they settled, it was too late. The papers were completely illegible now. My hands trembled as I paged through the papers, tears stinging my eyes.

“No, no, no!” As the ashen paper flaked under my touch, a song rose over the silence. Someone was humming. A melancholy tune that chilled me to the bones.

Rushing outside, I looked around for the source. My eyes fell on Aiden, who stood on the overlook that dropped off in a sharp cliff to the lake below. He stared at the stormy horizon, humming the sad melody. It was unfamiliar. If it was his own, he’d never played it on the guitar. 

“Aiden? What are you doing out here?” I ran toward him, confusion racking my brain. “Someone burned your music in the fireplace. What’s going on?”

When I reached him, he turned to me with a forced grin, but his eyes were hollow. Empty. His expression sadder than I’d ever seen. 

“You know, I once heard someone say ‘good things never last.’ I wanted to believe it wasn’t true. But we can’t escape the shadows around us.”

Something didn’t feel right. I took a step closer. 

“What are you talking about? Tell me what’s eating you. Please.”

His eyes drifted to the lake again. 

“I was in love, Maddie.”

My heart skipped. “Love? With who?”

“His name was Jimmy.”

“A boy?” I squealed, sobering when I saw his expression.

He paused as if dwelling on a sweet memory. “We were happy. The future seemed so bright.” 

His smile fell. “Until the day his mom followed us to our special place. I had never seen someone so angry before, Maddie. She told Jimmy he could never see me again, but I figured we’d find a way through it. Love has a way of overcoming anything, I thought. But when I went to work at the docks, Corey and the guys just glared at me, as if I had betrayed them.”

He gulped. “They said that Ms. Olson had told them the truth about me. And when they pointed to that vandalized canoe, I couldn’t believe my eyes. At that moment, what was left of my soul cracked right in half.

“The message written across the hull was so bitter. From a worried and furious mother, I might have understood. What I couldn’t wrap my head around was how Corey could say it was a ‘sign,’ a warning that I needed to change, or else. After all those summers of having each others’ backs, he threw it all away and said I was a disgrace. They called me horrible names and told me I wasn’t welcome anymore.

“I realized then that I had lost it all. What I had with Jimmy, what I had with my friends. All gone for good. And the lifesaver that had been keeping me out of the darkness, out of the cold loneliness that I’d been drowning in for years, just sank.”

I brushed away the wetness from my cheeks, my brother’s pain tearing through me as if it were my own.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I shouted in frustration, sobs rising to my throat.

His eyes stared without seeing. “I tried. So many times. But you weren’t listening.”

I stepped closer, reaching my hand toward him. “I’m listening.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry Maddie. It’s too late. Not a single person heard me drowning before.”

He looked down to the still water below.

“Maybe they will now.”

“Aiden, stop. You’re scaring me.”

Adrenaline pulsed through my veins, but I kept my pace slow, steady. He teetered on the edge.

“Please get back, Aiden. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I promise I’ll be a better sister, just like I used to be. But please, please.”

“Bye, Maddie.”

He fell.

“Aiden!” I screamed, lurching forward, but I was too late. 

He was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

I blinked my eyes open and screamed, releasing all the anguish, all the regret, all the pent-up grief that had been swimming deep in my soul. So deep, I was barely able to find it. I fell to my knees as Luke’s form wrapped around me. He held me as I cried harder than I’d ever cried in my life. 

When the wave had passed, I swallowed back my tears, eyes darting to the movement in my periphery. My heart stopped. It was C. She stood holding the white cat, whose eyes now shone a soft blue. Color had returned to the rest of the Intruders as well, their eyes restored, gleaming. Even the wolf now stood a dotted charcoal gray, his yellow eyes fixed on me with a look of pride. In the clouds just beyond the cliff, a giant bald eagle soared, vanishing into the sky with a shriek.

I marveled at the expressions on the Intruders’ faces. They were smiling. And not in a creepy horror-movie kind of way. These smiles were genuine, peaceful. C giggled as the cat rubbed its head on her chin. 

“Didn’t I say you liked cats more than you realized?” 

I let go of Luke and ran to her. “You’re alive!”

She held my hands. “Looks like we had it all backward. I wasn’t dying, It was our connection that was fading, ever since the moment you brought me into this big and beautiful world. I guess your subconscious,” she nodded at the Intruders, “And your unconscious followed you here as well.”

“How did that happen?” I whispered. 

She shook her head. Her expression grew stern. “I warned you about going too deep. It was dangerous, but not for the reasons we once thought. You’ve brought your powers and your subconscious into the real world, and it nearly got people killed.”

I glanced at the Intruders, reality finally dawning on me. “Every time I got close to finding the truth, they would attack. This whole time, they were trying to protect me. From the truth. That Aiden wasn’t murdered. He jumped. And I could have stopped it if I’d known. If I hadn’t been so distracted by my own life to see his pain for what it was.”

Her smile wavered as she nodded.

“Now that you know the truth, you must carefully control your subconscious and your mind powers, to protect the people around you.”

I drew in a deep breath, straightening my posture. “How?”

She sighed sweetly. “I have a feeling you’ll figure it out.”

With that, my Consciousness, the white cat, and all of my subconscious gradually transformed into a white mist that rose into the sky, dissipating. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched the storm clouds begin to part, revealing just a few rays of the sunset.

Closing my eyes, I said a short prayer thanking God for bringing me back, for helping me to understand. 

Luke cleared his throat, guiding my eyes back to Ruth. The woman fidgeted nervously, still unsure if it was safe to run.

“What about her?” he murmured low enough so Ruth wouldn’t hear. A pang of regret pierced my heart. She may have done wrong by Aiden, but she didn’t deserve to die. And even if she did, it wasn’t my place to punish her. I should have never tried to play God.

Before I could open my mouth to reply, the honk of a police car made me jump. I looked back to see Sheriff Hartcliff rolling up the gravel road in his cruiser. He pulled over and stepped out, adjusting his hat.

“Everything okay up here? I couldn’t see squat in that nasty cloud burst, but when I heard rocks sliding and a couple screams, I thought I’d come see if you folks were safe.”

I smiled, shrugging. “The storm broke off that chunk of the cliff, and I guess we were a little too close for comfort.”

“She lies!” Ruth shouted, drenched locks framing her face still twisted with anger. She picked up the kitchen knife she’d dropped earlier, pointing it at me. “Her hellhound nearly tore me to pieces, and she flew up into the sky to torment me. She has the devil in her, sheriff! Arrest her!”

Luke and I both tensed at her words, but the sheriff simply shook his head, shooting me a smile of apology before walking calmly toward the raging woman.

“Now now, Ms. Olson. You sound to me like you need to check in with Dr. Karliss. She told me to keep an eye on you, and I’m not going back on my word.”

“You’re with them!” She lifted the knife higher, preparing to strike as the sheriff approached. He lifted his hands in a show of trust, stepping forward cautiously. “Now Ruth, let’s just drive over to Dr. Karliss together.” He continued in a lower tone, “Don’t make me take you in. Jimmy needs you.”

At those words, she huffed in defeat, dropping the knife and letting the sheriff lead her to the cruiser. She stole one last look at me, and in that moment, I wondered if I could ever forgive this sick woman for the pain she caused Aiden. Maybe God would help me with that, too. 

Luke whispered into my ear as the sheriff guided Ruth into the back seat of his vehicle. “Sounds like neither of them have heard about Jimmy’s situation yet. Maybe it’s for the best. The lady clearly needs to calm down a bit, first.” 

I nodded.

The sheriff strode over to us again, eyes falling on Luke. I furrowed my brow in confusion, but goosebumps rose across my skin when I realized what was happening.

“I’ll have to ask you to come with me too, Luke.”

Luke held his jaw tight and nodded, stepping forward willingly. No, he couldn’t. I lunged to pull him back, trying to find some answer in his face. 

“You don’t have to go!” I cried. My fingers gripped the arms of his hoodie, and he turned back to grab me in another embrace.

“It’s okay, Mads. You faced your demons, and now it’s my turn to do the same.” He smiled. “It’s time I faced my past. I can’t keep hiding forever.”

I wanted nothing more than to keep him by my side. But it wasn’t my decision to make. He pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, then, without warning, he pulled me into a kiss. A kiss that warmed me from my heart to my fingertips.

After not nearly enough time, he pulled away again, releasing me to follow Sheriff Hartcliff to the passenger side of the vehicle. But before stepping in, he charmed me with one more smile.

“I’ll be back, you know.”

I grinned, nodding furiously as I choked back tears.

The sheriff waved to get my attention. “Oh, and Maddie, I saw your folks down by the docks. Sounds like your little running away act sort of brought them together again, and when old Mrs. Fensworth called them this afternoon and mentioned you were here, they drove up in a heartbeat. I believe they’re still waiting down by the marina.” He winked.

After one last wave, the sheriff’s car rolled down the road, carrying Ruth and Luke with it. Fear and excitement both fought for a place in my mind, but instead of sorting through my emotions, I ran. I bolted as fast as I could down the hillside, past the pebbled beach where calm ripples now lapped under the setting sun, and toward the docks where my family stood waiting.

 “Mom, Dad, Alice!”

When my shout reached their ears, their eyes snapped to see me. Their faces lit up. I closed the distance between us, and we were together again. After we shared a tearful embrace, I stood back, my heart filling with resolve.

“We need to talk about Aiden.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Alice scrunched her brow, holding a colorful photo in her hand. Finally, she decided on its place, taping it to the left corner of the collage. I kissed her head, smiling as I glanced down at her arms, bare and unmarked, just like they should be.

My family was healing, bit by bit. We’d all agreed that a summer in Shy Harbor was the best way to mend our still-shattered hearts. Together.

“Is Jimmy coming over tomorrow?” Alice’s tone betrayed on obvious crush. I chuckled at the thought while picking up a photo.

“Not tomorrow, kiddo. It’ll just be Kath. Jimmy’s mom gets back from the treatment center, and he needs to be there for her.”

She pouted, taping another photo to the wall. “That sucks. He’s the only thing in Shy Harbor that’s not completely lame.”

“Watch it.” I laughed.

“You have it easy. You’ve got that boy to talk to on the phone every day.”

I couldn’t help but sigh at the thought of Luke. Next month couldn’t come fast enough. Counting the hours was starting to get old.

“Maybe Corey can hook us up with a canoe tomorrow,” I suggested.

He’d been desperate to make amends ever since I told him the truth about Aiden. I’d forgiven him already, but I knew it could be a long time before he’d ever forgive himself.

Alice nodded, humming a pop song as she picked out another photo. 

“Hey.” I shot her a grin. 

She cocked an eyebrow. 

I held her hand and drew her a few steps back. Letting out a small gasp, Alice marveled at the heart-shaped collage that covered the wall. 

“Did we really just finish it?” 

I nodded, admiring the collection of photos from our early days, alongside new photos from Jimmy. Sunset pictures, images of Aiden, and even a few shots of the two of them together, photos which he’d taken extra care to hide over the years.

“It’s about time,” I whispered, my mind wandering back to the revelations of last summer. “Okay,” I breathed, “Lights out.”

Alice groaned as I flipped off the light, and we both crawled into our bunks.

“Goodnight, Maddie.” She yawned.

I took one last look at the finished collage, smiling to myself. 

“Goodnight Alice.”

 

 

 

 


 




Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed Wake Up, it would be awesome if you could take a minute to write an honest review on the Amazon product page. (Even just a sentence or two.) This can help other readers decide whether or not this story is for them.


Madelyn’s tale wasn’t an easy one to write. If you’ve experienced grief, depression, or any of the other painful issues raised in this novel, know that you’re not alone. 

If this novel brought up some difficult emotions, don’t be afraid to reach out to someone you love to help you work through them. Need somebody to talk to? Feel free to message me over on Twitter, Facebook, or the contact form on my website BrookeDeLira.com.

 

We’re stronger than we think.

But together, we’re invincible.
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When Nanda wakes up with the past three days wiped from her memory, something inside her changes. Her average parkour skills—gone. This is the new Nanda, and she can leap over rooftops like an urban ninja. Her search for answers brings her face-to-face with a criminal empire that wants her dead, a cult with mysterious motives, and a destiny she never imagined.

 

 Get your copy here!
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