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For my family, for 
always believing in me.
Chapter 1

I still couldn’t get my head around the fact that she was gone.

It was mid-afternoon, and I was sitting in the kitchen, the remains of my lunch in front of me. Even though I had finished eating nearly an hour before and had plenty of things to do, I couldn’t seem to move from my chair. Rather, I found myself staring off into space, brooding.

I had been doing this a lot throughout the past two weeks, ever since Mia found Daphne and me in her room and stormed out of the house.

But it wasn’t just about her moving out. For all practical purposes, Mia appeared to have dropped off the planet.

She was no longer working at Aunt May’s. According to Teri, one of the staff, she told them she had a personal emergency and had to take some time off, starting immediately. She hadn’t said when, or even if, she’d be back. No one was happy about it, but they were dealing with it as best they could. I got the feeling that should Mia someday reappear and try to get her job back, she would definitely have some explaining to do.

None of her other friends had any idea where she was either. She had told everyone the same vague story about a “personal emergency.”

Reaching out to her was a bust. All calls went straight to voicemail, until it filled up, and she wasn’t responding to texts.

I had even reached out to the college she was attending to see if she was still enrolled and if they could get a message to her, but that went nowhere, too. They refused to give me any information at all. Not that it mattered, really. Seeing as she attended virtually, it wasn’t like I could just show up at one of her classrooms.

Essentially, she had vanished.

Which was bad enough. But the worst part was that no one seemed to care.

Well, maybe that was a little harsh. It would be more accurate to say they didn’t seem at all worried about her. Even the ones who were annoyed with her, like the staff at Aunt May’s, weren’t concerned. They all agreed that when Mia was ready, she would re-appear, and in the meantime, I should give her space.

After hearing that for the third time, I began to realize that everyone assumed Mia just needed time to cool off after our fight. Although why Mia couldn’t just as easily cool off while still working at Aunt May’s and living somewhere else other than with me was a mystery. When I brought that up, people agreed her disappearing was extreme … but as Mia had a tendency to hold a grudge, it wasn’t all that surprising.

It also bothered me that so many people knew we weren’t getting along. I of course knew Redemption was a small town, and gossip spread like wildfire, but still.

When I contacted the police and asked them to look into it, they immediately shut me down. “It’s not against the law for an adult to disappear,” they said. And since I didn’t have any evidence or proof of foul play, there was nothing the cops could do.

I thought about going directly to Daniel, but he had made it clear he didn’t want to talk to me. He thought it would be good for both of us if we took some time away from each other. While in theory, I agreed a healthy cooling-off period was reasonable, in this particular case, I truly believed Mia’s life might be in danger, which warranted an exception. I struggled daily with this decision. Even though I had no proof that Mia was in trouble and couldn’t deny that she had left of her own free will, I was still worried.

Even Daphne thought Mia just needed a break. “You know what a stressful year it’s been for her,“ she said. “All she’s done is work and go to school. And if that isn’t bad enough, she’s still dealing with her grief over Penny’s death. It’s all been really rough on her. She’s the type who needs time to process her emotions, especially when she’s upset with someone. As difficult as it is for us, I think we just need to respect her space and allow her to move through things at her own pace.”

“But she’s gone,” I said. “She left her job and isn’t talking to her other friends, either. How is any of that related to our fight?”

“It’s not. But that fight may have been the last straw, and now, she’s finally taking a much-needed break.”

“But if she just needed a vacation, why not say so? Why blame some nebulous ‘personal emergency’?” I asked.

“It may feel like a personal emergency to her.”

“Even if it did, no one would have found it strange if she’d just admitted that she’d reached her breaking point and needed some time off. It’s not like her crazy schedule and Penny dying were huge secrets,” I said.

Daphne’s expression was pained. “Becca, you’re not understanding. If Mia truly did reach her breaking point, she’s probably not thinking clearly. She may have even had a breakdown.”

I stared at Daphne. “A breakdown? As in, nervous breakdown?”

Daphne inclined her head. “Anyone with eyes could see something wasn’t right with her before she left. I don’t know if it was a combination of exhaustion, stress, overwhelm, lack of sleep, and grief, or if it was something else altogether. But she was clearly struggling. And when you’re that close to the edge—when you’re hanging on by a thread—and come home to see your two best friends violating your privacy by snooping around in your bedroom …” Here, she shrugged. “To me, it’s really not surprising she reacted the way she did.”

Daphne had a point, especially when she put it like that. Still, I couldn’t shake the notion that something was very, very wrong.

The only person who agreed with me was Aiden. He too thought it was strange how Mia had completely disappeared, and he planned on doing some quiet digging around, which I also had mixed feelings about. While on the one hand, I absolutely wanted someone to look for Mia, I also had a feeling if she ever found out that person was Aiden, she would not be pleased.

Hopefully, she wouldn’t find out, though. At least not until she was back, and we had a chance to work things out.

I scrubbed at my face and picked up my glass to finish my lemonade. Enough stewing, I admonished myself. It’s time to get up and accomplish something.

As I began stacking the dishes, the click of the lock on the front door made me pause, my heart in my mouth. Was it Mia? Had she finally returned? I hardly dared to move, afraid if I did, it would all melt away, leaving me alone with my thoughts again.

I heard the front door swing open, and Chrissy’s voice floated toward me. “Anyone home?”

I sagged in my chair, deflated. It wasn’t Mia. Still, I wasn’t alone anymore, which helped lift my spirits.

Chrissy had spent the past two weeks camping with her friend Brittany’s family, and her absence, coupled with Mia’s, was palpable. “In here,” I called out.

A moment later, Chrissy’s face popped into the doorway. She wore no make-up, and her cheeks were bright red, like she had gotten a little too much sun. Her long, black hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and it looked greasy and unwashed. Despite that and her sweat-stained, hot-pink tee shirt, she was still gorgeous. “Hey!”

“How was it?” I asked, smiling at her.

“Great! Give me a few minutes, and I’ll tell you all about it. I’m dying for a decent shower.” She frowned as she tried to run a hand through her hair.

“Are you hungry? I could make you a sandwich. I have ham and turkey.”

Her eyes lit up. “Bacon too?”

I got up to move toward the refrigerator. “Bacon too,” I grinned.

“Cool! I’ve been craving bacon. I’ll be down in a bit.” She disappeared, and the sound of her footsteps as she ran up the stairs made me smile.

“Leave your dirty clothes out,” I yelled. “I’ll throw them in the washing machine for you.”

I put my dishes in the sink and went to work making Chrissy’s sandwich, already feeling lighter. Maybe part of the problem was that I just wasn’t cut out to live alone. If that was the case, and Mia was gone for good, I was going to have to figure something else out when Chrissy left for school. But I could worry about that later.

By the time Chrissy came downstairs with her damp hair loose around her shoulders and wearing a bright-blue tee shirt with gray, cotton shorts, I had her sandwich ready and waiting for her, along with chips and a side salad. The air smelled faintly of bacon.

“I’m starving. Thank you for doing this,” she said, sliding into her seat and picking up the sandwich.

“My pleasure,” I answered, turning my attention to my topped-off glass of lemonade.

Chrissy took a big bite and rolled her eyes. “So good.”

“Well, you taught me everything I know,” I said with a grin.

She smiled back. “Where’s Mia? Working? And what’s up with her room? Are you remodeling or something?”

My smile faded. I hadn’t quite figured out how much of the last few weeks I should share with Chrissy. I didn’t want to worry her, nor did I want her getting sucked into it. She should be focused on having fun and getting ready for her senior year, not digging into the dark side of Redemption. “Gone.”

Chrissy was about to take another bite, but she paused, sandwich halfway to her mouth. “Gone? Gone where?”

“No one knows.”

She stared at me before setting her sandwich back down on her plate. “What are you talking about? How can she be gone? Her room is a mess, but her stuff is still there.”

“I know. She left everything.”

Chrissy opened then closed her mouth, as if her mind was racing and she couldn’t figure out what question to ask. “Why did she leave?”

This was the part I was dreading. “We had a fight.”

Chrissy lifted an eyebrow. “Must have been some fight.”

“It was.”

Chrissy chewed on her lip as she picked up her sandwich again. “Did it have anything to do with the hole in her closet?”

Argh. I had been hoping she wouldn’t notice. “You saw that?”

“It’s not exactly easy to miss,” Chrissy said. “Her door is open, and so is the one to her closet. Not to mention half of the stuff that’s normally in her closet is on the floor. What happened in there?”

I took a deep breath. “It’s a long story.”

“So, the answer is yes … the fight was about the hole in the closet.”

I turned away and focused on my lemonade again. “In a manner of speaking.”

When I looked back at her, I noticed her gaze sharpen. “Did she put the hole in her closet, or did you?”

My hand jerked, causing lemonade to slosh out of the glass and spill all over my arm. “Um …”

“Oh, Becca,” Chrissy said, her voice exasperated. “Why would you do such a thing? Were you the one who took everything out of her closet, as well?”

“I’m not particularly proud of what I did.”

Chrissy shook her head and picked up her sandwich. “Well, if you made the mess, why didn’t you clean it up?”

Good question, I thought, and one I had been asking myself practically daily.

“I thought it might irritate her more if I cleaned up, as then I would be violating her privacy a second time,” I said.

She shot me a look that made it clear she thought I was being an idiot. “Seriously? Becca, she’s going to be pissed no matter what, if she comes home. And since she didn’t padlock her door, she’s got to know you could be in there every day, if you wanted. Leaving it a mess doesn’t change that. So really, by not doing anything, all you’re doing is making her deal with your mess.”

She had a point. “You’re right. I should clean it up. I’ll do it tomorrow. I guess I was just afraid of doing anything else that might upset her more …” My voice trailed off as the full impact of what Chrissy said sunk in. “You said ‘if’ she comes home. Why?”

Chrissy ducked her head and busied herself with her sandwich. “No reason.”

“I don’t believe that. What do you know?” A horrible thought struck me. “You don’t think she’s dead, do you?”

Chrissy’s head shot up. “What? No! Why would I think that?”

“I have no idea, but as you pointed out, all her stuff is still here. So, why would you assume she wouldn’t come back to at least pack it all up?”

Chrissy glanced away, but I could see the struggle on her face, like she was trying to decide what she should share versus keep to herself. “Okay, look. I don’t want you to get mad.”

I was instantly suspicious. “Why would I get mad?”

Her eyes darted back to me, and I could see the shame in them. “Because … well, okay. I’ll just say it. Mia’s been hanging around this guy at work.”

I looked at Chrissy in confusion, wondering why she thought that would make me angry. “What guy?”

“I don’t know who he is. But he started coming around earlier this year, like February, maybe March, something like that. I can’t remember exactly when. He would always sit in Mia’s section and talk to her. At first, it was like any other relationship she had with our customers. But after a while, she started to change.”

I could feel a lump starting to form in my stomach, and I was reminded of how strained things seemed to have gotten between Mia and Chrissy, too, and how Chrissy had seemed borderline angry with Mia. “Change how?”

Chrissy took a bite of her sandwich as she pondered the question. “She became … well, lazy. I’m not sure how to say it any other way. She’s always been such a hard worker, willing to jump in and help if we got backed up. I’ve seen her bus tables, take on more than her share of tables, and even assist in the kitchen from time to time. She was always one of the first to volunteer to help, but she stopped doing that. Don’t get me wrong—she would still help out when asked, but she had to be asked. She seemed more … distracted, I guess. Sometimes, I would see her just standing in the waitress’s station gazing off into space, even during the middle of breakfast or lunch rush. She was also more secretive. The old Mia was always open and friendly. The new Mia, more guarded and quiet. And she started cutting back on her number of shifts, too. Plus, she seemed to always be looking for someone to work her shifts, but was rarely willing to cover anyone else’s when they needed it. And her breaks were getting longer and longer. It was just …” Chrissy shook her head. “Working with her just wasn’t the same as before. It was more stressful, always feeling like everyone else had to carry more of the weight.”

I was surprised. I knew she was taking more time off, but I didn’t think it was that much more. “Did anyone talk to her?”

Chrissy shrugged. “I’m not sure. Possibly not. She’s been such a solid employee for so many years. Everyone knows she’s been going through a rough time, and they want to support her. So, they might have been giving her a pass for a bit, hoping it was just a phase and that she would get her act together on her own.”

If what Chrissy was saying was true, the reaction her co-workers had to her disappearance made a lot more sense. Maybe they even expected it, based on her recent behavior.

It also explained a lot about the change in Mia’s behavior in general over the past few months—how she immediately accepted that Wendy was lying about having a daughter, and why she didn’t believe me. The old Mia would have been much more supportive. She would have started coming up with a plan to get to the bottom of what was going on, instead of assuming I was having some sort of breakdown.

Yes, this made a lot of sense. Whoever the man was, he was a bad influence on Mia.

“Tell me about this guy she’s seeing. What do you know?”

Chrissy finished swallowing a bite before answering. “Not much. He’s older, maybe like thirty-five or so.” I tried not to roll my eyes or snap that thirty-five wasn’t “old.” But at seventeen, it probably did seem fairly ancient. “He’s always dressed professionally, like in khakis or dress pants and a button-down shirt. At first, I found that puzzling. I assumed he was a tourist, as I hadn’t seen him come into the diner before. But normally, tourists are in jeans or leggings or something. Plus, he kept coming in long after a normal tourist would have left.”

“Do you think he recently moved to town?”

“Yeah, I do. He probably just moved to Redemption and got a job somewhere. Being single, I’m guessing he doesn’t cook much, which explains why he was in the diner nearly every day.” She suddenly grinned. “He’s kind of cute for an old guy, so at first, I thought maybe Mia had started dating him, and that was why she changed so much, but …” she frowned. “I don’t think that’s it.”

“Why not?”

Her forehead wrinkled. “The vibe isn’t right. You know?”

She probably meant they didn’t have any chemistry. I nodded. “I get it. So why do you think they were spending so much time together?”

“They’re friends?” She half-smiled and shook her head. “I honestly have no idea. But something is going on between them, even if it’s not sexual.” She popped the rest of her sandwich into her mouth and wiped her hands. “Okay, so I told you what I know. Now you have to tell me why on Earth you decided to redecorate Mia’s room and put a hole in her closet.”

Inwardly, I sighed, even though I knew I owed it to Chrissy. Quite honestly, she was almost an adult. Besides, after what her father put her through, would what I was about to say really be so shocking?

Regardless, I had no intention of telling her everything. Yet the more I shared, the more questions she had, and before I knew it, I had confessed nearly everything: Mia’s sleepwalking, my dreams, what happened in the woods, finding Nellie’s diary. The only thing I didn’t get into was the whole contacting Redemption part, including how Aunt Charlie had been a participant in one of those rituals. I did share that there was something about the room at the top of the stairs that never seemed to bode well, though.

Luckily, Chrissy didn’t care about any of that. She zeroed in on Nellie. “Seriously? You know what happened to the adults in 1888?”

“Well, we don’t know anything for sure,” I said. “It’s basically an account of an account. Nellie wasn’t there in 1888. She wasn’t even born yet, so what she shared was what she overheard. Who knows if it’s accurate? It seems hard to believe that a young girl killed another girl. Even if that did happen, would the adults truly have burned her at the stake? And if they did, would killing Lily lead to the adults disappearing? Yes, Nellie seemed to believe it would, and did … but that doesn’t make it true. Especially since there was a pretty long delay—like six months—between killing Lily and the adults disappearing.”

“Why would it have to happen immediately?” Chrissy asked. “Just because it wasn’t the next day doesn’t mean they weren’t related.”

I nodded in agreement. “True. And it would answer a lot of questions about why it happened and why it was just the adults. But I don’t know how helpful that knowledge is at the moment. Even if it were true, what does it have to do with Mia meeting this mysterious man, or any of the other strange things happening? Like Pamela being murdered, for one, and the … well, everything else.” I decided not to get into Wendy and the fake kidnapping, as that was yet another rabbit hole needing investigation.

Chrissy was staring at me like I was an idiot. “Becca, what are you talking about? THIS is Redemption’s origin story. Everything that’s happened in this town can be traced to that one event.” She cocked her head. “Haven’t you watched enough superhero movies to get that?”

“This isn’t a superhero movie.”

She spread her hands out. “It doesn’t matter. It’s still the same. Everything stems from that one event. So, if you now know what the event is, maybe you can finally get to the bottom of what’s truly going on in Redemption.”


Chapter 2

“Mia was dating someone?” Daphne asked. She, Aiden, Chrissy, and I were all sitting around the kitchen table, which was covered with snacks, wine (for Daphne and me), beer (for Aiden), and a Coke (for Chrissy).

“I don’t think they were dating,” Chrissy clarified.

After Chrissy had finished her lunch and disappeared upstairs to unpack and get settled, I immediately texted Daniel. I have an update about Mia’s disappearance.

His response was immediate. I thought we agreed on taking a break.

My fingers tightened around the phone. Seriously? Didn’t he understand this was far more important than our relationship issues? This has nothing to do with us. I found some things out about what Mia was doing before she disappeared that I think are important.

Do you have evidence something happened to her or that she was taken against her will?

I frowned at the phone. Not exactly. But she was seeing someone, a man, a few months before she disappeared, and he wasn’t a good influence. She started taking more time off and was more distracted at work. Nothing like her normal self. Which is exactly what I thought, too. There was something off about her for the past few months.

Do you have a name?

No, but he used to go into Aunt May’s every day and sit in Mia’s section.

Do you have proof that Mia is with him now?

No, but it makes sense that he might have something to do with it. It can’t be a coincidence that her personality changed so much in the past few months after meeting him.

The three bubbles appeared, then disappeared, then appeared and disappeared again before his response came through. I’ll look into it, but I suspect Mia will come back when she’s ready. And in the future, if you have a lead, please file an official police report.

Stunned, I could only stare at the phone. I felt like I had just been slapped.

Fine, I texted back. I guess I thought since you and Mia were friends, you would want to know.

His reply was swift. Don’t make this into something it’s not. This has nothing to do with my relationship with Mia, and you know it.

I dropped the phone on the table without replying. Fine. Message received. If I really needed to get a message to Daniel in the future, I’d have Daphne text him.

Although, a little voice inside me said, can you truly blame him? How many rabbit holes have you dragged him down over the past few months?

I couldn’t argue with the voice. It wasn’t like I had anything concrete for Daniel, either. Just an account of a mysterious man who had spent the past few months eating at Aunt May’s every day. Hardly a crime.

Still, it tugged at me. Even though it made no sense, I had a strong feeling that this stranger was somehow part of the weird web of deception that had been spun around town over the past few months.

So, I did the next best thing I could think of: I invited Daphne and Aiden over for drinks and asked Chrissy if she wouldn’t mind sticking around and telling them what she’d told me. Chrissy said she’d do one better and make appetizers for all of us, just as long as I wouldn’t mind going to the store to pick up the items she needed. It was an easy deal.

Daphne reached for one of the aforementioned appetizers, stuffed mushrooms, and popped one into her mouth. Her red hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail that accented her long, plain face. “Why don’t you think they were dating?”

“They didn’t act like they were,” Chrissy answered.

Daphne shot her a look. “That doesn’t necessarily mean they weren’t, though. Maybe they were trying to hide their relationship.”

“I really don’t think they were dating,” Chrissy repeated.

“But if they weren’t, then what was their relationship? It doesn’t make sense for this man to have so much power over Mia if they weren’t dating,” Daphne said.

I looked at Daphne in surprise. “But it does if they were? I don’t think Mia is the type of woman to let a man control her.”

“I don’t either,” Daphne said, reaching for another mushroom. “But do you think she’d be more likely to let a man who she’s not dating dictate her behavior?”

Good point. “Maybe there was something else going on,” I offered. “Maybe she was being blackmailed or something.”

“Blackmailed? Where did you get that idea?” Chrissy asked.

“I don’t know. I’m just trying to figure out another explanation for Mia meeting someone and changing her behavior.”

“What would Mia be blackmailed about?” Daphne asked.

“If I knew that, then it probably wouldn’t be blackmail material, would it?” I said, only half-joking.

“I don’t think she was being blackmailed,” Chrissy said. “I think she would have been … different, if he had been blackmailing her. Like she’d be scared of him or angry at him or something.”

“How was she with him?” Daphne asked.

Chrissy thought for a moment. “Serious.”

I eyed Daphne. “Serious?”

“Yeah, that’s why I said it was like they were friends. They always seemed to be in serious conversation.”

Daphne reached for her wine. “Is it possible he was one of her instructors? Or a tutor or fellow student?”

“Maybe an instructor. He looked too old to be a student.”

This time I did roll my eyes. “He’s in his mid-thirties.”

Daphne hid a grin. “Oh.”

“Maybe he was teaching her something,” Chrissy said. “Or maybe she was tutoring him. But then why would her behavior change so much?”

“That is the million-dollar question,” I said.

“Do you know his name?” Aiden asked, phone poised in front of him so he could enter notes. His sandy brown hair fell across his forehead, nearly covering his gray eyes.

“Waylon,” I said at the same time Chrissy answered, “I don’t know.”

Everyone looked at me. “How do you know his name?” Chrissy asked.

“I asked Teri.” Before I had gone to the grocery store for Chrissy, I went to Aunt May’s, hoping to see if I could get a few more details about Mia’s mysterious visitor.

Aiden was typing away. “Is Waylon a first or last name?”

“Teri didn’t know. She heard Mia call him that once, and it was such an unusual name, it stuck with her.”

Aiden looked up. “I don’t suppose he happened to pay with a credit card.”

“Unfortunately, no. Cash only. And it was just like Chrissy said. He usually came in when Mia was working and always sat in her section. They would talk, which wasn’t strange, as Mia chatted with all her customers. But sometimes, the conversations appeared a little intense.”

“Did Teri know what they were talking about?” Daphne asked.

“Not really. She was usually too busy to try and overhear. But …” I hesitated, the same uncomfortable feeling I had when Teri first told me returning. “Teri did say she thought Mia was hanging out with this guy outside of work.”

Daphne’s eyes went wide. “What? So they were dating after all?”

“Teri didn’t say that.”

“Well, what did she say?”

“That a few times after work or during Mia’s break, she thought she saw her talking to him. In one case, she left with him.”

“She left with him?” Daphne looked sideways at Chrissy. “Still think they weren’t dating?”

“Yes. I don’t think they were dating,” Chrissy said flatly.

Daphne didn’t look convinced.

“Anything else?” Aiden asked.

“I wish. I know that’s not much.”

“Well, it’s something,” Aiden said. “At least we have a name. I’ll see if I can dig anything up.” He made a face as he tapped his fingers against the table. “I feel like there’s something about that name, but …” he shook his head.

“Is it possible you ran across a Waylon in your research?” I asked, hardly daring to hope it could be that easy.

“I’m not sure,” Aiden said. “Let me check my notes and get back to you.”

Suddenly, there was a loud thump from the front porch area. It sounded like a rock had been thrown against the door, which was probably exactly what had happened.

“What was that?” Daphne and Chrissy asked at the same time.

“Nothing,” I said, getting up quickly, my stomach clenching in an all-too-familiar knot.

Chrissy narrowed her eyes. “If it’s nothing, why are you getting up?”

“Well, just to check and make sure.” I hurried out of the room before anyone could ask any more questions.

I was already sure what I would find when I opened the door, which is why as much as I would have preferred to have completely ignored it, I couldn’t. At the very least, Daphne and Aiden would be leaving at some point, and maybe Chrissy as well, and they would see it then.

I stepped out onto the porch, quickly scooping up the rock with the piece of paper wrapped around it with a rubber band, and turned to go back into the house, intending on dropping it behind the pile of shoes next to the door and dealing with it later. But as I turned around, I saw that wasn’t going to be possible.

“How long?” Daphne asked. Her arms were folded across her chest, and the way she was looking at me, I knew she had seen me grab it.

My shoulders sagged. “Since the newspaper article came out.”

She straightened up. “Which newspaper article? The one that accused you of setting the fire?”

I nodded.

“But those charges were dropped. Weren’t they?”

I nodded again. Just as Daniel had promised, I was completely cleared. Alas, somewhere between the cops’ investigation and my consequent clearing as a suspect, the Redemption Times got wind of the story and wrote an article about my being a person of interest, as there was a witness claiming to have seen me.

The paper eventually posted a correction, but it was too late. The threats had already begun.

“I don’t understand. Why is someone throwing rocks at your house?” Daphne asked.

“It’s not just a rock,” I said with a sigh, lifting my hand to show her. The words “Go back to New York” were written on the paper in thick, black marker.

Daphne stared at it. “Are you kidding me?”

“I know. It’s crazy.”

She gestured toward the rock. “Do they all say that?”

“Basically. Although sometimes it’s more along the lines of ‘We don’t want your kind here.’”

Daphne looked legitimately shocked. “I can’t believe this. How many have you gotten?”

“Six or so, I think. About one every other day.”

“Have you told the police?”

I let out a laugh that had no actual humor in it. “You’re kidding, right?”

“What about Daniel?” Almost immediately, she held a hand up. “Never mind. But you didn’t tell me, either. Why not?”

I shrugged. “What are you going to do about it? What is anyone going to do? If the cops won’t do anything, what’s the point of telling anyone? All you’d do is worry.”

Daphne pressed her lips together into a flat line. “Yes, but you still should have said something. What if, God forbid, something happened to you? At least I’d be able to tell them this was happening.”

“What’s going on out here?” Chrissy stepped out onto the porch, squeezing past Daphne. Her eyes immediately went to the rock in my hand. “Is that what was thrown against the door?”

My first instinct was to tuck the rock behind me, even though I knew it was too late. Instead, I nodded.

She took a step toward me, squinting to read it before looking up at me, a knowing expression on her face. “This isn’t the first time.” It wasn’t a question.

There was no use denying it. “No.”

She cocked her head. “Why do they want you to leave?”

“Good question,” Daphne said.

“I think because everyone would rather believe an outsider is responsible for all of the problems in Redemption,” I said.

Chrissy put her hands on her hips. “See? This is why knowing the origin story is so important. Then people will know who to blame.”

Daphne looked confused. “Origin story?”

“Nellie’s diary,” I explained.

“Oh.” Daphne nodded, a pensive look on her face. “Chrissy has a point. Maybe we should make it public.”

“To what end?” I asked. “What good would it do?”

Chrissy gestured at the rock. “Maybe it would stop you from being a scapegoat, for starters.”

I looked down at the rock. “Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s something to consider. Right now, I feel like there’s so many other things going on that publicizing this could be a distraction.”

“You didn’t share Mad Martha’s diary, did you?” Daphne asked.

“No,” I said. “I didn’t feel like it was my place to do that. I know I own the house, but … Mad Martha isn’t related to me, so it felt a little unfair. Of course, I’m not related to Nellie either, so I don’t know.”

Chrissy made a face. “Yeah, maybe. Whatever.” She turned to go back into the house, muttering something about no one listening to her.

Daphne’s expression was serious. “You need to be careful.”

“I am.”

“No, I mean it.”

“What? You think I’m not?”

She shook her head and glanced around to see if Chrissy was out of earshot. “This isn’t like before,” she said, her voice low. “You don’t have Daniel watching out for you, nor do you have Mia around. It’s just you and a seventeen-year-old out here all alone. You don’t even have any close neighbors.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said. “Although I suspect if they’re throwing rocks, it’s probably not going to escalate. They’re probably just trying to scare me.” My voice sounded a lot surer than I felt. I’d had this same thought a lot over the last couple of weeks, especially while lying awake in the middle of the night listening to the creaks and groans of my old house. While I did think the harassment would blow over, especially once they caught the real culprit who started the fire, part of me wasn’t as convinced. Even if I was guilty, that level of hostility didn’t make sense. It was just a dive bar. It wasn’t like I was a serial killer.

Something else was going on. There was another, deeper reason for someone in Redemption wanting me to leave.

But what could it be?


Chapter 3

I had just finished cleaning up after breakfast the next day when the doorbell rang.

I froze, my hand still holding the wet dishcloth. Chrissy had just left, and I wasn’t expecting anyone. A sudden fear that whoever had been throwing the rocks at my door had gotten tired of their lack of results and decided to try a more direct approach seized me.

No, I had to stop. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. I told Daphne I was safe, and I had to keep believing it was true.

Besides, just because someone was at the door didn’t mean I had to answer it. I could just peek through the peephole and decide then.

I put the dishcloth back in the sink and slowly crept toward the door, careful to avoid the areas of the floor that creaked more than others. I still wasn’t as quiet as I wanted to be and was sure whoever was on the other side of the door now knew someone was home.

I reminded myself again that even if they knew, I still didn’t have to answer the door.

I peered through the peephole to see an older, well-dressed woman standing on my porch. She had black, curly hair cut very short and wore bluish-purple cat-eyed glasses. She seemed familiar. Was she a tea client? I didn’t know all of them by sight yet, especially since I’d only met most of them once or twice. Regardless, she didn’t look like someone who would drive by people’s homes to chuck rocks carrying threats at them. So, I opened the door.

“Becca! I’m so glad I caught you.” Her face broke into a huge smile, and it suddenly hit me who she was. I wondered if it was too late to slam the door shut and pretend I wasn’t home after all.

“Sharon,” I said, forcing myself to smile, although I was sure it was stiff and uncomfortable. “What brings you here?”

Her smile widened. “Well, I know it’s sudden, but I was hoping you had a few moments, so I could tell you about the Redemption Historical Society.”

Of course. I knew she was going to say that before she even opened her mouth. Ever since I met Sharon at Penny’s wake, she had been trying to set up a time to tell me more about the Redemption Historical Society.

“It won’t take long,” she said, as if sensing how much I wanted to tell her no, I was busy. “I can give you the highlights in twenty minutes.”

Her gaze was so intense, I could feel myself relenting. Would it be so bad to let her in and do her spiel? It was only twenty minutes. Twenty minutes wouldn’t kill me. Plus, it would likely stop her endless phone calls and voicemails.

I pushed open the door. “Sure, I can give you twenty minutes.”

She clapped her hands together like a child. “Wonderful. I promise you won’t regret it.”

I was already regretting it, but I gave her a small smile as she stepped inside.

She immediately started looking around the living room, her eyes bright. “Okay, so I know this isn’t part of the deal, but you have no idea how excited I am to be in Helen Blackstone’s house! Would it be possible to get a tour?” Her look was expectant as she waited for me to say yes.

I, on the other hand, picturing Mia’s room, still a mess, the closet door open and the hole in the corner, was already shaking my head. My plan was to spend the morning putting Mia’s room to rights, but I hadn’t even started yet. Although, to be fair, even if the room was perfectly acceptable, there was no way I was letting Sharon the Busybody go through my home.

“Sorry, the house is a mess, and I hadn’t planned on showing it to anyone today. I can’t give you a tour.”

Her smile didn’t change. “Oh, I don’t care. You should see my house. It’s a disaster.” There was a brittleness to her laughter that grated my spine like fingers on a chalkboard.

“Sorry,” I said again. “It’s not a good time. And I don’t have much of that today anyway. Shall we sit?” I gestured toward the couches.

Sharon’s smile slipped, and for a moment, I thought she was going to insist on it, but instead, she perched on the edge of the couch.

“Thanks for seeing me.” She dug through her enormous black bag and pulled out a little book that appeared to contain printed PowerPoint slides tucked inside plastic sheets. She flipped through them, giving me a quick history of the Redemption Historical Society and how much good they had done for Redemption over the many years of their existence. I pretended to listen, my eyes glazing over slightly and nodding in the appropriate places as I kept repeating to myself that twenty minutes wasn’t going to kill me, and then, I could send her on her way and never have to see her again.

Finally, she reached the last slide and closed the little book. “So, do you have any questions?”

“No, it looks like a great organization.” I steeled myself to tell her I really wasn’t in any position to give either time or money to it.

She beamed. “I’m so glad to hear that. So, I can send the paperwork over?”

Paperwork? I blinked at her, mentally shifting through her speech, but admittedly, I hadn’t been paying that close attention. “I’m sorry … what paperwork are we talking about?”

She looked surprised. “Well, to turn over the Blackstone house to the Historical Society! I’m sure you’ll agree a house as old and important to our history as yours belongs with the Historical Society. Everyone should have the opportunity to enjoy and experience a house as rich with history as the Blackstone House.”

Had she actually covered that in her little spiel? Mentally, I kicked myself for not paying closer attention. “I think there must be a mistake,” I said. “I’m not in a position to simply … donate my house. Where would I live?”

Her eyebrows went up. “Oh! I’m so sorry. I must not have been clear. You can stay here as long as you like. Until your death, if you so choose.” She let out that little titter that made me shiver again. “You’re simply agreeing to donate the Blackstone House to the Historical Society once you’re finished living in it.”

I wondered why she kept calling it “the Blackstone House” rather than my house. Was it because she wanted me to think of it as Redemption’s versus my own? “But what if I want to move somewhere else before I die?”

She waved a hand. “Oh, that’s no problem at all. As soon as you’re ready to leave, the Historical Society will take over. No rush, of course. You can take your time.”

“Okay,” I said, drawing out the word. “But if I’m complete with living here and want to live somewhere else, I would want to sell it, so I could use that money to buy another house.”

She gasped, a hand going to her mouth that had turned into a perfect O. “Oh, dear. No, you can’t sell it! Not the Blackstone House. It’s a priceless piece of Redemption history!”

“That may be,” I said. “But it’s MY piece of priceless history, and quite frankly, I’d need that money in order to purchase my next home.”

“Oh, if you’re worried about a down payment, don’t be,” Sharon said. “You’re going to get a tidy tax break for donating. More than enough to cover a down payment.”

“A tax break?” I asked. “How is that going to help me if I leave Redemption or Wisconsin? I’ll need actual money to buy another house, not a tax break.”

“Of course you will,” Sharon said. “And don’t you worry about it. If you’re planning on moving out of Wisconsin, that tax break will come to you in the form of a refund.”

“Is that … legal?” I asked. I’d be the first to admit I wasn’t up on tax law, especially Wisconsin tax law, but I didn’t think a tax break automatically turned into a tax refund.

“Of course it is,” Sharon said, waving her hand. “There are no issues at all. We’ve done it with lots of houses in Redemption, and it’s completely aboveboard.”

“Lots of houses? Like which ones?”

“Oh, there are so many, I can’t keep track. The Redemption Historical Society has a sterling reputation. It’s been a mainstay in Redemption for decades now. And it’s really no different from selling your home using a realtor. Actually, it’s better, because you won’t have to deal with any real estate agents. No strangers going through your home. You won’t have to spend hours cleaning or fixing it up. None of that nonsense. The Society will take it as is. It’s that easy.”

Sharon was making the whole thing sound too good to be true. There had to be a catch somewhere. “So, you’re saying if I agree to this … arrangement, I can live in the house for as long as I want, and when I’m ready to move, the Historical Society will swoop in and just … pay me?”

Sharon beamed. “Yes! That’s it. Although the Society technically won’t be ‘paying you,’ as you’ll get it through tax credits or a refund.”

“So the government will be paying me.” This really was sounding like some sort of scam.

“It’s a tax credit,” Sharon said again.

“But if I move out of Wisconsin, I’ll get it as a refund.”

“We’ve got CPAs who can help you get it all sorted out,” she assured me.

That didn’t sound as reassuring as she may have intended, but I decided it wasn’t worth harping on and continued with my questions. “But how do I know I’ll get a fair price for it?”

She stared at me in disbelief. “Why wouldn’t you get it for a fair price? It’s a tax write-off.”

I was starting to see why Aunt Charlie wanted nothing to do with the Historical Society. I stood up. “This was really helpful. Thank you for stopping by. I’m so sorry, but I really have to get going.”

“Of course.” Sharon also rose from the couch. “Can I send a contract over?”

I was about to say no, but then I changed my mind. Why not? Maybe I should show it to Aiden and get his take on how legal the whole thing was. Alternatively, I could ask my own financial advisors, who I was fairly certain would tell me I would be out of my mind to sign. That might give me a good excuse for not doing it, too. “Sure. I’ll have my people take a look.”

Her smile hardened slightly, as if she had sensed the deal might not be as easy of a sell as she thought. “I’ll do that right away. And please give them my number and tell them they can contact me with any questions. I’d be happy to do a virtual presentation like I did for you.”

“I absolutely will,” I said as I not-so-subtly herded her toward the door.

She was persistent, I had to give her that. “I’m sure once they hear the specifics, they’ll realize it would be crazy to turn this down.”

“I’ll let them know,” I said, my voice firm as I practically pushed her out. It was only after I shut the door and headed upstairs to deal with the wreckage of Mia’s room that I realized I didn’t ask her the most important question of all.

If this really was such a good deal for me, what on Earth was the Redemption Historical Society getting out of it?


Chapter 4

I was heading down to the kitchen for a late lunch break when I heard the doorbell ring.

This time, rather than freezing up with images of whoever had been tossing rocks at my house on the other side of the door, I envisioned Sharon, all professionally put together and holding a contract.

If it was her, there was no way I was opening the door.

I was sweaty and dirty and wanted a shower in the worst way, but I probably only had an hour of cleaning left and thought it made more sense to push through and finish the job. That way, on the off-chance Mia did show up sooner than later, her room would be clean. At this point, I just wanted to get some food inside me and back to her room before I completely ran out of steam.

But curiosity had me heading to the door to see who was there.

It wasn’t Sharon. It was a man I had never seen before. He was middle-aged and balding, with gray strands in his beard and stooped shoulders.

I froze. Was this the person who had been throwing rocks with threatening messages at my house? Although he didn’t look all that intimidating. He kept his shifting his weight from one foot to another, and if I didn’t know better, I would think he looked nervous.

I reminded myself that when it came to reading people, my track record wasn’t great, so perhaps I should keep the door shut. But again, that darn curiosity was too strong. I hurried into the kitchen to grab my phone, and making sure I had 9-1-1 ready to dial, I cracked open the door. “Can I help you?”

“Are you Becca Kingsley?” the man asked. Now that I had the door open, I could see his eyes were bloodshot and his face puffy, like he had been drinking too much or not sleeping enough … maybe both.

“I am.”

“I’m John Tellmann. I was in a relationship with Pamela Lansing. I’m also Zelda’s father.”

My eyes widened, and I immediately swung the door open the rest of the way. So much for finishing cleaning Mia’s room.

“Come in.”

***

Suddenly realizing how starving I was, I offered to make John a sandwich. I didn’t think I could be patient enough to talk to him without food in me. Luckily, he hadn’t had lunch either. With sandwiches similar to what I had made Chrissy the day before (minus the bacon, as I didn’t want to take the time to fry that up), potato chips, and some of Chrissy’s leftover appetizers in front of us, we looked at each other across the table.

“I appreciate you seeing me,” he said. Now that I was closer to him, I could see how thin his face was, the bones practically protruding from his skin. The bags under his eyes were huge, and I wondered when he last ate an actual meal or had a decent night of sleep. Or a proper shower for that matter, as unfortunately, I could also smell him. He stunk of sweat and despair.

“Of course. And I’m so sorry about Pamela.”

He nodded as he stared at his plate, but he didn’t touch the food. “Thank you. What happened to her was terrible, there’s no question about that. But right now, my focus has to be on my daughter.”

My stomach seemed to fold in on itself, even though I had a feeling that was why he had showed up on my doorstep. Finding the killer of his estranged ex-lover, even if she was the mother of his daughter, felt like more of a phone call or email level. A long drive into a different state to arrive unannounced on a stranger’s doorstep and hope for the best was a different level altogether. “I guess that means you don’t know where Zelda is either,” I said softly.

He closed his eyes briefly. “I have no idea. Pamela was always a good mother. I never dreamed …” he paused and took a long breath. “We haven’t been in touch much these last couple of years. I wonder …” his voice trailed off. “No, I have to stop second-guessing myself. Zelda needs me to be strong.”

My heart broke a little at the despair on his face. “Look, I know I don’t have all the details, but I doubt there was much you could have done,” I said.

“That’s what everyone tells me,” he said with a sigh as he picked up a chip. “I’m not sure I believe it. All I keep thinking about is that things may have been different if I had done a better job staying connected.”

I knew it was none of my business, but he was the one who showed up on my doorstep, unannounced and uninvited. “May I ask what happened?”

He sighed, putting down the chip and finally picking up his sandwich. I had been tucking into mine, despite the part of me that felt like I should wait for him to take a bite. I was simply too hungry. “You have to understand something about Pamela. Her entire life revolved around her brother Jeb.”

“You mean she never got over his death?”

He shook his head. “No, I mean her life revolved around him. She was convinced he was still alive.”

I paused my chewing. Was this the proof I had been looking for? That her death WAS somehow related to Redemption and whatever darkness lurked beneath its surface? “If that were the case, why wouldn’t Jeb get in touch with her?”

He made a face. “That’s an excellent question. Pamela would say it’s because he obviously couldn’t. What she didn’t know was why. Maybe he was taken away to a different state or in deep hiding. Regardless, she wanted to make sure he knew where to find her.”

I cocked my head, some of the pieces starting to fall into place. “And that’s why she started her social media accounts.”

He nodded. “Exactly. She was a private person, and … well, let’s just say she didn’t fit in anywhere. The fact she had any sort of online presence was counter to how she was raised, even if it was completely out of step with the rest of society. But again, she wanted to make sure Jeb could find her, so she did the bare minimum.”

“Why was she was so convinced he was alive?”

His face darkened. “She never told me why.”

“But … she must have had a reason.”

He laughed, a bitter sound. “Oh yes. Pamela didn’t do anything without a reason. She knew something, but she wasn’t going to tell me.”

I took another bite of my sandwich, pondering what he said. “What about her mother, Viola? Did you ever meet her?”

His expression was flat. “I knew her. And if you’re asking if she also thought Jeb was alive, the answer is yes. They were both convinced, but neither of them would share their reasoning. At least, their true reasoning.”

He sounded as bitter as his laugh had. It suddenly occurred to me that maybe his and Pamela’s relationship was different than I had assumed. “How did you meet?”

He was staring out the window at a spot where the afternoon sun slanted down onto my colorful garden, but I didn’t think he was seeing any of it. “At a bar.” He half-smiled. “I know it sounds cliché—a one-night stand at a bar ends up in an unwanted pregnancy. But it wasn’t like that. It was right after work on a Tuesday night. We were both there to drink away our bad days. At the time, I had a terrible manager, and I was really worried he was going to fire me. That’s not what ended up happening, as he was the one who ended up getting fired and I was promoted, but at the time, I was worried. Pamela had also endured a challenging day at work, but …” he pressed his lips together in a straight line. “I think it was also just … grief. Sometimes it just gets you, you know? And in Pamela’s case, as much as she believed her brother was alive, sometimes the fact he hadn’t reached out or contacted her … well, it weighed heavily on her.”

I set the last bite of sandwich down on my plate, my own grief starting to steal around me like an old, familiar shawl. “I can understand.”

He glanced at me and must have seen something in my eyes, because a slight smile touched his lips. “Anyway, we were both sitting at the bar, and we ended up talking. All night. No, we didn’t sleep together.” His smile was now amused. “Although I don’t suppose you’ll believe me. Not that it matters. It actually took almost a month before we did. And not for the reasons you might think. It was mostly because Pamela wasn’t interested in having a relationship. Any kind of relationship. That night we spent talking was an anomaly. Mostly, she kept to herself, and if she did open up at all, it was to her mother. So, I had to convince her to let me take her out again.” His face lit up at the memory as he gazed out the window, and for a moment, age and grief melted away, affording me a glimpse of the man Pamela had met in the bar—both mischievous and sweet. “Anyway, we went out a couple of times, and after the second date, we slept together. Honestly, I think she wanted to get rid of me … thought that if she gave me what I wanted—sex—I would stop calling.” The corners of his eyes wrinkled in humor. “Whatever she intended, the exact opposite happened, and we ended up dating pretty heavily for about six months. Until she got pregnant.”

“She didn’t want to get married?” I asked.

Sadness replaced the humor on his face, and he seemed to deflate in his chair. “She kept telling me she was okay on her own. Her mother would help her, and she had no intention of trapping or tricking me. I kept trying to make her understand that I wanted a family. I wanted to get married. But she wouldn’t hear of it. Said she could never do that to me.” His shoulders sagged. “That there were things about her I didn’t know, and it was better to just leave things alone. She didn’t want to destroy my life; the fact that her family’s life was in shambles was enough. I didn’t understand any of it, but eventually, I figured out if I wanted to stay in my daughter’s life, I was going to have to accept her decision.” His lips twisted in a mockery of a smile.

A part of me wanted to reach out and squeeze his hand, but I didn’t think it was appropriate. “You did the best you could.”

His eyebrows went up. “Did I? Are you sure about that?” He shook his head, his face full of self-loathing. “When I was offered a promotion in Minnesota, I took it. Even though I knew it meant our relationship would deteriorate further …” he scrubbed at his face. “I needed a fresh start, and I was only thinking of myself. I was able to work out a visitation schedule with Zelda where she would spend full weeks with me rather than every other weekend, so that felt like I was seeing more of her rather than less. But my relationship with Pamela? That was done.” He stared out the window, his eyes bleak. “I was so selfish.”

I looked at him in surprise. “I don’t think you were selfish to take that promotion. You needed to take care of yourself. And it seems to me that Pamela made the decision that was right for her. You needed to do the same for yourself.”

He picked up another chip, but rather than eat it, he started breaking it into smaller pieces. “I know you’re right. I know I need to stop blaming myself. It’s a waste of time and energy to second-guess myself, and Zelda needs me to be strong. But it’s so hard. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to forgive myself.”

He looked so sad, I wanted to give him a hug, but as he was virtually a stranger, I wasn’t sure how he would react. “Well, you can definitely count on me doing everything I can to find your little girl.”

He blinked several times, as if trying to push away the grief and focus on the present. “Thank you. I appreciate that more than you know.”

I gave him a small smile and wiped my hands with a napkin. “So, I take it you didn’t know that Pamela was planning to move?”

John’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “She told me she got a new job working on a ship in the middle of the ocean … or maybe it was an oil rig … I can’t remember now. But whichever it was, she and Zelda wouldn’t be reachable for three or four months. But after that, she promised I could have Zelda for a full month.”

I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. “Seriously? A ship? So she wasn’t moving to Milwaukee?”

He shook his head. “She never said anything about Milwaukee, at least not to me. She worked in computers and said she was going to be managing IT systems. She didn’t give me a lot of details, just that she had been feeling lost and adrift since her mother died and wanted to get away from Wisconsin for a while. And whatever this job was, it paid really well. She said she had committed to it for a year, and after that, she could decide if she wanted to come back to Riverview or go somewhere else.”

He paused to take a drink of lemonade. “If I’m being honest, I was actually happy about it. Not the part about not seeing or talking to Zelda for several months, but that she was leaving Wisconsin and getting off the grid, so to speak. I took it as a sign that she was finally coming to grips with her brother being dead, and if that was the case, maybe she would stop some of the other nonsense she was into as well.”

I cocked my head. “What other nonsense?”

He didn’t answer for a bit, just stared at his largely untouched sandwich. “What are your thoughts about Redemption?”

“What do you mean?”

His eyes flickered up toward me. “Do you believe it’s haunted?”

The question hung between us, awkward and uncomfortable, like an uninvited guest. I wondered if he knew he happened to be sitting in what was considered the most haunted house in Redemption. “Don’t you?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to offend you …” his voice was tentative.

“You won’t,” I said quickly. “Honestly.”

He didn’t look convinced. “It’s just been my experience that anyone who has ever lived in Redemption is convinced it’s haunted.”

“Even if that’s what I believe, why would it offend me if you didn’t?”

One side of his mouth quirked up. “I guess that backfired, huh? If you don’t want people to know what you believe, don’t protest too much, right?” His half-smile quickly disappeared, though, and his expression became more serious. “To be clear, my disbelief is not limited to Redemption. I don’t believe in ANY supernatural stuff, including religion, although I would probably call myself more of an agnostic than an actual atheist. And yes, I grew up in Riverview, so I know all about Redemption’s strange and violent past. I also understand that there does seem to be a disturbingly high percentage of disappearances here. However, I believe there’s a perfectly logical explanation for whatever is happening here that has nothing to do with the supernatural.”

“I take it Pamela didn’t agree.”

He pressed his lips tightly together. “You got that right.” He turned his head to look out the window, that brooding expression back on his face. “For as long as I’ve known her, Pamela has believed that something haunts Redemption. Some dark, maybe even evil, entity or something. She was convinced it’s responsible for her brother’s disappearance. It didn’t matter what I said or how ridiculous it sounded. She had made up her mind.”

I was leaning forward slightly, hanging on his every word while trying not to look as eager as I felt. Could this be the key to the whole mystery? I thought about what Zane had said about Jeb possibly having contacted Redemption. Was that what happened after all? He and his friends had contacted the town, and that’s why he disappeared? “Did she ever say what she thought happened to him?”

“No, but it’s possible she did have a theory and just didn’t tell me because I was so skeptical. Eventually, she and I just stopped talking about Redemption and Jeb, because all we did was argue about it. But I knew she was still looking for him, which I guess I can’t really blame her for. He was her only brother, and there was a time when they were quite close. Every now and then, she would share an update or frustration about the search, and I really tried to be as supportive as I could. For years, it seemed to work for us. But then … she became Catholic.”

I detected a faint note of disgust in his tone. Considering what he’d said about being agnostic, I wasn’t all that surprised. “Did she talk to you about it?”

He leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “Not exactly. It was more like an announcement that she was converting to Catholicism, along with her mother and Zelda. She was hoping I wouldn’t object to Zelda … it was also important to her that Zelda be baptized and have her First Communion.”

“And did you?”

He shrugged. “Not particularly. I thought it was a little silly, but I asked Zelda if she wanted to be Catholic, and she said she did. I figured if that’s what they all wanted, I wouldn’t stand in their way.”

“Well, that was good of you,” I said. “Especially since you don’t believe.”

He was gazing off into space. “I asked her once, you know. Why she was becoming a Catholic when she had never gone to church before. She didn’t really give me an answer other than just knowing it was the right step for her to take. But her words didn’t matter. I don’t want to say she was lying, because I don’t think that was the case, but she also wasn’t telling me the full truth. Vintage Pamela, honestly. But I figured out the truth anyway … or at least part of it.”

“Which was?”

He turned to look at me, and what I saw in his eyes sent chills down my spine. “She was afraid. Terrified even. Something had happened to her that scared her so badly, she not only changed her life, but her family’s, too. What that was, I don’t know. And that’s what I can’t stop thinking about.”


Chapter 5

“So you have no idea what it was?”

He shook his head. “No. But I can’t help but wonder if her murder was tied into it somehow. Had she stumbled onto something by mistake that ended up killing her? I also can’t help but think it was somehow related to her brother. But how?”

My skin prickled with goosebumps, and I wished I had made coffee or hot tea rather than lemonade. I suddenly really wanted to hold something warm and comforting. “Did she say anything to you about her brother? Any updates at all after she became Catholic?”

“No. And that’s the other reason why I think she had somehow landed herself in a lot of trouble. After she became Catholic, she stopped talking to me.”

“What do you mean? Weren’t you still seeing Zelda?”

“Of course,” he said quickly. “Pamela was always good about letting me see my daughter. Until last December, of course.” A shadow flicked across his face. “But before she became Catholic, we would usually talk a few times a month. I regularly called Zelda once a week or every other week, and Pamela and I would chat for ten, fifteen minutes.”

This surprised me, considering how private he had described her. “What would you talk about?”

“Nothing much. She’d ask me about work and what was going on in my life and share the same with me. Sometimes, she would update me with news about Zelda. It was … nice.” His eyes became unfocused again, as if he was mentally re-living the conversations. “Like we were old friends. And I guess we were. Other than the supernatural stuff, we had always gotten along well. When we were together, we used to talk for hours and hours, and we rarely fought. So it was nice to have that regular touch point, and I think it was good for Zelda, as well, to have her parents get along the way we did. Even if we weren’t living in the same house.

“But all of that changed shortly after she became Catholic. Pamela stopped instigating those regular calls, and if I asked to talk to her, she would either say she was too busy and would call me back—which she never did, of course—or she would just give me one-word answers. Which, as you can imagine, didn’t make for much conversation. At first, I thought she was angry at me, although I couldn’t figure out why. I had done everything she asked, even made the trip to be there for Zelda’s baptism and First Communion.” After a brief pause, he added, “Well, almost everything.” He looked a little embarrassed.

“What didn’t you do?”

He made a face. “She wanted me to take Zelda to Mass when I had her. I was noncommittal the first time she asked me, mostly because I had no intention of going to church. But then one Sunday morning, Zelda came downstairs wearing a dress and asking what time Mass started. I panicked and ended up calling one of my coworkers, who I knew was Catholic. She was a single mother, a widow, and I asked if she wouldn’t mind taking Zelda to church with her. Of course she said yes, even picked her up. When Pamela found out I had someone else take Zelda to church, I could tell she wasn’t happy about it, but she never said anything about it.”

“Did you ask her about it?”

“A few times. She kept telling me she wasn’t angry. Said she was just busy, but something had shifted. I didn’t know what it was. Was she upset because I was agnostic? My other Catholic friends didn’t seem to care, so why would that upset her? Like I said, I had supported her conversion, and every time Zelda was with me, she went to Mass. So, I didn’t know what I had done wrong. But now I’m thinking it had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with whatever had frightened her so much.”

“You think she was trying to protect you?”

“It’s what makes the most sense,” John said. “Again, I don’t know what happened, but if she thought she was being watched or monitored, it would explain why she started distancing herself. She would want whoever was watching to think we weren’t close at all, and the only reason we were in contact was because we share a child.” He started worrying the edge of his paper napkin. “What doesn’t fit is why she would take Zelda with her. If she thought she was in danger, why not leave Zelda with me?”

“Maybe she was trying to run away from whoever she was afraid of,” I said.

“Then why was her body found in Redemption? If she was trying to escape, wouldn’t it make sense for her to have been far from here?”

“Unless whoever killed her brought her body back here,” I said. “It’s possible she was caught somewhere else and forced to return.”

John stared at me, fear naked in his eyes, and I immediately wished I could stuff that last statement back into my mouth. I wasn’t tossing around hypotheses with Daphne and Aiden, after all. We weren’t having some sort of intellectual exercise. This was Zelda’s father. “But if that were the case, where’s Zelda?”

I didn’t have an answer for him. Like everything else that had been happening this summer, the more I learned, the less it made sense.

“Is there anyone else she could have left Zelda with?” I asked. “Maybe another family member somewhere?” I was sure Daniel had mentioned an aunt or cousin.

“There’s no one else,” John said. “Everyone in her family is dead or gone.”

“What about a friend?”

“There’s no one else,” he said again. “She didn’t have friends, only acquaintances and co-workers. And that would be a huge ask for them to take care of a ten-year-old. Why would she do that when Zelda could be with her father?”

I opened my mouth to respond, then shut it again. I thought it was possible that Pamela wanted to leave Zelda with someone less obvious than her father. If she was worried about Zelda’s safety, maybe hiding her with an adult who wasn’t as closely connected to Pamela would be a better choice.

But I wasn’t sure if telling him that would make him feel better or worse, so I decided not to say anything, at least for the time being.

“Let’s change gears,” I suggested. “Is there anything you can tell me about what happened to Jeb? Or what Pamela thought happened to him?”

“I don’t know much,” he said, shifting in his chair. “I guess he had gotten involved with a bad group of people. Her mother was beside herself, but nothing anyone said made any difference. He was determined.”

“Determined to what?”

John hesitated for a moment before his fingers crawled back onto the table to start plucking at the napkin again. “Have you heard of the 1888ers? The descendants of the adults who disappeared?”

“I have.”

“So, you probably know they have a more … supernatural perspective of what happened back in 1888.” His tone made what he thought of that clear.

“Yeah, I’m aware.”

He sighed. “Look, if I could go back in time and tell my younger self to shut up and listen, I would. I was so busy trying to convince Pamela that there was no such thing as ghosts and spirits and entities that I never did fully understand what Jeb was doing. And then she just quit talking to me about it. But there is one thing I do remember … he was planning something. Something big. I don’t know what the point of it was, nor do I think he gave Pamela many details. All he’d said was that whatever he was planning was going to change everything. And then he disappeared.”

“So, it was after this … event that he disappeared?”

“Yeah. Freaky, huh?” He shifted his gaze to the window again. “As far as I know, the last thing he said to her was ‘Don’t worry. After tonight, everything is going to change.’ And boy, did it all change.” His expression was pensive. “I guess I can see why she thought there was something supernatural involved. Obviously, something went very wrong that night.”

“What about the other people? Were they still around?”

“Apparently, although when her mother confronted them, they claimed they hadn’t seen Jeb that night and had no idea what happened to him. It was clear they were lying, though. Pamela said they wouldn’t make eye contact with them.”

“What about the cops? Did they investigate?”

He let out a disgusted snort. “Who knows? Apparently, it wasn’t a big secret that Jeb and his family weren’t getting along. The cops assumed Jeb had run away from home.”

“Yet Pamela’s mother did have her fingerprinted,” I said. I wondered how that must have felt, knowing the cops didn’t believe something had happened to your son, when you knew otherwise. Even worse, still having to rely on them to protect your daughter.

“Probably so she could prove Pamela didn’t run away, if something were to happen to her,” John said. “They were both paranoid, although that I understand, after what happened to Jeb. Personally, I always thought something went horribly wrong that night, and Jeb ended up dead. Maybe by accident, maybe not, but however it happened, whoever was responsible was able to cover their tracks and hide the body well. Maybe they dumped him in Angel’s Lake, knowing that bodies don’t often surface. Regardless, whoever killed Jeb got away with it, and the smartest thing I think Viola did was get herself and her daughter out of Redemption. She surely didn’t want whoever was responsible for Jeb’s death to come after them.”

“And then Pamela came back,” I said.

John sighed heavily. “And then Pamela came back. That’s what I mean. I suspect all her digging had finally paid off, and she uncovered something. Maybe it was a clue as to what happened to her brother, or more likely, she uncovered some other illegal activity. Drugs, probably, but maybe something worse. And that was the problem. She had something on the people who were responsible for Jeb’s disappearance, but it was unrelated to Jeb. So, what does she do? Keep digging? Trade the information she had for information on Jeb? I don’t know what she was thinking, but it does seem like she knew she was playing a dangerous game, hence converting to Catholicism and keeping me in the dark. I just wish …” His hands tightened into fists. “I just wish I knew why she dragged Zelda into all of it. And why is it that no one seems to know where she is?”


Chapter 6

“We really need to find Gandalf,” Daphne said. “Or Nelson, or whatever name he’s going by. Or, if not him, someone else who knew Jeb before he disappeared. It seems pretty clear that whatever happened to him is linked to what’s going on now.”

“That’s my thought too,” I said. “All roads seem to be leading back to Jeb and whatever he was mixed up in before he disappeared. If we can figure out what happened to him, we might have a shot at finding Zelda.”

“I agree,” Daphne said before turning to Aiden. “Any luck finding anything?”

The three of us were back in my kitchen, glasses of wine and half-eaten plates of food in front of us. I had just filled them in on everything John had told me.

As soon as he had left with his uneaten sandwich, chips, and an apple for good measure, I had texted Daphne and Aiden, telling them I had an update and asking if they could come over for dinner. Both said yes, so after jumping in the shower and changing out of my dusty, grimy clothes, I headed back into the kitchen to figure out what to cook, finally settling on a chicken and rice casserole and salad.

Aiden tapped a finger on his half-filled wineglass. “I’m not sure,” he said slowly. “I found something, but I’m not sure what it means.”

“What is it?” Daphne asked.

He fished his phone out of his pocked and placed it next to his plate. “So, remember that guy Waylon? The one Chrissy said was hanging out with Mia?”

Both Daphne and I nodded.

“Well, I knew I had run into that name somewhere in my research, but I couldn’t remember where. It wasn’t anywhere in my notes, so it took a bit of backtracking, but I finally found it. It was in a police report.”

My jaw dropped. “He was arrested?”

“No, not arrested. It was just a report. I found it when I was looking for more information about that woman staying in Gandalf’s house. I wanted to know if she was related to him or not. As it turns out, she appears to be a bit unstable and has had the cops called on her more than once, usually for things like disturbing the peace or trespassing. I can’t access her medical records to confirm, but it appears she does have some mental issues and isn’t consistent about taking her meds. Anyway, someone called the cops on her about six weeks ago, because she had had a huge screaming fight with one Waylon Manning in front of her house.”

“What were they fighting about?” I asked.

“The report didn’t say, but no arrests were made. Waylon was asked to leave the premises, which he did. Now, maybe it’s a different Waylon than the one who’s been hanging around with Mia, but …” his voice trailed off as he gave us both a meaningful look.

“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Daphne said.

“I don’t either,” I said. “So, what did you dig up on Waylon?”

“Now that’s where it gets interesting.” Aiden tapped his phone, bringing up his notes. “About seven months ago, he signed a lease for an apartment downtown. I wasn’t able to find anything before that lease, so I’m assuming that’s when he moved here. It wasn’t far from the Redemption Inn, so I decided, since it was such a beautiful day, to take a stroll and maybe see if I could run into him.” He paused, a mischievous grin on his face.

“I take it you did,” Daphne said drily.

“You didn’t wait for us,” I said, feeling somewhat betrayed.

“Hey, you met with John and didn’t invite us,” Aiden said.

“That’s a little different. He showed up on my doorstep. What was I supposed to do, ask him to hang on while I called my friends so they could listen in?”

Aiden smirked. “Well, okay, maybe not. But to answer your question, I didn’t find Waylon.”

Daphne looked at him in exasperation. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Then why all the fuss?”

“I’m getting to it,” Aiden said. “I didn’t find Waylon, but I did find something almost as interesting.”

“What?” I asked.

“Not a what, a who,” Aiden said. “His landlord.”

There was a moment of silence, and I could feel the energy shift. Something had changed. Something on a deeper level. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but I felt it in my gut.

“What was his landlord doing there?” Daphne asked.

“Apparently, Waylon had broken his lease,” Aiden said. “His rent was due last week, and he’s late. Which isn’t like him. He’s paid promptly every month. After a few days, the landlord left him a voicemail. No response. So, the landlord showed up in person. No one answered the door. He tried the number again, but it had been disconnected. So, he used his key to enter the apartment. It was empty. Apparently, Waylon had packed up his stuff and skipped town.”

“Seriously?” I said. “That sucks. I’m guessing his landlord didn’t have any leads as to where he might be.”

“No, and he’s not happy about it,” Aiden said. “I ended up getting quite an earful, as he had done his own digging in order to locate Waylon. But it appears our boy is something of a ghost. All the information on his rental application turned out to be bogus.”

“Really? How so?” Daphne asked.

“I’m not entirely sure of the details. The only thing that’s clear is that all the references Waylon had given him were gone. The numbers had been disconnected, just like Waylon’s. It’s like he never existed.”

“What about a bank account?” I asked. “He had to pay the rent somehow.”

“Money orders,” Aiden said. “So, no bank information either.”

“How about a job?” Daphne asked. “Or is he independently wealthy?”

“I don’t know how much he’s worth, but he didn’t have a regular job,” Aiden said.

“What does he do?” I asked.

“Supposedly, he’s a therapist,” Aiden said. “He was planning on opening up his own practice here in Redemption.”

“A therapist?” A cold feeling of dread seemed to settle into my bones. I was starting to get a bad feeling about where this conversation was headed. “What kind of therapist?”

“The landlord didn’t know. Waylon had talked about finding a shared office space or renting a single room in the area and had asked for a few leads, which the landlord gave him. But it doesn’t seem like Waylon ever followed up on them or rented any office space. If he did, it wasn’t with anyone the landlord knows.”

“So maybe he is independently wealthy, and that’s why he didn’t need to see clients,” Daphne said, but I was only half-listening. I was wracking my brain, trying to remember if Mia had mentioned names of potential therapists to me. I seemed to recall her offering to give me names, but I didn’t take her up on it. Crap. Why didn’t I at least get a name or two, even if I hadn’t planned on actually following up?

I knew the reason why. Because I didn’t want to listen to her barrage me with questions about whether I had made an appointment or not. Nor did I want a repeat of what Stefan, my second husband, did to me, when he surprised me at a dinner party with an introduction to a potential therapist.

“Well, clearly, someone was bankrolling him,” Aiden said.

That shook me out of my musings. I gave him a sharp look. “Someone?”

Aiden shrugged and started ticking things off his fingers. “He had money for rent and utilities, not to mention cash for his regular meals at Aunt May’s, and no obvious source of income. It was a coordinated effort for him to secure a lease under false pretenses, so multiple people were involved. I would guess Waylon wasn’t his real name, which would mean he also had access to fake identification. That’s an awful lot of work and money to spend on, what? Living for seven months in Redemption, Wisconsin? Why would someone go through all that trouble?”

The bad feeling intensified in my gut. “Because they wanted to get to Mia.”

Aiden’s eyes bore into mine. There was an intensity in his stare that sent shivers up my spine. “That certainly seems to be the case. The question is, why?”

Daphne suddenly gasped. “Oh, what an idiot I am! I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. The dates.”

I tore my gaze away from Aiden. “What dates?”

“When Waylon left. That was last week, right?”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Waylon said. “The landlord didn’t check his apartment right away. But he didn’t pay his rent, so it’s likely he had already packed up and left before it was due.”

“That would mean he left right after Mia did,” Daphne said.

I almost gasped myself. “Are you saying Mia is with Waylon? That he might have taken her?”

“We can’t assume that,” Aiden said quickly. “Look, Mia stormed out of your house on her own accord, correct? So, it’s possible Waylon seized the opportunity to go with her, but it doesn’t mean he forced Mia to do anything.”

“But it is awfully coincidental, both of them disappearing at the same time, don’t you think?” Daphne asked. “I don’t like that at all. And why Mia? What did he want with her? It’s not like she was rich or anything.”

“I don’t know that either,” Aiden said.

I put my fork down with a clatter, unable to eat any more and hoping I didn’t throw up what was already in my stomach. “Were you able to find out anything more about him?”

Aiden’s face was grave. “Not yet. But I’m still digging.”

Suddenly, something Aiden said earlier slid into place, and I snapped my fingers. “Wait a minute. You said one of the reasons Waylon was in town was because of Mia. What were the other ones?”

“Well, we don’t know all of them, but there’s at least one other unexplained incident,” Aiden said.

“Gandalf’s mother,” Daphne jumped in.

Aiden nodded. “Exactly. Why was he having an argument at the home of a mentally ill woman whose son was probably one of the last people who saw Jeb alive?” He leaned forward, his eyes bright, and tapped the table. “And let’s not forget, that’s not the only notable date.”

“What’s the other one?” Daphne asked.

“When Waylon arrived. It was February, which was roughly a month after Pamela left Riverview.”

“So, you’re saying Waylon IS connected to whatever is going on in Redemption,” I said.

“Sure seems that way,” Aiden said. “Or it’s one heck of a coincidence.”

Daphne made a face. “Still don’t believe in coincidences. And we’re right back to where we were at the beginning of this conversation. We need to find out what happened to Jeb. Every single thing that’s been happening points back to Jeb’s disappearance, and we’re no closer now than we were before. All the people who might know have disappeared.”

Aiden cocked his head. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“What, you know where Gandalf is after all?” Daphne asked.

“I don’t … but I might have a lead on someone who does.”


Chapter 7

“What do you want with Birdie?” The woman, whose name was Dee “with a D, not B,” asked. Her nut-brown hair was parted straight down the middle and hung in long, flat curtains, framing her equally long face and bloodshot eyes. She smelled so strongly of cheap floral perfume and breath mints that I wondered if she was trying to cover up another smell, like that of a little day drinking.

“We were actually looking for Gandalf,” Aiden said.

She looked at him suspiciously. “Gandalf? Like the wizard?”

“You might know him as Nelson. I think he’s Birdie’s son.”

Dee’s eyes darted between us, sizing us up, and for a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to answer. “Stepson,” she said at last. “What do you want with him?”

We were standing in the parking lot of Earth Angels, a business that specialized in services for seniors. Dee was an employee, and Birdie was her client. When we had called, they wouldn’t give us Dee’s cell number, but they told us they’d set up a meeting for us. I could feel the receptionist’s eyes boring in the back of my head as we stood in the hot parking lot with the noontime sun beating down on our heads.

“Do you know Gandalf?” Aiden asked eagerly—maybe a little too eagerly, because she took a step backward.

“Why do you want to know?” Her voice was wary, and I wanted to nudge Aiden, hard, to get him to back off. He was likely scaring her away.

But he must have realized it on his own, because he flashed her a charming grin. “Sorry,” he said. “Our client is really interested in finding him.”

I tried to keep my expression neutral. Client?

Dee didn’t look impressed. “What does your client want with Nelson?”

“He stands to inherit a significant amount of money,” Aiden said, his voice smooth. “But he hasn’t been easy to find.”

Dee’s brows knit together. “Why in the world would your client want to give that deadbeat money?”

“We were hired to find him, not answer questions like that,” Aiden said. “But my understanding is that Nelson helped my client years ago, and my client never forgot it. Now, he wants to repay him by including him in his will.”

Dee snorted. “It must have been a LOT of years ago.”

“Why would you say that?” Aiden’s tone was flat, almost like he was bored by the conversation and couldn’t really care less about Dee’s answer.

“Well, look at how he treats his stepmother … his only living relative, or so I’ve been told. He never sees her, never calls her.” Dee shook her head in disgust. “That’s the problem with our society. No one cares for our elderly. They just toss them away like they’re no longer useful.”

“If he never calls or comes to see her, how do you know who he is?” Aiden asked.

Dee looked at him in surprise. “I thought you knew. He pays the bills.”

Aiden’s eyebrows went up, but just as quickly, he smoothed out his expression. “I didn’t phrase that correctly. I just wondered if Birdie had said anything to you about Nelson.”

Dee put a hand on her hip and looked at him in exasperation. “Haven’t you been listening? Of course she has! She’s a lonely woman who wants her family around her, and Nelson is nowhere to be found. Sure, he pays her bills, but money isn’t everything.”

“Does Nelson receive any sort of report on how Birdie is doing?” Aiden asked. “Are you checking in with him on a regular basis?”

Dee’s eyes went wide. “What exactly are you accusing me of?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything …”

“I do my job,” she snapped. “And don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

Aiden held his hands up, palms toward her. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just trying to get ahold of Nelson for my client and was hoping you might be able to help.”

Dee opened her mouth, then shut it, as several different expressions collided across her face. “I’m sure he would want to hear from you,” she finally said. “Money is definitely something he understands. Probably the most important thing in his life.”

“Do you think you might be able to give me his number?” Aiden flashed her another charming grin.

She paused, her expression darting toward the front office. “I don’t know if I should. Policy, you know? Our clients’ privacy is very important to us. Can’t you get it from the front office?”

“I’ll ask them, if you prefer,” Aiden said. “I just thought since we’re talking, it would save me that effort. Plus, as you pointed out, I’m sure Nelson would love to hear from us. He would probably be very grateful if you were to connect us. Very grateful.” He flashed her a knowing look.

She hesitated again as she glanced toward the window, licking her lips. “Do you have a card?”

Aiden immediately dug into his pocket and handed her a plain white business card. For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine what was printed on it. Wasn’t he an insurance investigator in real life? Wouldn’t she question why an insurance investigator had a client who wanted help tracking someone down for an inheritance? I tried to subtly crane my neck to see the card, but it disappeared too quickly into Dee’s pocket.

“I’ll reach out and see if he wants to contact you,” she said. “Will that work?”

Aiden beamed at her. “Perfect. Thank you so much.”

She nodded at him as she fished out her phone from her other pocket while glancing at the receptionist’s window. “I have to go, but I should be able to call him later today.”

“That would be great. Thank you so much,” he said again. “Oh, and can you mention the name ‘Gandalf’ when you talk to him?”

She gave him a funny look but nodded.

None of us said anything until we were safely back in my car, the windows rolled up, and Dee back inside Earth Angel’s. “Okay, I have to ask. What was on that card?” I asked.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Daphne said. “What is she going to think when she realizes you’re an insurance investigator?”

“She would probably be pretty confused,” Aiden said. “Which is why I didn’t give her that one.”

I eyed him. “You have two cards?”

He put his seatbelt on and sat back in his seat. “Over the years, I’ve found that in some cases, people are more likely to talk to you if they think you’re just an investigator, as opposed to an insurance investigator.”

“So, I’m no expert,” Daphne said. “But to me, that sounds a little like fraud.”

“Well, in this particular case, I can guarantee it’s not fraud. Not only have I taken a leave of absence, but I’m not investigating anything that has to do with insurance or my job,” Aiden said.

I met Daphne’s eyes and saw the same thought reflected back. That wasn’t an answer. But it also seemed clear he wasn’t interested in discussing it.

I started the car. “Now what?”

“Now, we wait.”

***

Aiden wanted to collect his notes and laptop, so we decided to hang out in the breakfast room at the Redemption Inn for a bit. Aiden was convinced Gandalf would call sooner than later. I wasn’t so sure.

“He’s going to know this isn’t real,” I said as we drove over to the hotel.

“I’m sure he probably will,” Aiden said. “But that won’t stop him from calling.”

“How can you be so sure?” I asked. “If he thinks it’s a con or a joke, why would he call?”

Aiden adjusted his sunglasses. “I’m guessing Gandalf has spent his life looking over his shoulder and wondering when whatever he did as a teenager was finally going to catch up with him. He’ll call because he wants to know what he’s up against. Then, he’ll probably disappear again.”

“Or not call and stay disappeared,” Daphne said.

“Possibly,” Aiden said. “But my guess is the desire to know who’s chasing him will be too strong. He’s been waiting for this day. He’ll call.”

He sounded very confident. I just hoped he was right, because if Gandalf didn’t call, I wasn’t sure what our next move would be. As it was, it seemed we were exploring a lot of dead ends. It was possible Aiden would find another road to travel if Gandalf didn’t reach out, but I didn’t want to rely on it.

Once we arrived at the hotel, Aiden headed up to his room to fetch his laptop and notes, and Daphne went into the breakfast room, presumably to find a spot for us. I headed over to the little coffee area to fill three cups and find some waters.

“Becca?”

I turned and saw Eleanor standing in the middle of the lobby. “Oh, I’m so glad it’s you. I was planning to call you this week.”

She was wearing her usual Church of the Forgotten garb—a full-length, shapeless dress with long sleeves made from a muslin fabric with tiny flowers on it, though this time, they were red. She carried a covered wicker basket, as did the younger woman who was accompanying her, who was dressed in a similar outfit, except with yellow flowers.

I swallowed and forced myself to smile. “Hi, Eleanor. It’s nice to see you, too.”

Her smile looked equally forced, and I thought about the last time I interacted with her. She had showed up on my doorstep after I sent the police to investigate her barn. I had thought if I didn’t reach out, she would write me off and decide I wasn’t worth the hassle.

But, at least in this moment, she seemed ready, even eager, for a conversation. She walked toward me, leaving the younger woman standing precisely where was, like she had turned into a statue, her eyes cast downward. “What are you doing here? Do you have friends visiting?”

I was about to say no when I realized how foolish that would be. How else would I explain my presence in a hotel? “A couple of friends and I are going to do a little work together in the breakfast room.” I gestured toward the room as the little voice inside me screamed to stop talking. Eleanor didn’t need to know all the details. “What about you? Are you here to see a guest, too?” My smile became more natural as I talked.

Eleanor laughed, deep and throaty. “Oh, heavens no. I’m here because the Redemption Inn is interested in buying some produce and eggs from us.” She cocked her head, a bemused expression on her face. “You know, I’m still interested in buying tea from you.”

“Oh, ah …” Flustered, I glanced around, hoping to see Daphne or Aiden or even Lynne, the owner of the Redemption Inn, who might save me from the uncomfortable conversation I’d found myself in. I honestly couldn’t believe Eleanor wanted anything to do with me. “I’ve been really busy.” Even to my own ears, it sounded lame. Everyone was busy nowadays. It was a sorry excuse, and one that, most of the time, really meant whoever said it was too busy for you.

But Eleanor seemed unruffled. “I can imagine. Modern society does seem to require everyone to be constantly running around doing a million things at once. That’s why so many of us are drawn to a simpler life … one where success isn’t defined by endless circles of busy-ness.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. “It must be nice,” I said, immediately kicking myself. Why would I open the door to let her recruit me into her cult?

Oddly, she didn’t pounce on the opportunity as expected. Instead, she just watched me carefully.

“But some people like being busy,” she said. “It gives them purpose. And there is certainly plenty to do on a farm. There’s always something that needs doing.”

“I can imagine,” I said, not entirely sure where she was going. Did she think I was one of the ones who craved being busy? If I wasn’t so suspicious of her motives, I would assure her I was not. I liked having a comfortable number of tasks to do in one day—not too many and not too few. I definitely did not enjoy the adrenaline rush of putting out fires and being the one everyone depended on to get things done. I had plenty of friends like that in New York, who I was sure thought I was secretly lazy, because I wasn’t like them. That had been another benefit of moving to a small town like Redemption.

But seeing as I had no desire to hand any more personal information over to Eleanor, I kept all of that to myself.

Eleanor took another step closer to me, an unnatural gleam in her eyes. “I can tell you that I don’t think any of that is the real draw to a community like ours.”

“Oh? What is?”

Her lips parted, revealing a flash of white teeth that seemed way too white for a woman who had supposedly renounced all modern conveniences to live on a farm on the outskirts of small-town Redemption. “Safety.”

I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t expected that. “Safety?”

She nodded. “Above everything else, humans crave safety. You can blame our lizard brain for that.” She cocked her head. “Humans are pack animals. We’re meant to live in communities, taking care of each other, protecting each other, keeping each other safe. But our modern society has us all living alone in tiny rooms staring at little screens. It’s not natural. And you can only go against the laws of nature for so long.”

“That’s true,” I said cautiously, after it was clear she was waiting for me to respond.

“Becca.” A male voice called out, and I turned to see Aiden standing by the entrance to the breakfast room. He waved when he saw me. “Just wanted to let you know we’re ready.”

“Okay,” I called back and turned to Eleanor. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to go. My friends are expecting me.”

“Of course,” she said, her plastic smile plastered on her face again. “We too need to get going. I have an appointment with Lynne.”

I took a step backward. “Okay. I guess I’ll be seeing you.”

Eleanor continued to stand where I left her, her eyes lidded as she watched me back away. “I hope so, Becca.” Her voice was serious. “And I hope you remember if you ever need anything, anything at all, we’re here for you.”

I stopped. I couldn’t help myself. “But why?” The words came out of me before I could decide how wise it was to verbalize them. “Why would you possibly be there for me? You don’t even know me.”

She tilted her head again. “Oh, but I do, Becca. I know you. You’re one of us. And someday, you’ll know it, too.” She smiled at me, but there was no warmth or joy in it. Instead, it seemed like the satisfaction of a predator successfully cornering its prey. I really wanted to back away, but my legs felt like they had turned to blocks of ice. I could only stand there, frozen, staring at the hungry smile.

“Becca? You coming?” It was Aiden again, and his voice seemed to cut through whatever hypnotic spell Eleanor had put me under. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why she had that effect on me, but at that point, I didn’t care. I just wanted to get away.

“Yes, right there,” I said as I started moving toward Aiden. “It was great seeing you,” I said to Eleanor, even though I was lying through my teeth.

“Yes, you too,” she called back. That strange smile still played at her lips, and even though I felt somehow exposed turning my back on her, like she would suddenly leap on me and tear my throat open, I forced myself to do it anyway. I wasn’t going to let her think I was afraid of her.

Aiden was waiting for me. He smiled at Eleanor over my shoulder. “You looked like you could use the help,” he said, his voice low. His breath brushed my ear, causing me to shiver. Man, Eleanor had really done a number on me. I had to get myself under control.

“Thanks. She can be tough to get away from,” I said. I was so close to Aiden, I could smell the faint trace of aftershave combined with his shampoo. I eased a step away as we began walking toward Daphne, who had set up a table in the corner of the breakfast room.

“How do you know Eleanor?” Aiden asked. “You know she’s the head of the Church of the Forgotten, right?”

“I assumed she was the head, although she never actually said that,” I said. “I met her earlier this summer.” I half-smiled. “She wants to buy tea from me.”

Aiden stopped walking. “She wants to buy tea from you?” He seemed almost shocked, which didn’t make sense.

“Remember, I make custom tea blends. I inherited the business from my aunt Charlie, the same aunt I inherited my house from,” I explained, thinking maybe I’d forgotten to tell him about my business.

His expression didn’t change. “And she approached you? About buying tea?”

“Yeesss,” I said slowly. “Why?”

He resumed walking. “I just … I’m just a little surprised is all.”

“Why? Have you heard bad things about my tea?” I joked.

He smiled, but it was perfunctory. “No, nothing like that. Have you sold her any?”

“No.”

“Good.” His voice was serious. “Keep it that way.”

“Keep what that way?” Daphne asked as we reached the table.

“Aiden doesn’t want me selling tea to Eleanor,” I said, pulling out the chair in front of her while Aiden sat next to her. “Although he hasn’t told me why.”

Daphne shot me a suspicious look. “Isn’t it obvious?”

I eyed Aiden, but he was focused on getting himself setup. “Well, yes, but …”

“Are you planning to sell teas to Eleanor?” Daphne interrupted.

“Of course not.”

“Then we’re all on the same page,” Aiden said briskly, putting his phone in the middle of the table. “Anyone want to bet on when Gandalf calls?”

“Apparently, you think it’s going to be sooner than later,” I said.

He grinned at me, looking like the old Aiden. “You don’t seem so convinced.”

I was opening my mouth to respond when his phone rang. It was a blocked number.

All three of us stared at it, and then at one another.

“Are you serious?” Daphne asked. “I can’t believe it.”

Aiden grinned again. “Oh, you better believe it.” He lifted his hand to answer. “It’s showtime.”


Chapter 8

“Hello,” Aiden said.

There was a long moment of silence. “Is this Aiden?” The voice was muffled.

“Speaking,” Aiden said. “And who’s this?”

Another long silence. “I think you know who this is.”

“Gandalf?”

There was a hiss on the other end of the line. “What do you want?”

“Nothing much. I just have a couple of questions. That’s all.”

“I didn’t say anything. Okay?”

Aiden’s eyes shot up, but he kept his voice smooth. “Didn’t say anything about what?”

There was a muffled curse. “You know what. You think I’m stupid?”

“I just need to know we’re talking about the same thing.”

There was another hiss, but this one reminded me of the sound of someone taking a deep drag of a cigarette. “No one knows. Okay? Her secret is safe with me.”

My eyebrows went up. Her? What her? Aiden looked just as surprised, but he managed to keep it out of his voice. “I’m glad to hear that. You’ve never said anything, even after all these years?”

“No! Not a word.” His breathing changed, becoming faster and shallower. “You need to tell her that. I’ve kept my end of the bargain. I’ve never told a soul.”

“That’s good.”

“I mean it.” His voice had gone up a notch, and his breathing sounded even more agitated. “You need to tell her that.”

“I will. The next time I see her.”

At that, he seemed to relax. “And leave my stepmother alone. She doesn’t know anything. She’s sick. She doesn’t need any goons threatening her.”

“I can assure you, no goons threatened your stepmother,” Aiden said.

“Fine. Bothering or chatting or inviting her to tea or whatever euphemism you’d prefer. Whatever it is, just stop it. I know there’s been multiple people hanging around her, and she doesn’t need that in her life.”

Aiden’s eyes narrowed. “Are you talking about Waylon?”

There was another mutter and pause. “How should I know which name he’s using now? I got enough on my plate. I just need him to leave her alone. Okay?”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Aiden said. “Although I am curious about something. If you’re so sure you didn’t say anything, why do you think I’m calling you today?”

“I told you, it wasn’t me.” The panicked note in Gandalf’s voice was back. “I had nothing to do with it.”

“Nothing to do with what?”

Gandalf’s voice exploded. “Look, I don’t know how she found out, but it wasn’t from me.”

“She?”

“You know. The sister.”

I gasped. I couldn’t help myself. Daphne’s mouth fell open. Aiden glared as he waved his arm frantically at us. I put my hand over my mouth.

“What was that?” That note of paranoia was back in Gandalf’s voice. “Is someone else there? Is she there?”

“There’s nothing you need to be concerned about,” Aiden said smoothly. “But back to the sister. Were you the one who killed her?”

Gandalf let out a little yelp. “What? No!”

“You sure? Maybe you wanted to tie up some loose ends?”

“No! I never even saw her.”

“Then how do you know what she knew?”

Gandalf sputtered. “Well … I mean … they found her body in the woods. I just assumed … why would she come back if she didn’t know?”

“Why indeed?” Aiden mused. “That is an excellent question.”

“Look. I don’t know what’s going on. I’m just minding my own business. Okay?”

“If you’re sure …”

“I’m sure. I have to go. Just leave me and my stepmother alone, okay? I’m holding up my end of the bargain. Now you need to hold up yours.” There was a click, and Gandalf was gone.

Aiden reached over to pick up his phone. “Well, that was … interesting.”

“But not very illuminating.” I propped my elbows up on the table and put my head in my hands. “All we really have are more questions.”

“Yeah,” Daphne said. “Like who’s ‘she’? And why is Gandalf so afraid of her?”

“And what is it that he’s not telling people about?” I added.

“I’m assuming it’s about what happened when Jeb disappeared,“ Aiden said.

“Yes, but we don’t know for sure,” I said. “And I have no idea how we’re going to find out if Gandalf doesn’t tell us. It doesn’t sound like he’s going to, especially now.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have pretended to be associated with whoever this mysterious ‘she’ is,” Daphne said. “Then you could have straight up asked him what he was hiding.”

Aiden looked at her in disbelief. “You honestly think he would have told me anything? He probably would have hung up, and we wouldn’t have gotten anything at all.”

“We still didn’t get much of anything,” Daphne said. “And yes, I agree it would have been a long shot, as he certainly did seem terrified, but who knows? It’s exhausting, keeping a secret for years and years … even more so if it’s a really dreadful one, which this probably is. Maybe he would have finally cracked.”

“Maybe.” Aiden didn’t sound very convinced. “But I think it makes more sense to focus on what we did find out.”

“Which is almost nothing,” I reiterated.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Aiden said, holding up his hand and counting off with his fingers. “We now know the ringleader is a ‘she.’ We know that the ringleader had something to do with Jeb’s disappearance, and whatever happened the night he disappeared could hurt her. We also know that Pamela was probably killed because she stumbled onto something about her brother. And we now know that Waylon was also somehow involved in this mess.”

“Oh my gosh … Waylon!” I jerked my head up as an awful thought occurred to me. “How could I forget about that? What if Mia is with Waylon? Do you think she’s in danger? We have to find her.”

“I don’t know if there’s anything we can do to find her right now,” Aiden said. His tone was soothing, but there was a strain around his lips that indicated he was worried about her, too. “We don’t know enough to be able to find her.”

“Maybe Daniel can help,” Daphne said.

I thought about the text message exchange I had earlier with him and inwardly winced. “Maybe. But I’m not going to hold my breath.”

“Why? Daniel doesn’t want anything bad to happen to Mia either,” Daphne said.

“Let’s just say if he’s going to step in professionally, he’s going to need a lot more proof that Mia is actually in trouble,” I said. “I don’t think he’s in any sort of mood to entertain hunches.”

Daphne pursed her lips. “Yeah, I guess I can see that. We don’t even know if they’re together.”

“So, I think the first thing we need to do is figure out who Waylon is and why he targeted Mia,” I said, “as it sure seems like she was targeted. Hopefully, we’ll come across some compelling proof or evidence she’s with him while we’re digging around, even if it’s not by choice. Once we do that, we can bring it to Daniel and let him run with it.” Hopefully, I thought but didn’t say.

“Makes sense,” Daphne said. “Any idea how we should do that?”

I looked at Aiden. “Aiden?”

Aiden raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll see what I can do.” He didn’t sound terribly confident. He picked up his phone and made a few notes.

Daphne was studying him as well. “Don’t you want to find Mia?”

Aiden put his phone down. “Of course I do. I’m just not sure if that’s the right place to start.”

“Do you have a better one?” I asked.

“Well, yeah. I’d like to keep digging and see if I can find another way to uncover what happened to Jeb. That seems to be the key. If we can unlock that, that will likely lead us to the ringleader, who will in turn lead us to Waylon and hopefully Mia.”

“That seems like a roundabout way to find our friend,” Daphne said.

“It also seems like it might take a lot of time,” I said. “More time than Mia has. If she’s in danger, we need to find her as soon as possible.”

“I know. I get it.” Aiden raked his hand through his hair again, met our eyes, and sighed. “I’ll call in some favors, see if I can get a better idea of who Waylon really is. Okay?”

“Thank you.” Here, our eyes met again, until I looked away, feeling a little flustered. I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. There was an awkward silence.

Daphne glanced between us, her eyes sharp as always, seeing more than she should. But wisely, she kept her thoughts to herself. “You may find it easier to track down Waylon than Jeb. And, as you pointed out, once we know who Waylon is, we can track down who he’s working for and break the case that way.”

“Possibly,” Aiden agreed. “It will be more difficult to find a motive if we do it that way, but we would at least know the players, which will help.”

“Plus, we’d hopefully have Mia back,” I said. “She might know something as well.”

Aiden pushed back in his chair. “Alright then. I guess I have my marching orders.” It sounded like a cue to leave, but he stayed where he was, a strange look on his face.

“Is there something else?” I asked.

It took him a minute to answer. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way …”

“I think we’re beyond that,” I said. “Just spit it out.”

A sideways smile touched his lips. “Okay, it’s just … be careful.”

I glanced at Daphne. “Of course.”

He shook his head. “No. I mean it. You need to be careful.” He leaned forward, a sudden urgency in his manner. “Look. Whoever is behind this … they’re not fooling around. And I think they’re dangerous. Very dangerous.” He gave us both a hard look. “Look at everything we suspect they’ve done. Murdered a woman. Did God knows what with her daughter. Tried to set you up for a crime you didn’t commit.” His eyes lingered on me as he said it. “And Mia. Not to mention, a grown man is so afraid of this person, he’s gone into hiding. If they think we’re on to them … well, who knows what will happen. But it wouldn’t be good.”

“Got it,” Daphne said. I noticed her face paling as Aiden talked, making her freckles stand out even more than normal. “We’ll be careful.”

“Promise,” I said, feeling a little sick myself. I hadn’t thought about it like that. I also now wondered how safe I was, living with a seventeen-year-old on an empty cul-de-sac.

Daniel always used to tell me I needed to be careful. He was less worried with Mia around, but there were moments when it seemed like he wanted to invite himself to live with us and keep us safe.

Of course, there was no point in thinking about that. Daniel had made it clear he wasn’t interested in any sort of relationship with me. I was just going to have to figure it out on my own.

Just like always.


Chapter 9

“We need to talk.”

I was sitting at the kitchen table. The room was dark, probably because it was the middle of the night. I could barely see Aunt Charlie banging pots and pans as she bustled around the kitchen, most likely making tea.

The only light came from the moonlight slanting across the table like a spotlight.

Except it made no sense. The window was angled all wrong for the moonlight to shine in like that.

“Becca, did you hear me?”

Aunt Charlie’s voice was serious. I hadn’t heard her speak to me in that tone since I was a child and had done something naughty. And just like then, I folded into myself, my shoulders slumping as I braced for punishment. Not that Aunt Charlie ever hit me. Still, I wasn’t able to convince my body otherwise.

“I’m listening.”

Aunt Charlie appeared, holding two mugs. She pushed one into my hands before sitting down across from me.

I looked down at the dark liquid. It smelled wonderful. I thought I could detect hints of rose petals, lavender, chamomile, and other scents I couldn’t decipher. There was something strong and sharp … maybe rosemary? But there was also something rich and exotic. It reminded me of frankincense, but that made no sense. That was not anything we ever grew.

Aunt Charlie stared at me. Her skin was creased and gray, and her eyes were like dark holes. She seemed older and more exhausted than normal, which also made no sense to me. How could a ghost be exhausted?

“You need to prepare yourself.” Her voice was flat and emotionless, and I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

“Prepare myself for what?”

She took a breath and seemed to steel herself. “You must prepare yourself to leave.”

My mouth dropped open. I didn’t expect her to say that. “Leave? You mean leave Redemption, or this house?”

Her eyes bore into mine. “Both.”

“But …” I had so many questions, I wasn’t even sure where to begin. “When? Now?”

“Soon.”

My eyes widened. “Soon? How soon?”

“You’ll know when the time is right.”

I still couldn’t believe I was having this conversation. “But … why?”

“It’s the only way.”

Ugh. Why did Aunt Charlie always have to do this? I was so tired of her talking in riddles. “Why is it the only way?”

Aunt Charlie dropped her gaze to her cup of tea. “You’ll see. Believe me, this isn’t what I wanted for you. I wish … well, it doesn’t matter now. Just know how sorry I am that my choices have led to this point.”

Despite feeling the heat from the tea in front of me, a coldness settled in the pit of my stomach. “Do I have to leave because … am I in danger?” I could barely push the words out of my mouth.

Her eyes flicked up to me. “Yes.”

The cold snaked up to my chest, wrapping tight bands around my lungs, constricting my breath. “So I should leave now? Will I be safe if I go?”

Her mouth twisted into a grimace. “Stay or leave … it won’t matter. You’ll be in danger either way. But you must leave.”

I swallowed hard, finally finding my voice. “But … if I’m going to be in danger either way, why should I leave?”

“Because it’s the only way.”

I was starting to get frustrated, which in a way was good, because it was helping push my fear away. “I don’t understand. What are you asking me to do? Do you want me to move? Just sell the house and leave Redemption? Where am I supposed to move to? And what am I supposed to do?”

“All will be revealed when the time is right,” Aunt Charlie said.

Seriously? I was ready to lunge across the table and shake Aunt Charlie until she stopped speaking in riddles. “Can you maybe give me a hint? It’s not like I can pack up this house and go on a moment’s notice.”

“All will be revealed,” Aunt Charlie said. “All you need to do is trust.”

I snorted. “Trust? Trust is what got me into this mess in the first place.”

Aunt Charlie picked up her cup. She seemed like she had grown even more gaunt just in the time we had been sitting there. “You’re stronger than you know. You can do this.”

I ducked my head, my eyes blurring with sudden tears, my body wracked with guilt and grief. Aunt Charlie was the only one in my life who had always supported me and had my back. Much more so than my mother, who I always had a difficult and strained relationship with. Yet how had I repaid my aunt?

By ignoring her for fifteen years. Oh, how I wished I could turn the clock back and make different choices.

“Drink your tea, Becca.” Aunt Charlie’s voice was soft, as if she knew what I was thinking. I woodenly picked up my cup. It was warm in my hands and smelled delicious. My mouth started to water, but I hesitated.

“Why do you want me to drink it?”

She cocked her head. “Do you trust me?”

“I don’t understand …”

She leaned forward. “Do you trust me?”

I stared at her. Her eyes were dark and intense, but the rest of her seemed almost transparent, as if she was fading away. “Yes.”

She nodded at the cup. “Drink it, then. It will help.”

I lifted the tea closer to my mouth, but still, I didn’t drink. “Help what?”

A tiny smile touched her lips. “Help you, of course.”

Even though I still wished she would be clearer, in my heart, I knew she had yet to steer me wrong. I lifted the cup and drank.

The hot liquid ran down my throat, leaving a burning trail of fire behind in its wake. It was so hot, I thought my insides were going to melt. I gasped and started to choke.

Aunt Charlie didn’t move, just watched me as I violently coughed. “When the time comes, don’t delay. Time is of the essence.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but I was coughing too hard to speak. Finally catching my breath, I opened my eyes and found myself in my bedroom, the comforter wound around my neck so tight, I could barely breathe.

It took a few minutes to calm myself down and get untangled. My throat was still burning, like I really had drunk scalding tea.

Oscar watched me, his green eyes unblinking. It took a few minutes, but finally, my breathing started to settle down. I didn’t think I was going to be able to get back to sleep, though, especially since I could see dawn approaching outside. I figured I might as well get up and see if I could do something about my sore throat. As soon as Oscar realized I was heading for the kitchen, he jumped out of bed and joined me.

I kept my eyes turned away from Mia’s closed door as I passed it. It was mostly cleaned up now, though I still had a little more work to do on it. But I didn’t want to think about that. All it did was remind me of Mia and how worried, and helpless, I felt about her disappearance. Hopefully, Aiden would have a breakthrough soon.

I padded my way down to the kitchen and drank a large, cold glass of water before starting the coffee and feeding Oscar. The water definitely helped my throat, which was good, because I certainly wasn’t going to be skipping my coffee.

You’re going to have to prepare yourself to leave. Aunt Charlie’s words echoed in my head as I looked around the cozy kitchen, still very much Aunt Charlie’s. There was her kettle on the stove, though I wasn’t nearly the tea drinker she was. The white porcelain canisters displaying cheery sunflowers remained on the counter. Aunt Charlie had loved sunflowers. She always had a few growing in the garden, although she never used them in her teas.

How could I possibly leave all of this? This was my home. And where was I supposed to go? And what about Chrissy? Was I supposed to uproot her again right before her senior year? And Mia? How could I possibly leave without knowing whether she is safe or not?

No, leaving was out of the question. Not until I had some answers.

I got a mug out of the cupboard, and with trembling hands, poured myself a cup of coffee. I quickly cupped it in both hands, trying to suck the warmth from it. I was suddenly freezing, which made no sense. The kitchen was warm.

But deep down, I knew why.

It was because I had a dreadful feeling that no matter how much I may not want to leave, I might be forced to.

And I didn’t think I could bear it.

A loud bang near the front door startled me, making me jump. This time, I did spill coffee, and the liquid seemed to burn my ice-cold hands, reminding me of my dream, when the tea burned my insides.

Get a hold of yourself, Becca, I told myself. I had to keep my wits about me. Things were complicated enough as it was, and if I started to lose it, I wasn’t going to be able to help anyone.

I carefully put my mug down on the counter, wiped up the spill with a washcloth, and squared my shoulders as I headed for the front door. My stomach was in a knot. I knew I didn’t want to see what was on the other side of the door, but I also knew I couldn’t let Chrissy be the one to find it.

I turned on the porch light and looked through the peephole before opening the door. I couldn’t see anything or anyone, which didn’t reassure me as much as it might have prior to the last few months. I opened the door a crack and poked my head out. It took a few minutes to spot the small rock wrapped in white paper, and even though I expected it, my whole body seemed to deflate.

I stepped out onto the porch and picked it up. I had to turn it over to read what was on it.

Leave now.

I gasped. My stomach twisted even tighter. Was this the sign Aunt Charlie had talked about?

I glanced around the yard, but all was still. The air was cool and damp against my skin. It smelled fresh and clean, of new beginnings. A few birds were starting their morning chirping and singing, and I saw a couple of rabbits hopping along the edge of the trees, the dew clinging to their fur, but otherwise, there was no sign of life. Certainly no sign that a human had been here and thrown something against my porch.

I clutched the stone tightly, wanting nothing more than to toss it in the garbage, but I knew I needed to keep it. There might come a time when I needed it. As much as I didn’t want to bring it into the house with me, I did, and tossed it into the box next to the door.

Feeling chilled and unsettled, I headed back to the kitchen and my coffee, telling myself to take a breath. Just because a rock thrown at my house told me to leave didn’t mean I had to pack up and go. In fact, chances were high it wasn’t the sign I was looking for anyway. Aunt Charlie had made it sound like it would be obvious when it happened, and I would also know where precisely I was supposed to go. The rock didn’t tell me any of that. Therefore, it wasn’t the sign.

But despite all of that, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted. I just wasn’t sure what.


Chapter 10

“Is this Becca?” The female voice on the other line asked. It sounded older and familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

“Speaking.” I very nearly didn’t answer. I was still feeling out of sorts and didn’t want to talk to anyone. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. I would have talked to either Aiden or Daphne. Especially Aiden. Feeling a little desperate for an update on Mia after my dream, I was checking my phone a little obsessively.

But it was only because I wanted news on Mia. Nothing more.

So, when my landline rang, my initial thought was just to let it go to voicemail. I assumed it was a tea client, and I was in no mood to talk business. But then I started to think it maybe wasn’t the time to be ignoring phone calls, so I decided to answer it.

“Oh, good. This is Louise.” Her voice sounded a little anxious. “I hope I’m not calling too early.”

“No, it’s fine. I was awake. How can I help you?” The uneasiness that had been trailing after me all morning deepened. I couldn’t fathom what Louise wanted or why she would possibly call me so early … unless it was bad news.

That seemed to be an unfortunate recurring theme.

“Oh, that’s good,” she said, but she still sounded anxious. “Good I didn’t wake you, I mean.”

“No, I got what you meant.” I almost repeated my question about why she was calling, but then I thought it might be better to simply be quiet, as she also seemed flustered.

I heard a rustling on the other end of the phone. “So, I was wondering if you saw the paper this morning.”

I blinked. Paper? What paper? Was she talking about the paper tied to the rock? How would she know about that? Could Louise be the one behind trying to get me to leave after all?

I heard the rustling noise again, and something clicked inside. “Oh, um. Are you talking about The Redemption Times?”

“Oh!” Louse let out an embarrassed laugh. “That’s right. You kids do everything online now.”

“Yeah, I occasionally check out the website when I want to see the local news,” I said.

“You don’t know what you’re missing out on,” Louise said. “There’s nothing better than starting your morning off with a nice cup of coffee and the paper.”

“Yeah, my parents used to do that,” I said, looking around the kitchen for a tablet or laptop. I wasn’t sure if I could bear going through any more small talk before I found out what, precisely, The Redemption Times was writing about me now. Had the cops decided to reopen the arson case against me? Was there some other crime I was being framed for? Unfortunately, though, not only was there no computer close by, but my cell phone was still lying on the table where I’d left it, completely out of reach.

“Did you have a chance to look at The Redemption Times this morning?” Louise asked.

I took a deep breath and willed myself to be patient. “No, I haven’t had a moment. Why? Did they print something about me?”

“What? Oh, heavens no. It’s nothing like that.” Louise sounded genuinely surprised.

All the air seemed to flow out of me in a whoosh, and I sagged against the counter. I hadn’t realized how much I had been bracing myself for something dreadful. “Well, that’s a relief.”

“Yes, of course. I apologize, I should have realized what you would be thinking, especially after that whole Jack Saloon kerfuffle.”

Kerfuffle. That was one way to put it.

“But speaking of The Jack Saloon …” Louise’s voice was hesitant. “That’s what I’m calling about.”

And just like that, the uneasy feeling returned. “What do you mean?”

Louise paused, and I heard the paper moving around. “Did Charlie ever talk to you about Red?”

“Red? You mean the owner of the Lone Man Standing?”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“No, she never mentioned him.”

“Yeah, I’m not surprised,” Louise said with a sigh.

I twisted the phone cord with one hand. “I’m not following. What does this have to do with The Redemption Times?”

“Well, there’s an article in today’s paper discussing all of this. How peculiar it is that both Lone Man Standing and The Jack Saloon burned down, in the same location. And how, when Red was alive, there was a lot of gang activity in Redemption, but after he was presumed dead, it all disappeared. And now, it’s back. It even questions whether we can really be sure that Red was killed in the fire that burned down the Lone Man Standing.”

Goosebumps started forming on the back of my arms, and I folded them together across my chest, hugging myself tightly—whether I was trying to stay warm or comfort myself, I wasn’t sure. “Is the article claiming that Red is alive?”

“No, nothing like that. They admit there’s no proof, and they’re just speculating. But … this is Redemption. Would it be that out there if he was still alive?”

I squeezed my arms tighter. “Well, that is what Aunt Charlie thought—that he was. Maybe she was right after all. Maybe Red isn’t dead, and now, he’s back and behind all the craziness going on in Redemption.” Even as I said it, I wondered if it could be possible. The Lone Man Standing was burned down over thirty years ago. Red would be an old man by now. Would he even be physically able to be behind it all?

“Honestly, I don’t know what to think anymore,” Louise said. “But, if it is true, and Red still is alive … Becca, you need to watch yourself.”

Leave now.

I was having trouble breathing. I almost dropped the receiver and fumbled to grab it with suddenly numb fingers. “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice seeming very far away.

Louise sounded worried. “Charlie and Red had a … strained relationship. You see, Red always wanted the Blackstone house. He tried to get Helen to sell it to him for years, but she never would. He finally stopped trying, but it wasn’t because he changed his mind. I think he just figured he could wait until she died and then buy it. So, when Charlie showed up and bought the house a month after she arrived … well, Red was pretty upset, as you can imagine. He really wanted that house, and he tried to get Charlie to sell it to him, but she wasn’t budging. He even tried to scare her sometimes, like when he left a dead cat that looked just like Midnight on her porch …”

The roaring in my ears was so loud, I couldn’t hear her anymore. I pressed my hands against the counter, trying to keep myself upright. My throat felt like it had seized up, but I forced myself to swallow. “You think he might be after my house?”

“If he’s alive and back in town, and that is a big if, then yes. He definitely wants your house,” Louise said. “And he’s probably no longer willing to wait for it. So …”

“I should watch my back,” I said.

“I’m so sorry,” Louise said, and she truly sounded so. “I didn’t want to have to tell you this, but I also thought you should know.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. The blood was still rushing through my ears so loudly, I could barely hear. I said something about needing to go and hung up abruptly.

My legs were so weak and shaky, it was all I could do to make it to the table and collapse into one of the chairs. I hunched over, sucking in air in deep breaths to try to keep from fainting.

Was Red the one who had been trying to scare me all this time after all? I thought about the strange and unexplained things that had been happening over the summer, beyond the threatening messages left on my porch. My garden tools being moved. Feeling like I was being watched.

Had it been him all along?

Well, if it was, he was up for a fight. Aunt Charlie didn’t let him chase her away, and I wasn’t going to either.

I straightened my shoulders and took a deep, steadying breath. Just because I dreamed I should leave didn’t mean that was what I was supposed to do. It didn’t even mean it was what Aunt Charlie would want me to do. Being a dream, it was more than likely a message from my subconscious. Maybe to warn me about something … maybe I wasn’t supposed to leave at all.

I shoved down the little voice trying to remind me of all the times my dreams had been eerily right and went to refill my coffee cup. As soon as it wasn’t quite so early, I needed to text Aiden and Daphne and tell them about this Red development. Maybe it would end up being the break Aiden was looking for, so we could finally get to the bottom of what was going on.


Chapter 11

I pulled into the parking lot of Aunt May’s and began looking for a spot. It was close to lunchtime, so I had a feeling I would be out of luck and forced to hunt for a space on the street. Still, it never hurt to try.

After waiting for as long as I could, I had started a group text with Aiden and Daphne to give them the Red update. I also told them about the article on The Redemption Time’s website and gave them the link to it. I didn’t mention anything about my dream.

Seriously? Aiden texted back. Red wanted your house?

Looks like it, I texted back.

There was a long pause as I impatiently stared at my phone. Since group texts didn’t display the little bubbles when people type, I didn’t know if anyone was answering.

Finally, Aiden responded. Can we meet for dinner? I’ve got some things to tell you.

I glared at the phone. Ugh. I wanted to insist he tell us now, but as I was figuring out how to word it, Daphne responded that she was free for dinner. So, I answered the same.

Great. Come down to the Redemption Inn around six or so, and we’ll find a place to eat, Aiden wrote.

I was going to have to wait until six before I learned anything? Double ugh. I tossed my phone aside and stared at the clock, wondering what I was going to do with myself all day.

After a few minutes of moping around and feeling sorry for myself, I decided it might be the perfect time to get some work done on my business. There were deliveries I needed to make, and I figured I could run some errands while I was at it.

And, once I was driving around town, I thought it might be nice to treat myself to lunch at Aunt May’s. It would help me pass the time, and even if we ended up having dinner there as well, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I could eat two meals at Aunt May’s in one day.

Plus, when I turned the corner in the lot and found an open space, I felt like a sign. Yes, I was precisely where I needed to be.

I got out of the car and started to walk around the building toward the entrance when I heard the clickety-clack of a shopping cart being pushed across the sidewalk. And not just any shopping cart, but one with a broken wheel.

There could only be one person pushing it. Maude.

And sure enough, there she was, appearing out of nowhere, pushing her cart piled high with her belongings. As usual, she was wearing a variety of coats and sweaters, including what used to be a colorful red and white scarf wrapped around her neck. I could hear her muttering to herself.

I plastered a smile onto my face. It was hard to know whether I should greet her. Depending on her mood, she could either acknowledge my greeting or decide to cross the street to avoid me altogether.

Her head was down as she pushed the cart, seemingly lost in her mutterings. I stepped into the grass to allow her to pass. If she wanted to initiate contact, she would.

It seemed she was in the mood to ignore me, but just as she had about passed me, her head shot up and she stared at me, her eyes huge. She looked like a startled deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I’m having lunch,” I said. “How are you today?”

She stopped walking and squinted at me. “No, no, no. This won’t do.”

“What are you talking about? I can’t have lunch?” I smiled, so she would know I was joking.

She was shaking her head. “No. You’re not supposed to be here.” She lifted one hand off the shopping cart and waved it around. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

A cool breeze blew across the back of my neck, lifting my hair and causing a shiver to run down my spine. “Where should I be?”

She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Not here. You’re supposed to leave.”

My mouth dropped open, but no sound came out. My heart seemed to stop beating.

You’re going to have to prepare yourself to leave.

No, this thing with Red … it couldn’t be a sign. It couldn’t.

It took me a minute to get my jaw working. “Where am I supposed to go?”

Maude’s head tilted as she studied me, and a strange, knowing expression flashed across it. She resumed pushing her shopping cart. “You’ll know,” she said over her shoulder.

I watched her go, mostly because I didn’t think I could force my legs to move without collapsing underneath me. Her head was bent again, and I was sure I could hear her pick back up on her mutterings.

After a few minutes, I forced myself to turn away from her and walk into Aunt May’s. I needed to take a few moments to pull myself together.

Aunt May’s was busy, which I expected at lunch, but Teri found me a booth by the window. Grateful, I sank down onto the red vinyl cushion and let myself close my eyes for a few moments to collect myself.

“Mrs. Kingsley! What are you doing here?”

My eyes flew open, and I found myself staring at my high school friend, Jessica.

But … it can’t be. You died when you were sixteen. Am I dreaming again?

“Mrs. Kingsley?” She tilted her head as she studied me, clearly worried. And just like that, my mind cleared. It was Chrissy’s friend Brittany. Not Jessica.

“Sorry, Brittany. I didn’t get much sleep last night,” I said. “Not to mention I’ve already had a day.”

“And it’s only half over,” Brittany said sympathetically. While it was true Brittany looked a lot like Jessica—Jessica would have been her aunt—there were also some major differences, like the hot pink streaks in Brittany’s long blonde hair piled up on top of her head in a messy updo. She also had a softness that Jessica never had. Jessica was all hard angles and edginess, whereas Brittany was all sweetness and light. “Do you know what you want?”

I didn’t, as I had lost my appetite at some point, probably when I was talking to Maude. In fact, the smell of fried onions and beef were making me slightly queasy. But, as I also hadn’t had much for breakfast, I did need to eat. Plus, I didn’t feel steady enough to leave quite yet, so placing an order made sense; I didn’t want to take up a booth during the lunch rush if I wasn’t intending to eat.

I told her I needed a minute to look at the menu, but I’d love an iced tea. She went to fetch it as I tried to figure out what I thought I could stomach. I finally settled on tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. That felt warm and comforting, which was exactly what I needed.

I ordered, and while I waited for my food, I pulled out my phone. My fingers hovered over Daphne’s text. As much as I was desperate to talk to her, I also couldn’t figure out how to tell her over text. Should I see if she wanted to meet me for lunch?

As I was stewing, Brittany brought me my food, and it felt like the moment to invite Daphne had passed. Instead, I forced myself to eat, taking small bites and chewing carefully so as not to upset my stomach. I figured I could always swing by her house when I was done with lunch and see if she had a few minutes to talk.

“Something wrong with your meal?” Brittany appeared by my elbow, the concerned expression back on her face.

I looked down at my half-eaten soup and barely touched sandwich. “No, nothing. I guess I’m not as hungry as I thought.” I forced a smile onto my face. “I’m surprised you’re here, though. Chrissy didn’t tell me you were waitressing.”

“Yeah. They’re so shorthanded, I told them I would step in temporarily to help.” She tucked a long piece of blonde hair behind her ear.

“That’s awfully nice of you, especially if you’ve never waitressed before.”

“Oh, I’d been filling in for a while now,” Brittany said. “At least a few months … ever since Mia fell in love and started ignoring her job.” She rolled her eyes.

I sat up with a jerk. “You saw her with Waylon?” My voice had gone up an octave, and I told myself to calm down. The last thing I wanted to do was frighten her away.

“Are you kidding? Everyone saw her with Waylon. It was hardly a secret. But for her to take off with him without telling anyone was really a low blow.”

All my senses were tingling. “How do you know Mia took off with him?”

She looked at me with that particular “duh” expression mastered by all teenagers. “Because I saw her with him.”

I didn’t even try to contain the shock on my face. “You saw them?”

“Yeah. They were at The Grand Slam.” She glanced behind her, and a man at one of her tables started waving as soon as she looked his way. “Oh, you know, I have to get back to work.”

“Wait, hold on for one second.” It was all I could do to keep from jumping out of my seat and shaking the information out of her. “When was this?”

She pursed her pink-lipsticked lips. “Hmm. A few days ago? I was with Jack, my boyfriend. He wanted to see the Brewers’ game, and they have a dining section that they let us sit and eat in, even though we’re not twenty-one. As we were pulling up, they were leaving.” She turned around again and held up a finger at the frantically waving man. “I’m so sorry. I really have to go.” With that, she hurried away before I could say anything else.

I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. A few days ago? Mia was still here? How could she still be here and not have reached out? And how was it that no one else had seen her?

Although technically, The Grand Slam Sports Bar and Grill wasn’t that close to Redemption. It was roughly about twenty minutes away, off the main highway and about the same distance from a few other towns, including Riverview. Despite not being located in a main town (or maybe because it wasn’t), it was always busy. So, if she was there, it didn’t necessarily mean she was still living in Redemption … but she was definitely not that far away.

I finally had my proof.

I grabbed my phone to text Daniel. I would have preferred to call him, but I didn’t want to talk to him in the middle of a crowded restaurant. I also wasn’t completely sure he would pick up.

We need to talk. It’s about Mia. I know where she is!

Anxiously, I watched my phone to see if he would respond.

“Are you still working, or did you want a box?” I jumped and saw Teri standing next to me holding a couple of Styrofoam containers. Brittany was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if Teri had sent her away because she was talking to me too much.

“Oh, a box would be great,” I mumbled, even though I wasn’t sure how well leftover grilled cheese would keep. At least I could heat up the soup.

Teri dropped the containers on the table along with the check. I started digging for my wallet as I went back to looking at my phone.

I could see the three little bubbles, indicating Daniel typing, and I tried to contain my impatience by packing up my food and getting my money out as I waited for him to finish.

I thought we agreed you weren’t going to contact me anymore.

Seriously?

I hammered out a response. This isn’t about us. This is about Mia. She’s in danger, and now, I have proof.

Another long pause with little bubbles popping up on the screen before disappearing again. I debated whether I should walk over and pay while I waited.

We talked about this. Mia is a grown woman, and it’s not a crime for her to take off on her own.

But she didn’t, I texted back. I have proof that something happened to her.

Like I said before, if you truly have proof, you need to file an official police report.

I ground my teeth together. Maybe I should. Then, maybe someone would take me seriously.

But then I pictured myself in the police department, trying to explain everything that had happened over the last few months to a bored officer, and I could already feel myself getting a headache. They weren’t going to take me seriously either. My only hope, Mia’s only hope, would be to somehow convince Daniel to look into it.

I left enough cash on the table to cover the meal and a very generous tip, snatched up my food and phone, and headed to the front door.

I waited until I was outside breathing in the fresh clean air before I called him. I wasn’t sure if he would pick up or not, but I had to try. The phone rang twice before he answered. “Becca, you have to stop this.” His voice sounded tired. “I keep telling you I need some space. We both need some space.”

“This isn’t about our relationship,” I said again, fighting to keep down my irritation. What was it about this man? He always knew exactly how to get under my skin. “It’s about Mia. She’s in trouble and needs our help.”

There was a long pause. “What makes you think that?”

“Because she’s with Waylon!”

“Who’s Waylon?”

“He’s the guy she was seeing before she disappeared. I told you about him.”

“Okay. So, she went off with a guy. I hate to break it to you, but that’s not a crime, either.”

“You don’t understand.” I was striding to my car, trying to balance my food containers and my phone while I dug out my keys. “Waylon isn’t a good guy.”

“Again, not a crime to go off with ‘not a good guy.’ It’s an unfortunate part of human nature, but not a crime.”

“It’s not like that,” I snapped. “She’s not in love with him. They aren’t even dating.”

“How do you know that?”

I suddenly felt a little foolish. “Chrissy told me.”

“Chrissy?”

“Okay, look.” I was starting to feel a little desperate. I was going about this all wrong, and I could feel how close he was to hanging up on me. “Let me explain.”

“Are you really trying to tell me you know that Mia and this guy weren’t dating because a seventeen-year-old told you so?”

“She’s very perceptive,” I said. “But that’s not the point.”

“Becca, I swear, if this is another hairbrained scheme …”

“It’s not.” I reached the car and balanced the food on the hood while I unlocked the door. “Waylon is somehow involved in Pamela’s death.”

There was a long silence. “How is he involved?” His voice had altered slightly, and I felt a small surge of triumph.

“Remember Pamela’s brother, Jeb? The one who disappeared? Well, I’m pretty sure that Pamela found out something about his disappearance, and that’s why she was murdered.”

“What did she find out?”

I finally got myself into the car. “I’m not exactly sure …”

“You’re not exactly sure? Then how do you know she found anything out?”

“Just hear me out. Waylon shows up out of nowhere a few months ago. He pretends to be a therapist who is starting a business here, but the business never launches. Instead, he spends all his time hanging out in Aunt May’s talking to Mia. And the moment Mia disappeared, he disappeared as well, even breaking his lease.”

“Okay, so that might prove they’re together, but it also could be a coincidence.”

“They were seen together at The Grand Slam,” I said. “So, I know they’re together. And more than that, they didn’t even leave the area. So why hasn’t she reached out to anyone? And why hasn’t anyone seen her?”

“Again, it’s not against the law to disappear for a few weeks,” Daniel said. “It’s also not that uncommon for couples to disappear together.”

“They weren’t a couple.”

“According to Chrissy, who has somehow become an expert on all things Mia.”

I wanted to bang my head against the steering wheel. “But look at what happened! This guy appears out of nowhere and immediately starts targeting Mia. Why? Why her? Don’t you think that’s a little weird?”

“If that’s what happened, and it’s a big if, then perhaps. But there also could be a perfectly reasonable explanation. Maybe he knew her years ago and decided he wanted to get in touch with her again. Maybe they had connected online, and he decided to meet her in person. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything sinister.”

“But if it was that innocent, why didn’t she tell me?”

“Well, I don’t know, Becca. Do you tell her everything?”

I flushed. He knew perfectly well I hadn’t told her everything this summer, and he also knew why. I wanted to snap at him for the low blow, but I also didn’t want to get sidetracked. “If she was dating someone new, she would have told me.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe she wasn’t sure how she felt about him and wanted to keep it to herself while she sorted it out. Or maybe she’s one of those people who don’t want to talk about the people they’re dating. Who knows? I will say it doesn’t prove they aren’t dating, either. Nor has anything you told me prove that this guy had something to do with Pamela’s murder.”

“I was getting to that,” I said, trying to push down my frustration with the entire conversation. “Waylon was seen at the childhood home of one of Jeb’s friends. But not just any friend … a friend who was supposedly with Jeb the night he disappeared.”

“Why was he there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hmm.” Daniel paused for a moment. “What else?”

“What else?” I stared out the windshield, my stomach slowly starting to sink again. “Isn’t that enough?”

There was a sigh. “That’s hardly a written confession. Maybe it was a coincidence …”

“A coincidence?”

“Do you know all the people Waylon saw while he was living in Redemption?” Daniel asked.

“Well, no. Of course not.”

“So, you have no idea why he was there. Has it occurred to you that maybe Waylon used to live here, and that’s why he knew both Mia and Jeb’s friend?”

“He couldn’t have been from here. Daphne doesn’t know him.”

“Does Daphne know every single person in Redemption?”

I was starting to get irritated. “No one else knew him either.”

“You don’t know that. You just didn’t find anyone who knew him.”

“But he wasn’t talking to Gandalf, he was …”

“Wait, did you say ‘Gandalf’?”

“That’s his nickname,” I said impatiently. “Waylon wasn’t talking to Gandalf, but Gandalf’s stepmother.”

“If that’s the case, there’s even less of a connection.”

“It’s probably because he doesn’t know where Gandalf is and is trying to find him. So, he ends up threatening the stepmother, who’s sick …”

“She’s sick? What is she sick with?”

“She’s got dementia, or some sort of mental issue …”

“She has mental issues, and a therapist is seen talking to her,” Daniel said.

I instantly realized my mistake. “He wasn’t talking to her about her mental issues.”

“How do you know that? You said you didn’t know what they were talking about.”

“I know it wasn’t that.”

“Becca.” Daniel’s voice was exhausted. “I can’t do this anymore. I really can’t.”

My lungs were feeling squished together, like a band was tightening across my chest, and I was having trouble breathing. “But Mia! Even if you don’t care about me, you have to help her.”

There was a long silence. “Becca, from what you’ve told me, it doesn’t sound like she’s in danger.”

“How can you say that?” I cried out. “Waylon came here and sought her out, virtually stalking her …”

“But you don’t know anything about their relationship. He may very well have come here for Mia. Or, he strolled into Aunt May’s one day, took one look at her and decided she was the one, and then spent the next six months trying to woo her. You don’t know.”

I opened my mouth, wanting to argue, and then closed it. It was no use. He had made up his mind. I stared up at the roof of my car and silently sent a message of apology to Mia, wherever she was. I am so sorry. I failed you.

“All right,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry I bothered you. I won’t bother you again. Goodbye.”

“Becca, wait.” His voice was rushed. “Truly, if I thought Mia was in trouble, I would help.”

My voice was wooden. “I’m sure you would. I have to go.”

“And the fact I don’t think there’s anything there, means there probably isn’t,” he continued.

“Yes, you’ve made that clear.”

“I don’t think I have.” His voice had hardened. “Becca, what I’m trying to say is, I don’t think you should go running off to find her either.”

Seriously? My jaw dropped. Did he actually say that to me?

“In case you’ve forgotten,” I said. “We’re not dating anymore. Which means you don’t get a say in what I do or don’t do.”

“Oh, like I did when we were dating?” His voice was heavy with contempt. “I’m serious, Becca. It could be dangerous …”

“Dangerous?” I almost started laughing. “How dangerous could it be? You just said Mia is fine!”

“Poking your nose in other people’s business doesn’t always work out well,” Daniel said, his voice serious. “Yes, I think she is probably fine, but that doesn’t mean she wants you looking for her.”

“I have to go,” I said. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll take it under consideration.” I pressed the end button before he could respond.

The nerve! What is his problem? Not only does he not take me seriously, but he then tries to control me? Who does he think he is?

I put the key in the ignition, focusing on the righteous anger flowing through me. Anger was good. It felt cleansing and energizing.

Not like the dull sadness and grief I could feel bubbling underneath.


Chapter 12

“So, it’s true,” Daphne said. “Mia is with Waylon.”

“It would seem so,” I said.

Aiden, Daphne, and I were sitting around my kitchen table, which was loaded with food—roasted chicken with rosemary and garlic, homemade biscuits, mashed potatoes and gravy (also from scratch), a huge salad, and balsamic-glazed Brussels sprouts. I even made homemade chocolate chip cookies. It wasn’t until I tasted one that I realized I had used Aunt Charlie’s famous recipe.

It was almost like I subconsciously wanted her to be a part of our discussion.

After I had hung up with Daniel, I texted Daphne and Aiden and told them I had big news, but I wanted them to meet me at my house. I didn’t want to take any chance of us being overheard.

I even gave Chrissy cash and told her to have fun that evening once I learned she had the night off of work. Although she almost didn’t take it.

“Why are you bribing me?” she asked, her eyes narrowed. She eyed the money in my hand but made no move to take it.

“I’m not bribing you. I just thought you’ve been working so hard, you should have a nice night out with your friends.”

She looked at me with a ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’ expression. “What don’t you want me to know?”

Inwardly, I sighed. This was the curse and the blessing of having a psychopath for a father. You could spot BS a mile away, which meant it was nearly impossible to pull something over on her. “It’s complicated.”

She rolled her eyes. “It always is.”

“What if we make a deal?” I asked. “I promise I’ll tell you as soon as I have something to share.”

“You have something to share now,” Chrissy pointed out. “Or you wouldn’t be kicking me out of the house.”

“Well, yes and no,” I said. “It’s just one piece of a puzzle, and it doesn’t make a lot of sense on its own. Once I have more pieces, it will make more sense.”

Chrissy stared at me for a moment. “Fine. Whatever.” She took the money and headed for the door. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

“I would expect nothing less,” I said. “Oh, and if you want to spend the night with Brittany, that’s fine with me.”

She turned and threw me a withering look. “I have to work the early shift tomorrow, so I’ll be home … late.”

Hopefully, that would give us enough time.

I was way too wound up to focus on much, so I spent the afternoon cleaning the house and cooking up a storm. The physical activity kept my jitters down while helping pass the time.

“It’s good we know for sure,” Aiden said, helping himself to another biscuit. “I know we all assumed she was with Waylon, but now we have proof.”

“We have to tell Daniel,” Daphne said. “Hopefully, that will be enough for him to find her fairly quickly.”

Inwardly, I winced. I hadn’t yet told them about Daniel’s response. “Already tried.”

Daphne stared at me. “’Tried’? What does that mean?”

I shrugged, trying to push away the hurt. “It means he still doesn’t think there’s a problem.”

Daphne looked genuinely shocked. “What? How can that be? Did you explain how Mia is in danger with this guy?”

“According to Daniel, there’s no evidence that Waylon is dangerous or that Mia isn’t with him by choice. They could very easily be two lovebirds spending some time alone getting to know each other.”

“But … we know Waylon is a part of this.”

“Do we?” I reached for my wine. Despite all the food I had cooked and how little I had eaten all day, my appetite still hadn’t returned. I figured if nothing else, I would have a lot of leftovers. “Look at it from Daniel’s point of view. It’s entirely possible that Waylon grew up here, so maybe that’s how he knew Gandalf. It may be how he knew Mia.”

Daphne looked at me incredulously. “That’s ridiculous. There was no Waylon here when we were kids.”

“Well, if he didn’t grow up here, maybe he was talking to Gandalf’s mother because she’s mentally ill, and he’s a therapist.”

“A therapist with no clients,” Daphne said. “Did you tell Daniel that?”

“I did, but he didn’t seem particularly convinced,” I said. “I suspect he would say something along the lines of how not being good at drumming up business isn’t a crime.”

Daphne sat back in her chair. “This is absurd.”

I held up my hands. “I’m just telling you what Daniel said.”

“Which is what a judge would say,” Aiden said. “Unfortunately, Daniel has a point.”

Daphne threw her hands up in the air. “So, what? We’re supposed to just leave her with that monster?”

“No one said anything about not helping Mia,” I said. “But we have to come to terms with the fact that we’re all alone in this fight. No one is coming to help.”

Daphne sagged. “Great. Well, I guess if that’s the case, we’re going to need a plan.”

“Or at least a place to start looking for her,” I said. “Other than just showing up at The Grand Slam and seeing if we can sweet-talk the management into showing us Waylon’s credit card receipt. Assuming he used a credit card and didn’t pay in cash.” I rubbed my forehead. “What a nightmare.”

Daphne frowned. “Maybe it would help if we wrote down what we know. Maybe if we see it all written down, we’ll see something we missed. Becca, do you have paper somewhere?”

“I think in there,” I waved vaguely toward a stack of notes, mail, and other miscellaneous things as Daphne stood up. “Aiden, I don’t suppose you have any leads.”

“Not on Mia, no,” Aiden said. “Or Waylon, unfortunately.”

“Of course not,” I sighed as I got up to fetch the wine bottle.

“What are you doing with the Redemption Historical Society?” Daphne asked as she rifled through the stack of paper.

“I’m not doing anything with the Redemption Historical Society,” I said, picking up the bottle and bringing it back to the table.

She held up a manilla envelope. “Then what’s this?”

I glanced up as I started pouring. “Oh, that. It’s a contract.”

“Contract?” Daphne examined it. “Why do you have a contract if you’re not doing anything with them?”

“Because it seemed like the easiest way to get Sharon off my back,” I said.

Daphne raised her eyebrow. “You think she’s not going to follow up?”

“I’m sure she’s going to follow up. And when she does, I’ll inform her I was advised to pass and thank her for thinking of me.”

“What kind of contracts does the Redemption Historical Society send out?” Aiden asked.

“In this case, for my house,” I said. “They want me to donate it.”

“Donate your house? Where would you live?” Daphne asked.

“Here, for as long as I want,” I said. “The donation only kicks in if I die or decide to move.”

Daphne looked astonished. “They truly expect you to donate your house to them? What are you going to use to buy another house? Why would anyone agree to such a ridiculous deal?”

“She claims I’ll get the money back from tax credits. Or something. I don’t know. It all seemed pretty shady to me.”

“Can I look at that?” Aiden asked, holding out his hand. Daphne handed him the envelope. “Do you mind if I open it?” he asked me.

“Knock yourself out,” I said, plopping down in my chair with my full glass of wine. Daphne, still shaking her head, located a notebook and a pen and also sat back down.

“Absurd,” she said and picked up her fork. “I can’t believe anyone would agree to something like that.”

“It’s possible whatever mumbo jumbo she was saying about tax credits is correct,” I said. “If you’re looking for that, maybe it’s a good deal.”

“Maybe,” Daphne said, stabbing a piece of chicken.

“Wait a minute.” Aiden was staring at the contract like it had turned into a ghost. “This can’t be right.”

“What can’t be right?” I asked.

Aiden was shaking his head. “No. This is … this can’t be.”

“What can’t be?” I asked again.

Aiden looked at me over the thick sheets of paper. “Are you sure this woman … what did you say her name is again?”

“Sharon.”

“Are you sure Sharon said you’d be donating to the Redemption Historical Society?”

“Positive,” I said. “She made it clear if I didn’t get on board, I would be committing a sin against nature. Or something. As Helen Blackstone’s home, I owe it to the town to donate it.”

“Yeah, you definitely owe the town,” Daphne said, rolling her eyes.

“Well, according to this contract, you’re donating your house to the Jolly Roger LLC,” Aiden said.

There was something familiar about that name, but I couldn’t place it. Daphne, however, didn’t seem to have that issue, because her face went ashen. “Wait. Did you say, ‘The Jolly Roger LLC’?”

“Yep. It’s right here.” Aiden pointed to one of the pages. “I suppose it’s possible that’s the name of the LLC for the Historical Society, but they don’t make it clear. But there’s something …”

Aiden wasn’t able to finish, as Daphne interrupted him. “They have Penny’s house.” Her eyes were wide and horrified.

It took me a moment to connect the dots, but when I did, I could feel the blood drain from my face, too. “The LLC that inherited her house.”

Aiden was looking back and forth between us. “What are you talking about?”

Daphne licked her lips and turned to him. “Penny. She died a few months ago, and her house went to that same LLC.”

Aiden had a strange expression on his face—a mixture of incomprehension and an innate sense that whatever it was, was bad. “So, you’re saying she donated her house to the Redemption Historical Society?”

“She must have,” I said. “Remember, they were the ones who organized the memorial service.”

“The Historical Society organized the memorial service?” Aiden asked. “She didn’t have any family?”

“No, she did,” Daphne said. “A daughter. Wendy. But they were estranged.”

“Wendy? You mean the same Wendy who is an 1888er?” Aiden asked.

Silence. I couldn’t even breathe. All the pieces that had been spinning around with no place to go suddenly began slotting into place.

“Could this be it?” Daphne asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Her hand was pressed against her throat.

“It makes sense,” I said. “This whole nightmare started when Penny died.”

Daphne reached for her glass of wine, her hand trembling so badly, she almost spilled it.

Aiden pushed aside his half-eaten plate and dug his phone out of his pocket. “I think you need to tell me everything you know.”

“It all started when Penny died,” I began. “Mia was close to her, and she took it hard.”

“Penny was a fixture here in Redemption,” Daphne said. “Everyone knew her. But she was … not herself at the end.”

Aiden was busy typing notes. “How was she not herself?”

“I’m not completely sure, but if I were to guess, it was some sort of dementia,” I said. “She was paranoid, sure someone was trying to kill her, yelling at everyone who tried to help.”

I could see Aiden’s hand clench up, but he kept typing. “Okay, so she died. Was it natural?”

“I assume,” I said, eying Daphne. “I don’t remember anyone saying otherwise.”

“No, but it’s possible no one investigated, either,” Daphne said. “It was more than her mental issues. She was physically ill as well. Remember, she stepped back from a lot of her volunteer work. The mental problems came later. So, I don’t know if her death was that much of a surprise.”

“Okay,” Aiden said. “So, at some point, she decided to donate her house to the Redemption Historical Society rather than give it to her daughter. I’m assuming there’s some historical significance to the home?”

Daphne and I looked at each other. “I … uh … I don’t think so. It just looked like a regular house,” I said.

Aiden shot us a strange look and went back to typing. “Okay. And Wendy was the one who said her daughter was kidnapped and then took it back and said she didn’t have a daughter.”

“Right. Wendy’s is now living with Zane,” I said. “She claims her daughter Jill is with family.”

“Do you know who her family is?” Aiden asked.

“No, she didn’t tell us that,” I said.

“I wonder if it’s another 1888er,” Aiden mused as he typed.

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Daphne said. “All the 1888ers view one another as family.”

Aiden finished tapping out his notes, then sat back. “This might seem like a strange question, but do you happen to know if Red and Penny knew each other?”

Daphne and I looked at each other. “Why are you asking such a thing?” I asked.

“Just humor me,” Aiden said.

“I haven’t a clue,” Daphne said. “The Lone Man Standing burned down before I was born. That said, it wouldn’t surprise me if they knew each other. Redemption isn’t that big of a town.”

“Do you think Red is involved somehow?” I asked.

Aiden straightened and picked up his wine, an unreadable expression on his face. “There’s something I have to tell you.”


Chapter 13

The air surrounding me was instantly heavy. I was reminded of how I thought Aiden wasn’t telling us the full truth after we met him, and how Mia never did fully trust him. Had I made a huge mistake?

“What is it?” Daphne asked.

Aiden’s gaze was fixed on his wineglass. “I haven’t been completely honest.”

It felt like the bottom fell out of my stomach. My chest was tight. I could almost hear Mia’s voice in my head, telling me she had told me so. How could I have been such an idiot? Although, honestly, should I be surprised? I’d spent my life trusting the wrong people, especially when it came to men. When would I finally learn I didn’t have the best judgement?

“What did you lie about?” My voice cracked on the words.

His eyes flickered up at me, then back to his wineglass. “I didn’t lie per se,” he said. “It’s more I didn’t tell you the whole truth.”

“A lie by omission is still a lie,” Daphne said.

He hung his head. “I know. And I’m sorry. I should have said something sooner, but …” he gave his head a quick shake and straightened, although he continued staring at his wineglass. “It wasn’t entirely an accident that I ran into you in the woods.”

For a moment, I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “You mean you meant to crash into me? Why would you do that? I was really bruised after that.” Although I was also aware it was possible that falling into the pit was what caused my bruises.

A faint smile touched his lips. “No, crashing into you was an accident. That I didn’t mean to do. I mean, actually meeting you in the woods.” His eyes flickered up again and met mine.

“But …” I was still having trouble understanding what he was talking about, although the hair on the back of my neck was starting to stand on end. “We were on a trail. In the middle of the forest. And you were coming the opposite way. I don’t understand how that could have worked.”

His expression was pained. “I was following you. Once I saw which path you were taking, I drove a little ways out, so I could circle around and run into you. It worked a little too well, as I didn’t realize you were around that corner.” He tried to smile again, but I didn’t return it. A black pit had opened up in my stomach and was threatening to engulf me.

“You were following me? Why? And for how long?”

His smile disappeared. “It wasn’t like that …”

“You just said it was like that.”

“No, it sounds worse than it was.”

“I would say so.” I stood up. “Get out. Get out now!”

He jumped up as well, holding his hands out. “Becca, please …”

“I want you out of this house NOW.” My hands were clenching and unclenching, and I thought I was going to be sick. “All this time I WAS being followed and watched, and it was YOU all along.”

He shook his head violently. “No, it wasn’t me. That’s the thing. You don’t understand. You need to let me explain … you’re in danger-”

“I need you to leave. Now!”

“Becca, maybe we should let the man speak.” Daphne was also on her feet and holding both hands out. “Let’s find out why he was following you in the first place.”

“And you think he’s going to tell us the truth?” I asked. “For all we know, he’s going to keep lying to us.”

“If I was going to do that, I wouldn’t have bothered telling you I was following you in the first place,” Aiden said. “I’m not proud of what I did. All I’m asking is for you to give me a chance to explain. If you let me do that, and you still want me to go, I will.”

I looked at Daphne. “Mia warned us.”

“Mia warned you about what?” Aiden asked.

“About you. She said you weren’t trustworthy,” I said.

“She did,” Daphne said. “And maybe she was right. But don’t you want to at least hear him out? Find out why he did what he did?”

I looked between them. Daphne was right. I did want to know why. But I was also feeling betrayed. Not just by him, but by myself. Over and over again, I had trusted the wrong people, and if I was truly honest, I was afraid to listen to him. I was afraid that Mia was right, and I was wrong, and if I listened to him, I would be sucked in yet again to another lie.

But I also knew that once I calmed down, it would drive me crazy not knowing why he had targeted me. I knew I needed to let him explain, but more than that, I knew I was going to have to trust myself that I wouldn’t get taken advantage of, that I would do the right thing.

I wasn’t sure if I could do that, but I was going to have to try.

“All right,” I said, reaching over to drag my chair out so I could sit down. “Let’s hear your explanation. Why were you following me? How did you even know who I was? And what else did you lie about? Your family? Your sister? Are you even an insurance investigator?”

Aiden slowly and carefully sank back down into his seat, almost like he was afraid if he made too many sudden moves, I would change my mind and order him out of the house again.

“What I told you about my family is all true, just like it’s true I was an insurance investigator. As for how I knew who you were, I didn’t. At least not you personally.” He reached for his wineglass. “I discovered you when I was following another investigation and your name popped up.”

I looked at him in confusion. “An investigation? What other investigation?”

Aiden paused to down half his wine, then put his glass down. “An investigation I had no business doing.” He met my gaze. “If it makes you feel any better, what I’m about to tell you could get me in a lot of trouble. So, I’m trusting you.” He glanced at Daphne. “Both of you.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m not making any promises until you’ve actually told me something.”

“Fair enough,” Aiden said. He took a deep breath and sat back in his chair. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was obsessed with Fire Cabin most of my life. Ken disappearing while looking for Fire Cabin destroyed my family, and I was determined to find a way to fix it. The problem was how. As far as I could tell, and I spent a long time researching, no one ever found anyone who had disappeared while searching for Fire Cabin or who had reversed any of the bad luck that had happened to them. Some of the families had tried some crazy things, like casting a spell to break the curse, and in one case, going to a shaman to see if he could break it, although the shaman wanted nothing to do with it. Anyway, after a lot of searching and dead ends, it occurred to me that one thing I never saw tried was one of the family members searching for Fire Cabin, too. So I thought maybe I should try it. And if I was able to find it, I could destroy it, and thus destroy all the curses.”

He paused and gave us all a half-smile. “I know. It sounds stupid saying it like that. But the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like it might work. The problem, of course, was how to find it. I didn’t want to do what everyone else did … just wander around Redemption looking for it and hoping it would appear. I wanted to be somewhat more scientific than that, which was when I decided to become an investigator, so I could learn what the professionals did. My plan was to become a private investigator, or even a cop, but then, an opportunity opened up for me to become an insurance investigator, and I thought I’d give it a try. I assumed it would be temporary until I got a real investigating job.

“To my surprise, I discovered I liked being an investigator, but again, I didn’t think I was going to stay with insurance. All that changed one day with a simple claim.

“On the surface, it seemed pretty straightforward. An office building had burned down—one of those where multiple businesses had rented an office—and the cause was determined to be faulty wiring. There was no reason to think it was arson, but we still needed to look into it before paying it out. But when I did, I discovered a very complicated web of shell companies hiding the true owner of the building.”

“I don’t understand,” Daphne said. “How does that work? Who was collecting the rent payments and leasing out the building?”

“It was being managed by a rental company, but that wasn’t who owned it,” Aiden said.

“So, who would receive the check from your insurance company?” I asked.

“One of the shell companies,” Aiden said. “The same one that was getting the rent payments. But that company was owned by a different company that was owned by a different company, etc.”

“Is that illegal?” I asked.

“No, it’s not illegal,” Aiden said. “A lot of business owners set up different LLCs and corporations, mostly for tax purposes. That’s totally legit. But this practice can also be used to hide illegal activities, and that was my sense of the situation the more I dug in. Especially when I uncovered that this building had been bought by this shell company less than a year ago, and as part of the sales process, the building passed a full inspection with flying colors. I interviewed the inspector, and he was shocked the cause of the fire was faulty wiring. According to him, there was no issue, and he immediately suspected arson.

“But there was no proof. If it was sabotage, then it was well covered up. I kept digging, but other than an unusually complicated corporate structure and a building inspector who insisted there was nothing wrong with the building wiring, there was nothing. The insurance company eventually paid, and I went on to other cases. I didn’t think anything more about it until six, eight months later, when another arson case crossed my desk.

“Again, on the surface, there was nothing that tied the two cases together. The new one was a duplex in a completely different city. But when I dug into the details, again, I found the same strange, overcomplicated web of companies. And again, it was a faulty wire that caused the fire. And maybe most damning of all, the duplex had been purchased less than a year before it burned down.

“Unfortunately, also just like the other case, there was no proof. All my leads went nowhere. So, just like before, the claim was paid, the case closed, and I was meant to move on to the next one.

“Except this time, I didn’t move on. On my own, I started doing research. If there were two of these arson cases, I reasoned, there was probably more. So, I went looking.

“It’s not as easy when it’s not an open investigation, but I found several that fit, and gradually, a pattern began to emerge. A commercial real estate building would be purchased, and roughly a year later, it would burn down unexpectedly because of ‘faulty wiring.’”

“How was it that no one else saw this pattern?” Daphne asked. “Wouldn’t it raise some red flags if the same company was filing claims because their business burned down?”

“Ah, but that’s the thing,” Aiden said. “It wasn’t the same company. Each one was a different LLC, not to mention they were in different cities and towns and had bought insurance from different companies.”

“But if that’s the case, how could it be the same person or persons?” I asked. “Or are you thinking they’re opening and closing LLCs?”

“It’s possible some of that is going on, but if too many were opened and closed, that would raise red flags, as well. However, there was one LLC that did keep popping up in all the cases.”

He paused for a moment and gave us both a meaningful look. I knew then what he was going to say before he said it.

“The Jolly Roger LLC,” he said.

It felt like the temperature dropped in the house, although I couldn’t imagine how that was possible. I started trembling, whether from cold or something else, and wrapped my arms around myself to keep warm. If nothing else, I figured it would help the shaking.

Daphne’s eyes were nearly bugging out of her face. “Seriously?”

Aiden put his hand over his heart. “Scout’s honor.”

“But … but how is that even possible?” Daphne exclaimed. “Could there be two companies with the same name?”

“It’s the same company,” Aiden said. “There’s no other Jolly Roger in Redemption, Wisconsin.”

Daphne reached out to pull the contract toward her to take another look.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would a business that seems to be involved in insurance fraud want my house?”

“Or Penny’s house?” Daphne added.

“Are they going to burn it down?” I asked. “Is that the plan?”

“I don’t think the plan is to burn down your house,” Aiden said. “Mostly because your house isn’t a commercial property. I couldn’t find any residential houses with the same pattern, which isn’t to say there aren’t any. I just couldn’t find them.”

“Then what’s the connection?” I asked.

Aiden took a deep breath. “Well, this is where things get … weird.”

Daphne raised an eyebrow. “Like they aren’t weird already?”

Aiden’s lips quirked up in a tiny smile. “Maybe I should say ‘weirder.’ So, when I started to research the Jolly Roger, I discovered it was set up years ago. Back in the early nineteen-seventies. At that time, it was a very different business than it is now.”

“How was it different?” Daphne asked.

“Well, for one thing, it had nothing to do with real estate. It was actually a bar.”

“A bar?” I asked. My heart started pounding so hard, I thought I might have a heart attack. I pressed my hands against my chest, willing myself to calm down. “You mean, like …” I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t breathe. I could only sit there, gaping at Aiden.

Aiden nodded very slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. “Yes, The Jolly Roger LLC was the Lone Man Standing.”


Chapter 14

Silence.

Apart from the ticking of the grandfather clock and what sounded like a wheezing noise, the air was perfectly still. It was only when Daphne turned to me, a worried look on her face, that I realized the wheezing was coming from me. I pressed my hands even harder against my chest and tried to force myself to relax.

“That can’t be right,” Daphne said. “Red is dead. But even if he isn’t—if he did somehow survive—you honestly think he would use his own business to commit insurance fraud?”

“Well, he would have to make money somehow,” Aiden said. “And all things considered, it might have been easier to restart his LLC then create a new one. Also, it didn’t happen right away. The LLC went dormant after the bar burned down and remained that way for nearly twenty years before it was resurrected and applied to this new business.”

“What are you talking about, ‘all things considered’?” I asked. “Even if it was easier, why would he do that? Everyone will know he’s alive now.”

“Not necessarily,” Aiden said. “An LLC is an entity, not a person. Just because the LLC is active doesn’t mean he is. And in this case, the LLC has been active, and people still think he’s dead.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “Red died, and suddenly, all these years later, his LLC is reactivated without anyone noticing?”

“Just because the LLC is active doesn’t mean he’s the one in charge,” Aiden said. “Someone else could have taken it over. Or, he could have a new identity, and that identity is running it now.”

“I agree with Becca—it seems like a huge risk to take,” Daphne said. “Why would you risk it when there are other options?”

“It’s possible whoever is behind it is just so arrogant, they assumed they wouldn’t get caught,” Aiden said. “They did set up a complicated paper trail. Plus, they were smart enough to get away with multiple instances of insurance fraud. But we won’t know the real reason until we catch whoever is behind this.”

My mind was still whirling, and I reached for my wine to take a sip, hoping the alcohol would help me see things more clearly.

“So, let me get this straight,” Daphne said. “Red created an LLC, the Jolly Roger, for his bar that burned down. The LLC went dormant for twenty years or so, and then suddenly became active. And it’s linked to not only a bunch of insurance scams, but the Redemption Historical Society?”

“And don’t forget … it apparently owns Penny’s house,” I said.

Daphne turned to me. “And now, it wants to own yours.”

I felt a cold draft against the naked skin of my arms, and I folded them across my chest. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

Aiden cleared his throat. “Um … there’s more I need to tell you.”

“More?” I was having enough trouble wrapping my head around what I had just learned. Just then, something else hit me: I still didn’t know why Aiden had been following me. “Hang on … what does all this have anything to do with why you were following me?”

Aiden rubbed his forehead, almost like he was trying to unsuccessfully push a headache away. “This isn’t the first time that the Jolly Roger tried to get your house.”

His voice was quiet, but the impact was like a bomb. It felt like all the energy was instantaneously sucked out of the room. “What do you mean?”

He stopped rubbing his forehead and straightened in his chair. His face looked tired and worn, like he had aged ten years while sitting there. “Even though I wasn’t technically on any cases that involved the Jolly Roger or any of the other associated companies, it didn’t stop me from continuing to research them. At the time, I was mostly focused on other insurance fraud cases. My thinking was if I could collect enough of them, I could show a pattern, and that might be enough to get the interest of law enforcement. However, I instead stumbled upon a lawsuit.”

“A lawsuit?” I hadn’t expected that. “What kind of lawsuit?”

“That was the weird thing. It was challenging the last will of Charlie Kingsley … claiming some sort of technicality that makes the will null and void.”

I stared at him. “The will? You mean my Aunt Charlie’s will?”

“So it would seem.”

Daphne looked at me. “Someone sued you over Charlie’s will?”

I shook my head. “No. There was no lawsuit. I would have known if anything like that happened.” But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wondered. Who would have told me? Stefan? That was a laugh. He hid everything from me—why would this be any different? My family’s lawyers? They probably would have reached out to Stefan with any issues like this. He was a fellow attorney, after all. Why wouldn’t they talk to him instead of me?

“Well, according to court documents, there absolutely was a lawsuit filed,” Aiden said. “However, the case was withdrawn a couple of days later.”

“Withdrawn?” Every time Aiden opened his mouth, everything got stranger and stranger. “Why would it be withdrawn?”

“That’s an excellent question,” Aiden said, reaching for the bottle of wine to top off his glass.

I looked at him incredulously. “You don’t know the answer?”

He gave me a bemused look. “Not the real reason, no.”

I held up my hands in exasperation. “This makes no sense. Why would they sue in the first place? They aren’t related to us, so why would they think they have a right to my inheritance? And if they did go through the trouble of initiating a lawsuit, why would they then withdraw it?”

“Obviously, we won’t know the answers to any of those questions until we can find whoever was behind it,” Aiden said. “But I do have a few theories.”

It was like pulling teeth. I wanted to reach across the table and shake the answers out of him, but I forced myself to stay in my seat. “Which are …”

He grinned at me, almost like he knew exactly what I was thinking. “It’s possible they only filed the lawsuit to get your attention. They knew they didn’t have a case, or much of one, but they still wanted your house. So, they could have filed the paperwork as a show of intimidation. ‘We’re going to drag you through the courts, even though there’s no proof, because we don’t care,’ sort of thing.”

“Which might make Becca decide to sell to them, because she doesn’t want the hassle,” Daphne said.

“Exactly. Although …” Aiden frowned. “If that was their first move, it was kind of a crappy one. I would have thought they would have reached out to you first to talk to you before immediately threatening to drag you into court.”

My mind flipped back to when I was married to Stefan and how many things he never shared with me. “What if they did reach out?”

Aiden gave me a hard look. “What do you mean? I thought you said they didn’t.”

“They didn’t reach out to ME,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean they didn’t reach out. They could have talked to Stefan.”

Aiden looked even more confused. “I thought you just said …”

“Never mind what I just said,” I interrupted. “It’s entirely possible this Jolly Roger reached out to Stefan, and he didn’t say a word to me. In fact, it’s probably likely.”

Aiden arranged his expression into something more unreadable. “Stefan is …”

“My former husband,” I said, my voice clipped.

His face didn’t change, but he bent his head to flip through his notes. “Stefan McMurray?”

I looked at him warily. “How did you know?”

He didn’t raise his head. “He was convicted of embezzlement?”

“And other things,” I said. “But yes, that’s him. Again, how do you know his name?”

Aiden didn’t answer for a moment. Instead, he fidgeted with his phone before finally raising his head. His expression was resigned. “I know because I researched you.”

Even though I knew that must be the answer—after all, he had admitted to following me—I could still feel the blood drain from my face. “Of course you did.”

“Only after I discovered that the Jolly Roger was after your house,” Aiden said. “Look at it from my point of view. I didn’t know who you were. I only knew this business was making money buying up other businesses, burning them to the ground, and collecting the insurance. I didn’t know if you were a victim or in on it. Especially when the lawsuit was withdrawn. Did that mean you came to some arrangement? Or what?”

He stared at me, an almost pleading look in his gaze, but I didn’t respond. As much as I wanted to fight it, as much as I wanted to toss him out of the house for not telling me the whole truth, deep down, I did understand where he was coming from. How would he know if I was trustworthy or not? Especially with Stefan in prison for embezzlement. Just because I wasn’t convicted or charged didn’t mean I wasn’t involved. It was certainly possible for someone who didn’t know Stefan to think he was protecting me.

“I can see how that would look,” Daphne said, shooting me a quick look. “At least from the outside. You wouldn’t have known that Stefan was a psychopath.”

Aiden half-smiled. “No, that didn’t come up in my research. But …” he paused and tapped the table with his finger. “Now I’m even more curious about what happened with that lawsuit. It’s possible that the Jolly Roger approached Stefan wanting to sell, and when Stefan refused, they filed the lawsuit. It’s possible Stefan did negotiate with them … told them you would sell. I’m guessing the Jolly Roger did their homework and would have known Stefan’s law firm was struggling financially, and maybe they even heard rumors about someone embezzling. They might have guessed it was Stefan, and the lawsuit was a way to force his hand. Maybe they had a case, or maybe they didn’t. At that point, it was just about becoming a thorn in his side. He wouldn’t have wanted to be dealing with any personal legal issues that might cause a light to shine on his own illegal activities, even if they were focused on his wife. So, it’s possible he made some sort of deal with the Jolly Roger to drop the lawsuit. Maybe he promised he would talk you into selling at some point, but only if they didn’t go through with it.”

“That sounds like Stefan,” Daphne said flatly.

I agreed, but I didn’t think I could move. It felt like my limbs had turned to ice. All I could think about was how fast it had all happened. One day, we were happily living in New York, and the next, he was talking me into moving to Redemption, Wisconsin. I had always assumed the reason he wanted to get out of New York so fast was because of the embezzlement, but now, I wasn’t sure.

Had it been part of his agreement with the Jolly Roger all along? He had planned to sell the house; he’d told me as much at the end. Was that the plan all along? Or was he playing the Jolly Roger like he played everyone else in his life?

“So, that’s when you decided to follow Becca,” Daphne said.

Aiden took a quick swallow of wine. “Actually, that wasn’t. I was watching the situation, and I was curious as to what happened, but Becca was still the owner of the house. So, at that point, for all I knew, it was a failed deal. The Jolly Roger wanted her house, but didn’t get it, so had moved on to other deals. What made me change my mind was a different deal.” He took another drink of wine and looked at us.

Daphne caught the connection first. “The Hoffman farm.”

Aiden nodded slowly. “Yes, the Hoffman farm.”

I thought I might be sick.

“What was it about that deal that caught your attention?” Daphne asked. “The fact it was the farm, or the association with the Church of the Forgotten?”

“Initially, it was the deal,” Aiden said. “It caught my attention because there were similarities to Becca’s house. The Hoffman farm had been sitting in a trust for years and years, and all of the sudden, it decided to sell to the Jolly Roger? That alone seemed peculiar. And then, when I researched the farm, it made even less sense that the Jolly Roger wanted it. It was a rundown farm. There was nothing there that would be worth anything if it burned down. And I had yet to have found anything that the Jolly Roger had built or created. What were they going to do with it? So, I watched. And when the Church of the Forgotten showed up, of course I researched them, but …” His voice trailed off, and he frowned.

“But what?” Daphne asked. I still hadn’t found my voice. The tension was growing in my gut, and I was starting to have a terrible feeling about where this was going.

“There wasn’t much about them online. They appeared to move around a lot, staying mostly in the Midwest, but had no online presence. I only found a few posts from family members of loved ones who joined the Church and then disappeared. It seemed pretty clear they were a cult. They had all the markings of one. So, the question became, why was the Jolly Roger buying land and then renting to a cult? What was the connection between the Jolly Roger and the Church of the Forgotten?”

“Were you able to find it?” Daphne asked.

Aiden shook his head. “Nothing at all. Which seems a little odd as well. As far as I could tell, the Jolly Roger never advertised that the land was available for rent, so how would the church members know? Unless there was a personal connection. Especially since none of them seemed to be online.

“So, that led me back to Becca’s house.” He nodded at me. “The Hoffman farm is right outside Redemption; Becca’s house is in Redemption. Was that it? The connection? And again, I kept going back to the withdrawn lawsuit. Was it possible that you, Becca, were a part of it?”

“Which is why you decided to come see for yourself,” Daphne said, shooting me a sideways look.

Aiden threw me an unhappy look. “At the time, it made a lot of sense. My online research had hit a wall. I didn’t have any new leads, and I just … I needed to do something. I couldn’t just sit and wait for something to happen.”

I cleared my throat. “So, all the stuff about your sister was a lie?” My voice was hoarse, like I hadn’t spoken in weeks.

“No!” Aiden looked stunned by the suggestion. “That was all true. Everything I told you was true. My sister WAS the last straw. I couldn’t just sit and wait anymore. I had to do something. And it occurred to me I could kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. I could research Fire Cabin along with the Jolly Roger and the Church of the Forgotten. I figured there really might be a connection between them. After all, Redemption is crazy enough. It’s certainly possible they’re all somehow linked.”

Daphne said something, but I had stopped listening. It was like Aiden dropped the final piece of the puzzle into my lap. The piece that made everything else make sense. Suddenly, it was all so clear.

Red. Penny. Wendy. Jill. The girl in the woods. Fire Cabin. The Jolly Roger. Pamela. Zelda. Jeb. The 1888ers. Nellie’s diary. Mia.

They all WERE connected. Every single one of them.

To The Church of the Forgotten.

You have to go.

Aunt Charlie’s voice was so clear, I was sure Daphne and Aiden had heard it too, but they were deep in conversation, so it must have been all in my head. I took a deep breath and could have sworn I caught a whiff of lavender and lemon. I heard a soft clatter behind me, like someone was making a pot of tea, but when I turned, there was no one there.

“Do you think this is enough?” Daphne was asking, and I finally realized she was talking to me.

I turned my head to look at her, but it felt like I was moving in slow motion. “Is what enough?”

I could see Daphne’s lips move, but it took a moment for me to process her words. “What Aiden found. About the Jolly Roger.” She waved a hand toward Aiden.

I stared at her. I still didn’t know what she was talking about.

She frowned at me. “Becca, are you okay? I’m asking if you think we have enough to take to Daniel and have him investigate.”

Daniel. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to laugh or cry. Oh, how I wished it could be as simple as calling Daniel and having him take care of it, but deep down, I knew there was only one way. It was always the only way.

“Becca?” Daphne sounded even more worried. She glanced at Aiden, who was also looking at me with an uneasy expression.

I sat up, straightening my spine, and met both of their eyes.

“I have to join the Church of the Forgotten.”


Chapter 15

Daphne’s mouth dropped open. “I’m sorry … what did you just say?”

“I said, I have to join the Church of the Forgotten.”

As soon as the words were out, all my anxiety drained out of me, like the words were the drain in a sink of oily water. For the first time in weeks, maybe even months, I was filled with peace.

Daphne, however, did not appear to be feeling anything close to peace. Her eyes were round and filled with horror. “Are you kidding me? You do NOT have to join the Church of the Forgotten.”

“I agree with Daphne,” Aiden said. “That’s the last place you should be.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Why?” Daphne repeated, a dangerous edge to her voice. “You truly have to ask that? Isn’t it obvious? It’s a cult!”

“True,” I said. “It’s also where all the roads are leading. Everything that’s happened since Penny died is connected to the Church of the Forgotten.” I held up my hand and started ticking off my fingers, one by one. “The Church of the Forgotten is renting land that is owned by the same company that owns Penny’s house. That company also has ties to Red, a dead man, whose bar burned down. A second bar is built in the same spot, and it also burned down. The girl I saw in the woods behind Penny’s house was wearing the same outfit as female members of the Church of the Forgotten wear—a dress that looks like what the women would have worn back in 1888. Speaking of 1888, Penny was an 1888er. Pamela also had ties to the 1888ers. And members of the Church of the Forgotten live like they are still in 1888.”

Daphne’s expression was a mix of horror and thoughtfulness. “That’s true. I hadn’t thought about it like that, but they do live like that.”

“That could just be a coincidence,” Aiden said. “A lot of cults live in communities that function like giant communes. It’s easier to control people if you get them away from cell phones and other communications, so the cults pretend it’s a lifestyle choice.”

I shot him a look. “You really think that’s a coincidence?”

Aiden dragged a hand through his hair. “I’m just saying I think it might be a stretch to say the Church of the Forgotten has anything to do with the 1888ers.”

“The Jolly Roger is a part of the Redemption Historical Society.” I nodded at the contract. “Wouldn’t it make sense for them to also have ties to the 1888ers?”

“Not necessarily,” Aiden said. “Redemption’s past is more than just what happened in 1888.”

“Well, what about the crimes, then?” I asked. “When they moved in, so did the gangs, and crime went up. Not only that, but Waylon also showed up about the same time they moved in.”

“Still a stretch,” Aiden said.

I held out my arms. “It could all be a stretch. That’s what Daniel has been telling me. No, there’s no smoking gun, probably because they’re too smart. But can you honestly sit there and tell me this is all just one big coincidence?”

Aiden pressed his lips together. “That still doesn’t mean you should join the Church of the Forgotten.”

“Well, someone has to,” I said. “That seems to be the only way we’re going to get any answers. As you pointed out, they’re not online. And they’re good at covering their tracks.” In my mind’s eye, I saw Eleanor again, standing in the barn, having just caught me trying to open the locked door. Her sharp eyes missed nothing and revealed nothing.

I shivered despite myself. I would have to be at my absolute best to beat her.

“It doesn’t have to be you,” Daphne said. “For that matter, it probably shouldn’t be you. You’re the one who sent the cops to search her property. Why would she trust you?”

“Wait,” Aiden said. “Becca did what?”

Daphne flapped her hands. “Long story. We’ll fill you in later. After Becca comes to her senses.”

“Daphne, if not me, then who?” I asked.

“Well … a professional, of course,” Daphne said.

“A professional?”

“You know, like an undercover cop. Someone who is trained for this. Not you.”

Daphne stared at me, her expression fierce and unyielding. In that moment, it truly felt like she would be willing to snatch up a knife from the table and defend me from anyone who tried to come after me. It should have made me feel protected, but instead, it felt like something inside me broke.

I had never, not even once, felt that growing up. Not with my mother or my brothers. My Aunt Charlie was the only one who I ever felt that with, and I treated her so terribly at the end.

I wondered if I would ever be able to forgive myself.

“Daphne,” I said, my voice as gentle as possible. “Do you honestly believe the cops are going to pay an agent to go undercover with the paltry evidence we’ve uncovered?”

Daphne’s face was stubborn. “We have to at least try.”

“And waste valuable time in the process.” My voice, while still gentle, had flattened. “Time we don’t have. Zelda is still missing. Mia is still with Waylon. Every day that passes is another day we leave them vulnerable to the monsters holding them. Are you willing to do that?”

“That’s not fair,” Daphne said. Her cheeks had turned a bright red. “Of course I want them free. But that doesn’t mean I want to sacrifice you in the process. There has to be another way.” There was a desperate note in her voice that cut me deep. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I knew I had no choice. This was what I had to do.

I leaned forward and put my hand on hers. “There is no other way. It has to be me.”

She shook her head violently. “No. It doesn’t. Someone else can step in. It doesn’t have to be you. Things aren’t always about you.”

I sucked in my breath sharply. Her words hit home, and she knew it. She met my eyes, and I could see the shame there. “Becca, I didn’t mean it like it sounded.”

“It’s okay,” I said, although I wasn’t sure if it was. I reminded myself she was upset and doing everything she could think of to save me.

“What I meant to say,” Daphne continued, “is I don’t think you can do this.”

I bristled. Now she was downright insulting me. “You don’t think I’m capable?”

“No, of course not. Nothing like that,” she said quickly. “It’s more about why you would ever think Eleanor would trust you. She caught you sneaking around in her barn. Why would she possibly allow you to join her cult?”

“She wants my house, doesn’t she?” I gestured toward the contract.

Daphne made a face. “The Jolly Roger wants your house. I don’t know if Eleanor does.”

“Well, she wants something from me,” I said. “She’s approached me twice since she caught me in the barn and let me know she still wants a relationship with me. Why would she keep pursuing me if there wasn’t something that she wanted?”

Aiden cleared his throat, startling me. I had almost forgotten he was there. “What if I go?”

Daphne and I both jerked our heads toward him. “You’re going to join the Church of the Forgotten?”

“Don’t dismiss it so fast,” Aiden said. “Eleanor doesn’t know who I am. No one does. So it would be easy for me to slip in under the radar.”

“She saw you with me,” I said. “Remember?”

A faint flush rose above Aiden’s neck. “She’s not going to remember that.”

Again, I thought about Eleanor’s sharp eyes. I was willing to bet there was very little she missed. “I wouldn’t assume that.”

Aiden huffed out a breath. “It’s better than you going. We know she’s not going to trust you.”

“I don’t know if it matters if she trusts me or not,” I said. “But I can pretty much guarantee she’ll let me join.”

“I don’t know how you can be so sure,” Daphne said.

“She flat out told me so,” I said. “But even more than that, not once, but twice, the same business that owns her land tried to get my house from me. For weeks now, someone has been leaving me threatening messages telling me to leave. You think that’s a coincidence?” My voice rose a notch. “And are we all forgetting how someone tried to set me up for arson? I don’t know about you, but to me, that all seems to add up to someone, somewhere, not only wanting me gone, but also wanting my house. I don’t think I’m going to have a problem getting into the Church of the Forgotten.”

“You’re probably right,” Aiden said, his voice heavy. “But what worries me is the big problem you’re going to have getting out.”

I opened my mouth, then immediately closed it. He had a point. And one look at the strain around Daphne’s eyes made it clear that was her worry, as well.

If I did successfully join the cult, there was no guarantee I would be able to leave. I could no longer count on Daniel, or anyone in the police department, to help me. I would be joining by my own free will, just like Mia left on her own free will. No matter what Daphne or Aiden told the authorities, it might not be enough to get me out.

But I also knew it didn’t matter. I had no choice.

This was what I had to do.

I didn’t understand it, but whatever wrong that had been unleashed years ago by my aunt and Louise and Daphne’s mother and whoever else had all led up to this moment. For whatever reason, I was the one who was going to have to right the wrongs.

Even if it cost me my life.


Chapter 16

“For the record, I still don’t like this.” Daphne stood in the kitchen, arms folded across her chest. Her face was paler than normal, which not only made her freckles stand out, but also the dark circles under her eyes. I wondered how much she’d slept the night before, and whether it was as little as I had.

Daphne and Aiden had spent most of the night before trying to talk me out of joining the Church of the Forgotten. While I knew they were worried about me, and I appreciated their concern, it was also exasperating. By the time they left, we were all exhausted, ill-tempered, and on edge.

I had assumed I would dream about Aunt Charlie, but as it turned out, I didn’t dream at all. Probably because I didn’t get much sleep. I spent most of the night tossing and turning, unable to stop my mind from spinning. Even though I knew I was doing the right thing, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about my own safety. I knew I was walking into the lion’s den.

I just had to hope I would also walk back out.

The moment the beginning rays of the sunrise touched the horizon, I was out of bed and packing. Or, at least, attempting to pack. What does one take when they are planning on joining a cult with a strict dress code? I was fresh out of long, old-fashioned dresses made of muslin.

I finally selected several of my most demure outfits. A pair of loose jeans. Sweats. A couple of oversized tee shirts. Two of my longer sundresses, although they were still above the knee. After more deliberation, I added a couple of nicer shirts, also loose, and a couple sweaters and sweatshirts. For this to work, Eleanor needed to think I was in it for the long haul.

I had one single pair of beige shorts that were both loose and long. I typically wore them while gardening, but figured they would do for the day’s mission. I paired them with a white cotton shirt and pulled my hair back into a ponytail. Surveying myself in the mirror, it wasn’t terrible. With no makeup or jewelry, I looked younger. More innocent. Or maybe the better word was naïve. Eleanor would definitely approve.

I took a long, hot shower, knowing there was no telling when I would have a chance to bathe again, nor what that would look like, and finished getting dressed. I also packed minimal toiletries—shampoo, conditioner, toothbrush, facial wash, and lotion. Again, I wasn’t sure how much I could keep, but I also thought I should take some things. Not to show up with any would feel like I was expecting to take advantage of the Church of the Forgotten.

I was in the middle of drinking my second cup of coffee and nibbling on a piece of toast when Daphne and Aiden arrived. I didn’t say a word about how early it was, simply offering them a cup of coffee. Even though we never discussed when I would be going, I think they knew.

“Noted, although you did make your views clear last night,” I said to Daphne, taking another long sip of coffee. I didn’t recall seeing a coffee maker when I had been in the Church of the Forgotten’s kitchen, so for all I knew, this would be my last cup for a while. For that same reason, I also packed some ibuprofen for the headaches I expected from caffeine withdrawal.

Daphne frowned at me. Her untouched cup of coffee was sitting on the counter next to her. “I’m serious, Becca.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “I know you are. And I appreciate you trying to protect me. But we went through this last night. My mind hasn’t changed.”

“When are you heading over there?” Aiden asked. He was holding his cup, but he hadn’t drunk any yet.

“As soon as we’re done with breakfast and this pot of coffee,” I said, looking longingly at what was left. I could probably get another half cup, just as long as Daphne or Aiden didn’t want any.

Daphne looked at me in surprise. “You’re not going to say goodbye to Chrissy?”

“And do that too,” I said. “She’s not here, so she must have spent the night at Brittany’s. She told me she has to work today, though, so she’s probably at Aunt May’s by now.” I hesitated, unsure how to word what I was about to ask. During my long sleepless night, it had seemed like a good idea, but now, I wasn’t so sure. “I know this is a huge ask, but can you keep an eye on her while I’m gone? I know she’s a responsible kid, but still, she’s seventeen, and …”

“I’ll stop by every day,” Daphne interrupted. “At least once a day. It’s no problem. I’ll even check on Oscar while I’m at it.”

I pressed my hand against my chest, my eyes moist. Even though Daphne didn’t agree with what I was doing, I could always count on her having my back. Not many people were lucky enough to have a friend like that. I was truly blessed.

“But you don’t have to rush into this,” Daphne continued. She held a hand up. “I know, I know. I’m not trying to talk you out of going. Mostly. But why not wait a day or two? That way, you have time to talk to Chrissy without chasing her down at her friend’s house. Plus, you’ll also then have time to make sure you’ve got everything covered before you go. You have customers to think about, and a business.”

“I’ve already sent emails to my current customers letting them know a personal emergency has come up and I have to take some time off. I also changed my voicemail.”

Daphne made a face. “You really think that’s wise? If you take a little more time …”

“I think I have to rush into this,” I said quietly, interrupting her. “Can’t you feel it? We’re running out of time.”

Daphne opened her mouth and then closed it. She seemed to sink into herself, her body folding over on itself. I knew she felt it, too … the sense of time rushing past us, like sand in an hourglass. I had no idea what would happen when the final grains of sand drained out, but I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be good.

“Besides,” I said, straightening up and taking a final drink of my coffee. “There’s no reason to wait. All I’m doing is delaying the inevitable. I might as well get it over with.” I smiled at her, but it felt flat on my face. Daphne looked away without returning it.

Aiden cleaned his throat. “Have you decided what you’re taking with you?”

“Yeah, I’m all packed.” I gestured toward the small roller suitcase and duffle bag stacked in the corner. “Although I’m not sure how much I’ll need, as there appears to be a dress code.”

Aiden glanced at my bags. “Are you bringing a laptop?”

“No.”

“What about a tablet or phone?”

I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “I wasn’t going to bring any electronics.”

“Not even your phone?” Daphne asked, a horrified note in her tone. “Becca, you can’t not have a phone! What are you going to do if you get yourself in trouble? How are you going to let anyone know?”

I shuffled my feet again. Truth be told, I had wrestled with the decision myself over the long sleepless night. The idea of being trapped at the Church of the Forgotten was terrifying, but I could see no other option. “I know no one is allowed to be online. Eleanor made that very clear. I figured they would just take my phone away, so why bring it?”

“You could smuggle it in,” Daphne said. “There’s got to be a way to bring your phone in without Eleanor knowing about it.”

“I doubt it,” Aiden said. “I’m sure they’ll search Becca’s belongings shortly after she arrives.”

Daphne whirled toward him. “Are you suggesting she waltzes in with no protection?”

“Actually, I’m suggesting she take her phone.”

I looked at him in surprise. “You do?”

“Finally, some sanity,” Daphne said.

“How am I going to keep her from taking it?” I asked.

“You don’t,” Aiden said.

“What?” Daphne said, before shooting Aiden an icy glance. “I take back what I said.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would I bring my phone if I know Eleanor is going to take it?”

Aiden faced me, his expression haggard. “Because she’s going to think it’s weird if you don’t.”

“But if I tell her I want to join …” I started to say, but Aiden interrupted me.

“And that’s another thing.” He took a step toward me. I could see lines of strain around his eyes and mouth. “I still don’t think you should do this. That hasn’t changed. But unfortunately, I agree with you that we need a way to investigate the Church of the Forgotten, which means someone being on the inside. And, as Eleanor has made it clear she wants something from you, you’re the best person to do that. However, all that said, if we’re going to do this, we need to do this right, which means we need a better plan than you showing up on her doorstep and telling her you’ve had a change of heart and suddenly want to join the Church of the Forgotten.”

“Why wouldn’t that work?” I asked. “She wants me to join. She made that clear.”

“I’m sure she does,” Aiden said. “But she’s also not stupid. She’s not going to take what you say at face value, especially when it’s a one-eighty from what you just told her less than a week ago. She’s going to be suspicious … maybe so suspicious, she thanks you for considering joining, but she’d rather you remained on the outside and their tea-supplier or errand-runner.”

“Why would she tell me she wants me to join if she’s going to turn me away when I try?” I asked.

“Again, she wants you to join. I’m not arguing that. What I’m saying is if you don’t approach it right, it’s going to take you longer to work your way into the cult.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that Eleanor wouldn’t allow me to join. I had assumed that would be the easiest part of my plan, but I was realized how naïve I had been. Of course Eleanor would be suspicious. She’d led the Church of the Forgotten for many years now, and that didn’t happen by accident. How could I have thought she would just let me into her community because I told her what she wanted to hear? “What do you think I should do?”

“I think you should tell her you need a break,” he said immediately. “You’re not there to join the Church of the Forgotten. You’re just there because you’re really struggling, and you don’t know what to do or where else to go. It’s been a super stressful few months for you, and you’re having trouble functioning in society. The idea of spending a few days in a place that has separated itself from modern society sounds like heaven.”

“You think she’ll buy that?” I asked doubtfully. Now that he’d sowed seeds of doubt that Eleanor would even accept me, I wasn’t sure what to do.

“I don’t know if she’ll buy it or not, but it’s more realistic than just waking up one morning and deciding you’re going to join a cult,” Aiden said. “Normally, that’s a long, slow process, where cult members befriend prospective members and ease them into the fold. That’s why I think you going there and letting her know that no, you’re not looking to join, but you just want a break from the world, is the way to go.”

“She did talk about the Church being a way to escape from the madness of our culture,” I said. “Maybe I can tell her I thought about it, and I think she might be onto something, and I’d like to try it for myself. Especially since it’s been such a dreadful few months for me.”

Aiden nodded. “Exactly. And of course, you’ll be happy to pull your weight while you’re there and help out wherever they need you. And maybe also give them a nice donation.”

My eyes went wide. “You want me to give them money?”

“You expect to stay there without paying for it?” Aiden countered. “If you were going on vacation, you would pay for your room and board. Why not with the Church of the Forgotten?”

“Ugh,” I said. Daphne shook her head disgustedly, but we both knew he was right. “How much should I bring?”

“I think you should ask her how much she wants, rather than assuming,” Aiden said.

“And stall,” Daphne said. “Tell her you’ll bring it at the end of the week or something like that. Don’t give her anything unless you have no choice.”

I sighed and rubbed my temples. I was already feeling a headache start to form. “Okay. I’ll offer her money. What about the cell phone?”

“Bring it,” Aiden said. “You’re not planning on staying there permanently, remember. Only a few days. So of course you would have it. I would delete anything that you don’t want her to see, as you know they’ll go through it.”

“It’s password protected.”

Aiden shot me a look. “You really think that’s going to stop her?”

“But they’re supposed to not know anything about technology,” I said.

Aiden let out a short bark of laughter. “Yeah, and I have a bridge to sell you. Not only would I bet that Eleanor is extremely tech savvy, but she probably has a few other people in her inner circle who are, too.”

“If that’s the case, you probably should be careful when you text,” Daphne said as I walked over to where I had left my phone charging in a corner on the counter. “In fact, you should probably delete your texts once you send them.”

“That’s a good idea, but I wouldn’t count on being able to keep your phone,” Aiden said as I started scrolling through my texts and messages. I hesitated over my recent ones to Daniel before deleting them. If someone saw those messages, they would know I wasn’t serious about wanting to join the Church of the Forgotten.

“You think they’re going to take her phone away?” Daphne asked.

“I think it’s a strong possibility,” Aiden said. “It could be something like cell phones aren’t allowed, so she’s just going to ‘hang on to it’ until Becca is ready to leave. Or, if she doesn’t confiscate it immediately, I would imagine in a few days, the phone might simply disappear, and no one would know what happened to it. Which means we have to be careful what we text her, too.”

I was still reading my old texts from Daniel. “Maybe I better block Daniel. I doubt he’s going to reach out to me, but on the off chance he does, and Eleanor is watching my phone, it could be bad.”

“Might not be the worst thing,” Aiden said. “You can always unblock him when this is over.”

Daphne raked a hand through her hair. “This is a nightmare. I can’t believe we’re letting her walk into that place with no way to defend herself or call for help.”

“I didn’t say we would leave her unprotected,” Aiden said, but his eyes never left mine. He took another step toward me. “I’ll make sure you get a phone.”

I looked at him in surprise. “How are you going to get me a phone?”

There was an intense expression in his gray eyes. “Let me worry about that. But I promise you, Becca, you’re not going to be all alone out there.”

“Aiden, I …” I swallowed hard. From the corner of my eye, I saw Daphne’s eyes widen as she did a double take. She picked up her coffee cup from the counter, which had to be cold by now, and stepped backward.

“You don’t have to say anything,” Aiden said. “Just keep an eye out for the phone.” His lips quirked up in a small smile. “It’s probably going to show up in a way you won’t expect.”

“I can imagine,” I muttered, wanting to move away, but my legs were suddenly so weak, I was afraid I might fall. This is ridiculous, I told myself. This was so not the time to be considering getting involved with someone else. Not only was I just getting over a terrible breakup, but I was about to join a likely dangerous cult. I needed to keep my wits about me, not be thinking about another guy.

Aiden suddenly shook himself, as if he also realized this was not the time, and took a few steps backward. “Along with getting you a phone, Daphne and I will be focusing on research. Right?” His voice was brisk and professional.

“Ah, right,” Daphne said, still looking between us, a small, knowing smile on her face.

“And if we find anything, we’ll make sure to get it to you,” Aiden continued. He picked up his phone and started playing with it.

“Right,” Daphne said again. “How we do that is to be determined.”

“Okay,” I said, tucking my phone in my pocket and taking a final look around the kitchen. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter 17

I pulled onto the dirt road in front of the locked gate that surrounded the Church of the Forgotten and turned off the car. I needed a moment.

I had forgotten how tall the fence surrounding the Hoffman farm was. It made me feel small and insignificant as I sat huddled in my car.

Was I really going to do this? Allow myself to be locked inside for God knows how long?

Flashes from my first visit swamped me—the creaking of the gate as Edward closed it, sealing me and my car inside … no way out without his blessing.

Beads of sweat trickled down my back, and a knot began to tighten in my stomach.

Daphne was right. This was a stupid idea, and I should turn around and leave.

But I didn’t.

There was too much at stake. I had to do it.

Outside, a slight breeze moved through the trees on the other side of the gate. The sun was already on its downward descent; I had arrived far later than I thought I would.

First, Aiden insisted on going through my phone to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. Initially, I hesitated. It felt like an unnecessary violation of my privacy. That is, until I realized that Eleanor was also going to see it all.

I quietly handed it over.

“Be careful when you use this,” Aiden said as his thumbs flew over the screen. “I know I said they would likely take it away from you, but it’s also possible they’ll let you keep it and monitor your communication.”

“How will they do that?” I asked.

“It’s like in the movies,” Daphne said. “All they have to do is install a little bit of code, and they’ll be able to see everything you do.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Great.”

“I’m deleting my contact info completely,” Aiden said. “If you need to get in touch with one of us, leave some innocuous message for Daphne.”

“Like what?”

“Something like the weather,” Daphne said.

I shot her a look. “The weather? How much different do you think the weather is at the Hoffman farm from here?”

“Maybe something about how you’re sleeping,” Aiden said. “Remember, you’re there because you’re stressed and having trouble functioning, so it makes sense to talk about how you’re sleeping.”

“What, so if everything is okay, I’ll tell Daphne I’m sleeping well? And if they aren’t, I’m still having problems with insomnia?” I asked. “Something like that?”

“Yes, exactly,” Aiden said.

“And if everything is going to hell, you’re having terrible nightmares,” Daphne said darkly.

A shiver ran down my spine. “Got it.”

Aiden was just about done fiddling with my phone when the front door slammed shut. “Honey, I’m home,” Chrissy called out.

“Let me go talk to her,” I said to Daphne and Aiden before turning to leave the kitchen and almost colliding with Chrissy. Her hair was pulled up in a messy topknot, and she wore an oversized tee shirt I didn’t recognize. I assumed it was something of Brittany’s. At least, I hoped so.

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?” I asked.

“Sidney needed to swap shifts, so I did,” she said, craning her neck to see around me. “Is there someone else here?”

“Daphne and Aiden,” I said quickly before taking her arm and leading her into the living room. “We need to talk.”

I ended up telling her more than I wanted to. I didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily, but I WAS telling her I was about to join a cult, after all. And not just any cult, but one that could very well be connected to the bad things happening in Redemption.

I thought she might fight me on it, like Aiden and Daphne had, and that I would likely end up spending hours convincing her, but she surprised me. “If you think this is what you need to do,” she said, “then you should do it.”

My mouth nearly dropped open. “Seriously?”

She shot me one of those “duh” teenager looks. “Why wouldn’t I say that? Becca, over and over again, you’ve been right about situations just like this. Even when everyone else tells you that you’re crazy. Why should this be otherwise?”

“I haven’t been right about everything,” I said, wincing slightly as I thought about the barn fiasco at the Church of the Forgotten.

Chrissy cocked her head. “Pretty much everything.” She reached out and hugged me. I squeezed her back tightly, breathing in the scent of her shampoo, soap, and something else … something more youthful and innocent. For a moment, I felt like I was hugging a child—one I raised since she was a baby, rather than meeting as a teenager. It filled me with a strange sense of sadness … like somewhere along the way, I had missed something.

She released me and quickly dashed a hand across her face, muttering something about needing to use the restroom. She didn’t look at me as she scurried away, and I wondered if she felt it, too—that sense of something precious about to be lost, maybe for good.

I quickly shoved that thought away. If I was going to survive this, I needed to keep all my focus on the goal. I could not allow myself to get sidetracked.

Chrissy’s support wasn’t the only surprise I experienced before I left the house. As I was wheeling my small suitcase to the door, Oscar suddenly appeared out of nowhere, sitting in front of the door and looking up at me, his emerald eyes blinking.

I paused. “What are you doing here?” He had never intercepted me on my way out before.

He flicked his tail and meowed. Loudly.

I kneeled down, and he fixed those green eyes on me before moving forward and rubbing his face against mine, his cold, wet nose leaving a streak on my cheek. He looked right in my eyes one last time before striding away.

Daphne muttered something about how even the cat knew this was a bad idea.

“Maybe he was wishing me luck,” I said as I stood up.

Daphne shot me a look, but Aiden was watching Oscar saunter back into the kitchen, an unreadable expression on his face.

A sudden gust of wind so strong that it rattled the padlock and chain (rather ominously, I thought) startled me, jarring me back to the present. My eyes landed on the lock and chain on the gate. They were so shiny, the sun practically sparkled on them. Were they new? I didn’t remember them being quite that shiny before. Or maybe just were being regularly polished and maintained by the Church of the Forgotten.

I didn’t care for the implications of either answer.

I reached over to dig my phone out of my purse. It was almost unbearably hot, inside the car. Sweat began to slide down my face and neck, and several strands of hair stuck to my skin. Sitting inside the car baking was ridiculous. If I’m going to do this, I thought, I better do it.

I dialed the number for the Church and listened to the phone ring. As far as I could tell, there was no good way to let them know I was sitting outside other than by calling them.

The phone rang and rang. As I listened, I could feel my stomach slowly sink. I had forgotten that Eleanor once told me they didn’t answer the phone much. I should have called earlier and told her I was coming over instead of sitting in my car outside, but I thought actually parking in front of the gate would add more urgency to my request.

But the urgency only worked if they answered the phone.

I was about to hang up and try something else when someone snatched up the phone with a breathless “Hello?”

“Is Eleanor there?” I asked.

“She’s busy, but I can get her a message.” My stomach sunk even further. “Who should I say is calling?”

“It’s Becca Kingsley. Maybe you could let me in? I’m waiting by the front gate.”

“Oh!” The voice, which sounded like one of the young women, now had a flustered note. “You’re … in front of the gate?”

“I am.”

“Right now?”

“Yes. Could you let me in? It’s … urgent. I really need to talk to her.”

There was a pause. “One minute,” she said, followed by a clatter indicating she had set the receiver down on a table. Even though I had never seen the phone, I knew it was one of those old-fashioned landlines, probably on a counter somewhere with a pad of paper to take notes on next to it. Eleanor had also told me they didn’t believe in voicemail at the Church of the Forgotten.

I could hear heavy steps approaching, and then, Eleanor was speaking in my ear. “Becca? Is that you?”

I closed my eyes. Showtime. “Yes, it’s me.”

“What’s going on? Is everything alright?”

I sucked in my breath and wiped the sweat off my forehead. “No. Everything is not alright.”

Her voice abruptly changed, sounding more no-nonsense than before. “Where are you?”

“I’m in front of your gate. I was wondering if you could let me in? I need to talk to you.”

There was the slightest of pauses. “Of course. I’ll send Edward. He’ll be there shortly.”

“Thank you,” I started to say, but then I realized she had already hung up.

I put the phone down and closed my eyes. I can do this, I told myself. I thought about Aiden and the look in his eyes when he told me he would find a way to get me a different cell phone. I wasn’t alone. I would be okay.

I opened the car and stepped out. The cool breeze that immediately brushed against my sweating skin felt like heaven. I pulled my shirt away from my body and held my hair up away from the back of my neck. I probably should have left my car sooner, instead of staying inside and turning into a literal hot mess.

On the other hand, I was supposed to be falling apart. That’s exactly why I had come. Maybe it would work to my advantage to look the part.

It took both forever and no time at all before I saw the old pickup truck trundling toward me. My stomach was a mess of butterflies as I fought against being sick. Though even if I did lose it, I had barely eaten anything, so there wasn’t much there anyhow.

The truck came to a halt near the gate, and Edward got out. He wore the same outfit as the last time I’d seen him—a round, black hat with a broad brim, a loose, brown tunic, and dark-brown pants. He trudged his way to the gate, unlocked the padlock, and unwound the chain. He shot me an impatient look, and I quickly fumbled for my car door, so I could drive inside. I tried not to think about how after I did so, Edward would close and lock the gate behind me, and how this time, it would stay locked.

Maybe for good.

***

“Becca, this is unexpected.”

When Edward parked in front of the main farmhouse, Eleanor was standing on the wraparound porch waiting for me. Her long dress fluttered in the breeze, and her hair was twisted into a bun at the back of her head. When she saw my suitcase and duffle bag, her eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she ushered me inside to the living room with the mismatched furniture and gestured for me to have a seat on one of the faded couches. It smelled faintly of vegetable soup, probably from lunch, and old socks.

“I’m sorry to come so unexpectedly,” I said, my words tumbling out of me. “But I had no idea where to go.”

Eleanor held a hand out. “It’s okay. Take a couple of breaths. You’re safe here.”

I nodded, gulping a mouthful of air. Get it together, Becca, I sternly told myself. You don’t want to come off like a basket case.

“Let’s start from the beginning,” she suggested. “What’s going on?”

I nodded and wiped my sweaty hands on my shorts. “It’s been a really rough summer. Everything feels like it’s been going wrong. I broke up with my boyfriend. I was accused of arson … it’s been awful.” I wiped my hands again against my shorts. “I’m having a hard time coping. And then I remembered what you said about being a member of the Church of the Forgotten. How you don’t have all the issues of modern-day society, because you’re not a part of modern-day society.”

“That’s true,” Eleanor said slowly. Her ice-blue eyes were fixed steadily on me, and her expression hadn’t changed. The butterflies of anxiety in my stomach started beating their wings harder, and I hoped it didn’t show on my face.

She didn’t seem like she was going to say anything more, so I continued stumbling on. “So … I thought … maybe you could help me.”

Those eyes—they never wavered from my face. “How?”

“Uh …” I was having trouble getting my thoughts in order, and I could feel the panic starting to squirm in my chest. This wasn’t going the way I thought it would. “By letting me stay here? Just for a few days.”

“You want to stay here?”

“Only for a few days,” I said again. “I just need a little time to get my head on straight.”

Eleanor didn’t say anything. Instead, she shifted her gaze to my luggage.

“I can pay,” I said quickly, maybe a little too quickly. “I didn’t mean to assume you would let me stay here for free.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew they were the exact wrong ones to have said. A shadow seemed to slide across Eleanor’s face so quickly, I thought I might have imagined it. “You do understand we’re not a hotel, right?”

The panic in my chest grew teeth and claws. I was losing her. And then what was I going to do? How would we ever figure out what was going on if I was turned away? “Of course I know that. And I wouldn’t presume …” my voice trailed off.

Eleanor’s facial expression morphed into regret. “Becca, you know we would love to help you. I’ve felt a … kinship with you from the very beginning. And I think you feel it, too. That might be why you’re here. And normally, it would be no problem to have you stay with us for a few days. Actually, we would welcome it. But, alas, we’ve had a few … unexpected challenges as of late, and we simply don’t have the space or resources.”

“Of course,” I murmured, while a voice inside me yelled how incredibly stupid I was. How could I be blowing this so badly? “I just thought … I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“It’s quite alright,” Eleanor said briskly. She had started to lean away from me, all signs pointing toward her wanting to wrap up the conversation. “Trust me, if I could help, I would.”

“I know you would,” I continued doggedly, wracking my brain for something, anything. I had to keep the conversation going. “Especially since you want me to be your tea provider.”

She gave me a double take, like I had surprised her, and let out a little laugh. “Well, yes. Of course I do. You have the best tea in Redemption. Why wouldn’t I want you to be my provider?”

“I brought some with me,” I said, leaning forward to dig through my duffle bag and pulling out a variety of packets. “No charge, of course.”

Her face shifted. “Oh, Becca, you didn’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to,” I said, piling the bags on her lap as my mind frantically flipped through our past meetings. I found myself replaying the last, where we stood in the lobby of the Redemption Inn. She had told me the real reason people want to become members of the Church of the Forgotten. What was it again?

And just like that, the words floated through my mind.

Above everything else, humans crave safety.

And I suddenly knew exactly what to say.

I shifted forward slightly as Eleanor focused on balancing all the tea packets that were spilling over everywhere. Leaning in to her as close as I dared and pitching my voice low, I said, “I’m in danger.”

Eleanor’s head shot up. “What?”

“Shhh …” I quickly looked around, even though the room was empty. “Someone is after me. I don’t know who it is, but I never feel safe. I’m being followed …”

Her eyes widened. “Followed?”

I nodded solemnly. “Yes. I keep seeing the same white truck everywhere I go. But that’s not the worst of it. Whoever it is leaves horrible messages on my porch. Threatening me, telling me to get out. I don’t feel safe. Ever. Not in my own home, not anywhere.”

Eleanor was still staring at me. “But surely, there’s somewhere you could stay. Maybe family …”

“My family disowned me.” This wasn’t precisely true, but there was no way Eleanor would know otherwise. “No friends either, at least ones I trust and who don’t live in Redemption. And if I stay in a hotel, I don’t know who’s following me. Could they track my credit cards? I don’t know.” My voice had risen, sounding on the verge of hysteria. “This is the only place I could think of where I might be safe. No one would think to look for me here, and there are no credit cards to track. And now you’re telling me I can’t stay? Where am I going to go? What am I going to do?”

“Breathe, Becca,” Eleanor said, placing a thin, wiry-but-strong hand on my shoulder and giving me a squeeze. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

“But it’s NOT …” I started to say as hot tears began leaking out of my eyes.

“Yes, it is,” Eleanor said. “You can stay here.”

“Really?” Now, the tears did tip over, but more out of relief. “But you just said …”

“Don’t worry about what I just said,” Eleanor said, squeezing my shoulder again. “We’ll work it out. I promise. Although …” she tilted her head. “You might have to do some work. We don’t offer free rides.”

My head was bobbing up and down. “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of taking advantage. I’ll do whatever you want. I’m a hard worker.”

“Perfect.” Eleanor smiled at me, a sharp one that seemed way too full of teeth, and stood up abruptly. “Just sit here for a moment and let me find a place for you. It won’t take long.”

“Yes, thank you.” I said before closing my mouth with some effort. All the words I wanted to keep spewing seemed to pile up behind my lips, but uncontrolled babbling would only hurt me at that point.

Eleanor continued to study me. The smile that still stretched across her lips didn’t reach her eyes. “Everything is going to work out perfectly, Becca. You’ll see. You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

I kept my smile fixed on my mouth as well as I tried to suppress the shiver that flew up my spine.

Was I making the biggest mistake of my life?


Chapter 18

A painfully thin woman with long, frizzy brown hair piled in a bun led me to my room. She kept her head down, exposing a neck that looked too brittle to support her head. Her name was Gertrude, and she looked to be about my age.

All the bedrooms were located in the large building across from the old farmhouse where I met with Eleanor. My room was on the second floor, which meant I had to drag my wheeled suitcase and duffle bag up the narrow steps. Gertrude didn’t offer to help.

At the top, a long hallway greeted me. Gertrude immediately turned to the right.

The room I would be staying in was near the end of the hallway, and the walk seemed to take forever. The floors creaked and groaned under our feet, and my suitcase squeaked as I pulled it awkwardly over the flat, brown carpet. The walls were painted a quiet, dark beige, giving the effect of walking into a cave. Or maybe the maw of a giant beast.

I shivered, even though my shirt was sticking to my skin. The air was unbearably hot, and it still had that new construction smell lingering on it, as well. It wasn’t bad, necessarily, but underneath it were the far more unpleasant odors … like unwashed bodies and quiet despair.

All the doors were wide open, revealing rooms that were completely devoid of personality. From what I could see, they were small and cramped, barely big enough for a twin bed, nightstand, and dresser. There was a small window above the bed along with a very tiny closet. On the nightstand was a simple lamp and a wind-up alarm clock that made a loud ticking noise. We also passed three bathrooms—two by the stairs and one roughly halfway between my room and the stairs. The bathrooms were just as crowded as the bedrooms, with a toilet, sink, and shower crammed together inside.

Gertrude stopped once she reached my room, standing in the middle of the hallway like she was a windup doll that had run out of juice. I had to carefully maneuver around her to avoid hitting her with my rolling suitcase.

“Thanks,” I said once I was inside. I dropped my duffle bag in the middle of the room and rolled my shoulders. “Where should I go once I’ve unpacked?”

Gertrude hadn’t moved. “I’m to take you. Today, you’ll have kitchen duty. Mother Eleanor thought that would be best to ease you in.”

Mother Eleanor? That was the first I’d heard of that reference. At least kitchen duty shouldn’t be too bad. “You don’t have to wait. I can find my way to the kitchen.”

Gertrude remained where she was, still staring at the ground. “Mother Eleanor said I should wait.” Her voice was flat and broached no argument.

Okay then. I looked around, feeling a little strange unpacking while Gertrude hovered outside watching me. I moved to shut the door.

But the moment my hand touched the wood, Gertrude spoke again. “The doors should remain open at all times.”

I paused. “All the time? Even at night?”

Gertrude’s voice was monotone, like a child reciting a lesson. “Doors are closed at ten p.m. sharp and opened back up at four a.m.”

“Four am?” My voice went up a notch. “We’re supposed to get up at four in the morning?”

Gertrude looked nonplussed. “Of course. We have morning prayers before our chores.”

Morning prayers and chores? “Not before coffee, I hope,” I joked.

Gertrude glanced at me, her eyebrows knitted in confusion.

Man, I really should have listened to Daphne. This was definitely a bad idea. No coffee and a four a.m. wake-up call to pray. Although that shouldn’t surprise me … they did call themselves a “church,” after all.

“You should unpack,” Gertrude said, gesturing with her hands. “There is much to do.”

Yes, I should unpack. The sooner I got this show on the road, the sooner I wouldn’t have to get up at four in the morning without a cup of coffee in sight. I opened my suitcase. “This is a pretty big …” I paused. What was this? An apartment complex? A dormitory? “Building,” I finally said. “It seems like it could accommodate a lot of people.”

“Four hundred,” Gertrude said, a trace of pride in her voice. “Mother Eleanor wanted to make sure we had plenty of room for the all the lost souls out there.”

I stopped what I was doing, a pair of jeans dangling from one hand, and stared at her. “Four hundred? I know it’s big, but I didn’t think it was that big.” I thought about the three tiny bathrooms we passed. “How many rooms are there anyway?”

“There’s fifty in each wing,” Gertrude said. “All the women to the right, the men to the left.”

“Fifty in each wing? So, that’s … one hundred rooms on this floor?”

“And another hundred on the first floor,” Gertrude said. “Or at least, there will be, once we’ve finished. There’s still some work that needs to be done.”

A part of me wondered why the second floor was finished before the first, but I was still stuck on the number of rooms versus number of members. “But that’s only two hundred rooms,” I said, putting my jeans in the drawer.

“Yes,” Gertrude said. “Once we reach two hundred, we’ll start replacing the single beds with bunk beds.”

My mouth dropped open. “You’re going to put two people in here?” I looked around. “There’s barely enough room for one, much less two.”

Gertrude shot me a look filled with disdain. “How much room do you think we need? We only sleep in these rooms. What does it matter how many people are in them? The more members, the more The One is pleased with us, and isn’t that the most important thing?”

The One. I felt a jolt through my body when she said it, like I had touched a live electric wire.

“Who’s ‘The One’?” I asked cautiously.

Gertrude looked at me in surprise. “The One is the reason we’re all here. The only One who matters.”

“So, like God?” I asked, scooping up my underwear and socks.

Gertrude’s lips twisted into a strange parody of a smile. “Not like God. Better.”

“Better than God?”

Gertrude clasped her hands, an almost childlike joy lighting up her face. “You’ll see. It’s amazing. Truly. Meeting The One. You’ll never be the same.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so instead, I focused on trying to fit my shirts inside the minuscule closet. “How long have you been a member of the Church?”

Gertrude’s expression seemed to close down. “Long time. Years.”

I glanced at her. “So you were, what, a child?”

“I was twelve.” Gertrude’s face was tightly closed off now. “Mother Eleanor found me on the streets of Chicago.”

“You were living on the streets of Chicago when you were twelve?” I couldn’t keep the horror out of my voice. “That’s dreadful.”

She lifted her shoulder in a small shrug. “It is what it is. I had a terrible childhood. My father did unspeakable things to me. My mother was even worse. An addict and a whore. And sometimes, she would hand me over to her dealer to pay for her drugs.” Her face was wooden. “I finally couldn’t stand it anymore. I figured anything would be better than the hellhole I was living in. But I was wrong. It was worse.”

I stared at her, but she wasn’t looking at me. “That’s … horrible. I’m so sorry.”

She shrugged, like we were chatting about a disappointing football game rather than a childhood filled with abuse and neglect. “None of that matters now. In fact, I could say it was all for my highest good, because otherwise, I never would have met Mother Eleanor. She found me on the streets, took me in, cleaned me up, kept me safe. I owe everything to her.”

Wait. Did she say what she went through was for her highest good? 
Was she kidding? What was this place?

My fingers tightened on a hanger as I fought my impulse to throw everything back into my suitcase and get the heck out of there. But I reminded myself I had a job to do.

“You must be grateful she found you,” I said before inwardly congratulating myself on how calm I sounded.

Gertrude, however, stared at me like I’d said something offensive. “Grateful? I owe everything to her. Everything.” Her eyes burned with an unholy power. “I would do anything for her.”

I swallowed, my fingers scrabbling toward the phone that I had stuck in my pocket, although I wasn’t sure what I was even going to do with it if she did attack me. There was no way I would be able to call for help fast enough. Maybe I could throw it at her.

“Well, it was … um … lucky she found you,” I said lamely.

She looked at me, her eyes suddenly cold. “Luck had nothing to do with it. I was one of the ones she was looking for. One of the forgotten. She introduced me to the Church of the Forgotten.” Her voice was rising, becoming inflamed with passion. “The Forgotten are the ones with all the power, you see. No one thinks we do, though … that’s why they ignore and overlook us. But The One sees us. The One knows what we’re capable of. That’s why we serve The One.”

As she spoke, she completely transformed in front of my eyes. Her face was tilted toward the sky, her expression close to ecstasy. Her eyes were half-closed, almost like she was no longer seeing this world, but another, just beyond the veil … one full of shadows and darkness.

All the little hairs over my entire body were standing on end, and I took a couple of steps backward, my fingers now clutching my phone.

What had I gotten myself into?

Gertrude must have seen the movement in the corner of her eye, because her head tilted toward me. A small, knowing smile played at her lips. “You’ll understand soon enough. Shall we go?”

***

Meals at the Church of the Forgotten were not what I expected. One of the rooms, or maybe it was two rooms, had been converted into a giant dining hall full of enough picnic tables to accommodate all the members, which, according to a quick mental count, was roughly forty people or so. A wooden dais was set up at the front.

There were a few empty spots here and there, but I hung back, feeling too uncertain to simply sit down next to someone I didn’t know, especially since I was the only dressed in shorts and a shirt. Everyone else wore the church’s customary old-fashioned outfits.

As I wondered how much of a faux pas it would be if I snuck back into the kitchen and ate my dinner there, a gentle hand touched my arm. Lucinda, who had been on kitchen duty with me, gave me a small smile and led me to an open spot. She was an older woman, her face covered in soft wrinkles and hair nearly entirely gray. Together, we had peeled what seemed like a thousand potatoes and chopped another thousand turnips, and I could already feel the stiffness and ache in my wrists and fingers.

“This is Becca,” she said to my seatmates, who looked a little startled to see me. “She’s going to be staying with us for a while.”

She nudged me toward the seat, and I took it. I recognized Gertrude, who was sitting a few seats down from me. She gave me a slight nod, then turned to say something to the woman sitting on the other side of her.

“Welcome, Becca,” the woman on my right said with a smile. “I’m Margot, and this is Winnie.” There was a gauntness to her face, but her smile was kind.

“Hi Becca,” Winnie said, then frowned. She had bright-red hair, freckles, and a confused look in her blue eyes. “I didn’t think that was an approved name.”

“Winnie,” Margot snapped before I could ask what an “approved name” even was, then almost immediately softened her voice. “Remember what we’ve discussed. Not everyone knows about the Church.”

Winnie’s brow furrowed in confusion. “But she’s here. Doesn’t that mean she’s going to be a member?”

“We can’t assume that,” Margot said, passing me a basket filled with biscuits. “She might be here just to try it out. Like we’ve talked about.”

“Oh.” Winnie’s expression smoothed out. “So, it’s time to find new members, then.”

“Not yet, Winnie,” Gertrude interrupted. “Mother Eleanor will tell us when we’re ready to find new members, and she hasn’t yet.”

Winnie looked between us, her brow starting to furrow again. “But then why is she here?”

“That’s a good question,” Gertrude said, her smile sharp. “I guess she must be … special.”

Her eyes were like ice, and I thought back to how she looked when she spoke about Mother Eleanor. I would have to watch myself with her.

“Everyone, a moment.” Eleanor was standing behind the dais. “I want to introduce you to Becca. Becca will be saying with us for a while. Becca, would you mind standing up?”

All the blood seemed to rush to my face. I was sure I was more than a little flushed as I awkwardly got to my feet. Every face in the room swung toward me, eyes bright with curiosity.

My smile was uncomfortable as I skimmed their faces.

And then I saw her.

Mia.

Our eyes locked, and she looked as horrified as I felt.

“Mia? What are you doing here?” The words were out of my mouth before I could even consider the implications.

“Mia?” Winnie’s voice was perplexed at my elbow. “Who’s Mia?”


Chapter 19

“Oh, Becca,” Eleanor said, a regretful tone in her voice. “I didn’t know you two knew each other. I’m afraid that isn’t Mia, though. That’s Edie.”

Edie? Then I noticed Mia’s outfit—one of those old-fashioned dresses with little blue flowers. Slowly, I sank back down in my chair, my brain whirling.

Mia is here. At the Church of the Forgotten. That had to mean I was right … that everything did lead back to the Church after all.

But why in the world would Mia have joined a cult?

“What a surprise, you knowing Edie,” Margot said.

“Well, we both live in Redemption,” I mumbled. “Redemption is a small town. A lot of people know one another.”

“Of course,” Margot said. From the corner of my eye, I saw Gertrude studying me, a thoughtful expression on her face.

The meal seemed to take forever, even though it was only a bowl of a relatively bland vegetable stew, bread, and cheese. All I could think about was cornering Mia and asking her all the questions that were swirling around in my head.

Finally, it was over, and I wove my way through the crowd of people to where Mia had been sitting. But she wasn’t there. I jerked my head around and saw her back just as she was about to disappear out the door, her short, black hair standing out from all the other women with pinned-up buns.

“Mia … I mean Edie,” I yelled, hurrying toward her. I could see the tension between her shoulders, and her steps seemed to speed up. “Edie!”

Finally, she paused and half-turned toward me as I rushed to her. Her expression was blank. “I’m afraid I don’t remember who you are.”

I stopped dead. “You what? You don’t remember me?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I’m Edie now. A brand-new person with a totally fresh start. I’d appreciate if you’d remember that.”

I took another step toward her. “Edie, wait. Why are you doing this?”

Mia glared at me. “Becca, stop this. I don’t want to talk to you. Leave me alone.” Her voice was low, and she quickly turned away.

I opened my mouth to try one more time, but something caught my eye. I turned and saw Eleanor standing in the corner, watching us, an unreadable expression on her face. I suddenly felt hot, then cold. Had I just blown my cover?

“Becca!” It was Lucinda, beckoning me. Apparently, my kitchen duty wasn’t over. I was to help with the dishes.

Mia was going to have to wait.

***

As it turned out, it would be much longer than I’d hoped before I would get the chance to talk to Mia again.

It didn’t help that she did everything she could to avoid me. Nor did I want to make it too obvious that I wanted to talk to her. Every time I thought about Eleanor watching us, I felt ill. She already knew too much. I must be more careful.

It also didn’t help that I was always exhausted. Aiden had warned me that they would probably try to break me down physically with hard work, minimal sleep, and a diet low in calories and protein, and while all of that was true, it didn’t feel like the whole story.

Maybe it was the constant stress I was under, living at the Church of the Forgotten—always having to watch what I said and did so I wouldn’t be found out. Or maybe it was all the stress I had been living with for the past few months finally catching up with me. Either way, the problem with my new schedule was that I couldn’t really rest. Which was of course ironic, since getting away from everything and resting was my cover story.

Or … maybe there really was something darker going on.

During the day, when the sun was bright and shining, I could pretend there was a reasonable explanation for my exhaustion and brain fog. Stress, lack of sleep, lack of food, and an excess of work were obvious explanations. Nothing more sinister than that.

But late at night, when I was sitting in my room getting ready for bed, or first thing in the morning, while pulling my clothes on and still half asleep, or during the morning or evening prayers, kneeling in the dew-soaked grass chanting prayers to The One and feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, I knew what the real reason was.

There was something here. Something dark and twisted.

And it was watching us.

It was during those moments when it was all I could do to not throw my few belongings into my suitcase and run to my car. Or even skip the packing and just grab my keys and go. The only reason I didn’t was because I wasn’t sure I would be able to drive through the fence.

So, I forced myself to stay, reminding myself what was at stake. Mia, for one. There was no way the Mia I knew belonged in a cult. I just needed to find the right time to talk some sense into her. And second, a little girl named Zelda, who no one seemed to be looking for. She needed to be found. If I did nothing else, that would be enough.

When I remembered that, I could keep going. Even through the soul-draining exhaustion, which was exacerbated by a schedule designed to be precisely what Aiden warned me about—a method of breaking someone down.

It wasn’t just the getting up at four and going to bed at ten, although it was actually after ten when we were finally allowed to fall asleep. There was a final check-in right at ten, when we all had to stand in front of our open doors with the light on while a member named Beatrice, who seemed to be some sort of dorm mother apparently in charge at night, would march up and down the hallway, her beady eyes taking each of us in before we were allowed to go into our room and close our door.

On my second night, I had fallen asleep on top of my bed before the final check-in, and Gertrude woke me up.

“Becca, you can’t sleep yet,” she said as she shook me awake. I looked at her groggily, barely able to focus, I was so tired. “You can’t miss final check-in.”

I stumbled to my feet and forced myself to stand by the door. When Beatrice came by, she paused and gave me a disapproving look. “Discipline is the way we cleanse ourselves spiritually. You want to be worthy to meet The One, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I murmured, bowing my head. It was mostly from exhaustion, but I hoped she would think it was a gesture of obedience.

She leaned closer to me. Her breath was sour, and she stank of old sweat and body odor. I made an effort to keep from wrinkling my nose. We were on a two-shower-a-week rotation, and as far as I was concerned, it wasn’t nearly enough. “The One is always watching. Even if no one else sees, The One will.” She tapped her temple.

I had no idea what to say to that. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Her eyes narrowed, and I had an unsettling feeling that I hadn’t chosen the right words. “See that you do.” Her tone was cold as she stepped away from me.

Crap. I had to get better at this, despite the exhaustion.

But working in the fields all day wasn’t helping. As much as I loved gardening, spending hours bent over weeding was a little much. Especially when I was already so tired and hungry. I constantly dreamed of food. Recalling the roast chicken and mashed potatoes I had cooked the night before I left, I couldn’t comprehend why I hadn’t stuffed myself rather than barely eating. And what about that leftover grilled cheese that was probably still sitting in the fridge? Ugh. I kicked myself repeatedly, especially when I had to face the staples for both lunch and dinner—that tasteless vegetable stew with bread and cheese. Breakfast consisted of a bowl of bland cooked barley. The only protein was eggs, and only those who were being rewarded for something were allowed eggs.

I wasn’t one of them.

I had been completely disoriented when my alarm went off and could barely drag myself out of bed. My brain was so groggy, I practically fell asleep while on my knees during morning prayers. After breakfast, I was sent out to weed, and I hoped it would wake me up.

Instead, things just kept going downhill. I just felt worse and worse, especially as the sun rose and started to beat down on my shoulders. Sweat trickled down back. I could feel my cell phone bump into my leg as I bent over a row of carrots, searching for weeds. I carried it with me everywhere, as there was no place to hide it in my room. At least, no place where I didn’t think it would be found. I could tuck it in a drawer or somewhere in my bed, but both would be the first places anyone would look.

I kept it powered off, only turning it on once a day at night, when I could finally close my door. Although I was so exhausted, it was painful to stay awake long enough to check messages. I had only sent two texts to Daphne, both on the first night. The first text was Mia is here!, which I immediately deleted after sending. The second was more planned. I’ve decided I needed to do something different to help me with my sleeping and anxiety. I’ll keep you posted.

Daphne had responded. I’m VERY glad to hear that. Let me know how it goes.

The VERY in all caps was not what we had talked about, and I was sure Daphne was responding to my Mia text.

Other than that, there had been no other texts, nor any sign of another phone.

I pulled out a weed from the dirt and straightened up, wanting to stretch my back. The world seemed to tilt on its axis, and I put a hand out to steady myself. Of course, there was nothing there other than the carrot plants.

“Hey. Easy there.” Someone grabbed my arm to steady me. My vision swam before my eyes, and I couldn’t focus on who it was.

“Steady now,” the voice continued. It sounded like a woman. “Maybe you better sit down.”

“I can’t see,” I whispered. I was so dizzy, I thought I might faint.

“Let’s sit you down,” the voice said as the person behind it guided me to the ground. “Head between your knees. There you go. Just breathe.”

I gulped air into my lungs while the woman rubbed my back. I smelled the rich scent of damp earth mixed with growing herbs. A bee buzzed by my ear; at least, I thought it was a bee and not something I was imagining. An ant scurried over my leg, tickling my skin in its frenzy.

Finally, I felt the dizziness start to recede, and I lifted my head, allowing a breeze to brush against my sweaty cheek. “I think I’m okay now.”

My savior studied me. “You sure?” She was in her early twenties, maybe, with a head full of curly black hair and sparkling brown eyes. She was short and thin, though everyone at the Church was thin. Still, she wasn’t frail, like many of the other women.

I nodded as I began to clamor to my feet. “I’m sure. Thank you for your help.”

“No problem,” she said, grabbing my arm to help me up. “Normally, I would tell you to rest for a bit, but …”

“I know.” Resting was frowned upon. Apparently, The One wasn’t keen on breaks. “I’ll be okay.”

She handed me a reusable bottle of water. “It gets easier. Your body will adjust.”

“I hope so,” I said as I took a sip. I had already drained mine, and we couldn’t get refills until lunch. Maybe I was also suffering from dehydration along with everything else. “Thanks again,” I said as I handed it back.

She grinned at me. “I’m Trudy, by the way.”

“Becca.”

Her smile widened. “Yeah, I know.” Her eyes flickered away, focusing on something in the distance, and her smile faded. She gestured with her head, a small movement, and took a step forward to resume weeding. I followed her lead.

“I’m surprised she brought someone new in right now,” Trudy said, slapping at her neck. “With The Harvest coming in a couple of weeks and all.”

I frowned as I looked around the seemingly acres and acres of fields that surrounded us. “Why wouldn’t she want to bring in more workers to help harvest? I would think it would be a ton of work.”

Trudy laughed. It was a such a fresh, happy sound, I found myself smiling. How long had it been since I’d laughed like that? How long had it been since Mia and I laughed like that together? “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. I wasn’t talking about that harvest, but THE Harvest.”

I looked at her in confusion. “What’s that?”

Trudy’s eyebrows went up. “You really don’t know? Wow. I’m … shocked.” She was silent for a moment as she fought with a particularly tough plant that had seemingly sunk its roots deep into the earth, her eyebrows knitting together.

“Well, now you have to tell me,” I said, trying to joke.

She glanced up at me, a half-smile on her face. “Yeah, that was a little ominous sounding, huh? I’m just surprised is all. The Harvest is … well, it’s like our Super Bowl, I guess. Except we’ve never had a Super Bowl before. It’s what the Church of the Forgotten has been planning and preparing for, for years.”

“And it’s finally going to happen?”

“Two weeks,” Trudy said, dropping her voice. “So, yeah, it’s a big deal.”

Despite the sweat still dripping off my body, I shivered. “Do you know what’s going to happen?”

Trudy shook her head. “I’m not even sure Mother Eleanor knows.”

I ran a hand through my greasy hair. I really needed a shower. “Two weeks, huh? Chances are, I probably won’t be here, which is why Eleanor agreed to let me stay.”

She cocked her head. “Why are you here?”

“I needed a break. A mental break. I’ve been having a rough time, and Eleanor had mentioned it might be good for me to stay here for a few days. Just to get my head on straight.”

“It’s certainly a break,” Trudy said, attacking another oversized weed and giving me a sideways glance. “I’m not sure how relaxing it is, though.”

“Well, I never mentioned wanting to relax,” I said. “Just that I wanted a break.”

Trudy laughed again, which made me chuckle. It felt good, although it also made me a little sad. Why wasn’t Mia standing here laughing with me? Why wasn’t she the one looking out for me instead of Trudy?

Why was she continuing to avoid me?

“What’s your story?” I asked, forcing myself to stop stewing about Mia. “How did you come to join the Church?”

“My mother. She joined and brought me with her.” Trudy wasn’t looking at me. Instead, she was carefully focusing on the ground.

“How long ago was that?”

Trudy frowned. “Five, six years ago? I don’t know. It’s hard to keep track.” She poked at a plant.

“And you stayed?”

Trudy shrugged. “For now.” She took a deep breath and raised her head. “My mother is my only family, so if I leave, I’ll be all alone. I guess I’m not quite ready to do that yet.”

I reached over and touched her shoulder. “I get it. I don’t have the best relationship with my mother, either.”

Trudy gave me a sideways smile. “Families are rough, aren’t they? But what can you do?”

She had a good point. I waved away a couple of flies buzzing annoyingly around my head. “Who’s your mother? Would I know her?”

Trudy let out a laugh, but it wasn’t like her earlier ones. “Oh yes, you know her. She’s Beatrice.”

My mouth dropped open. “Beatrice? You mean the dorm monitor?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them, but Trudy laughed again.

“That’s a good way to describe her.” Her smile faded. “I envy her sometimes. She’s a true believer. Always has been. Me? Not so much. But who knows? Maybe The Harvest will change my mind.” She winked at me.

I felt a chill run over my skin again. “Do you mind if I ask you a question? About the Church?”

She shrugged. “Sure, you can ask. I don’t know if I can answer or not. Some things are top secret. Only talked about with fellow Church members.” She wagged her eyebrows up and down.

“Hopefully, this isn’t one of them. It’s about the names. Why do I keep hearing that Becca isn’t an ‘approved’ name?”

“Oh, because it isn’t. When you join the Church, you’re given a new name, but you have to choose from a list. I think there’s about like, I don’t know fifty, sixty names? Not a lot. And once a name has been chosen, no one else can pick it.”

I thought about what Gertrude said about having two hundred members living in that farmhouse. “What happens when the names run out?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but while every name needs to be unique, you can use nicknames. So, for instance, we have both a Winnie and a Winnifred. However, there is a catch—the person with the original name gets to approve whoever gets the associated nickname.”

“So, Winnifred approved Winnie,” I said.

Trudy bobbed her head. “Exactly. But that’s not all. Apparently, if you take someone’s name, you also become part of them.”

“What do you mean, ‘a part of them’?”

Trudy puckered her lips. “It’s like you share in their strengths and weaknesses, I guess. Sort of like how some cultures believe that when you consume an animal, you consume their strengths. That’s why it’s such a big deal to share a name.”

I thought about her name. “Do you share your name?”

Trudy made a face. “Unfortunately. With Gertrude.”

“Ugh.” It slipped out before I could stop it. I thought about Gertrude’s dour demeanor, and I couldn’t square it with this laughing, fun girl next to me.

Trudy stuck her tongue out. “Exactly.”

“How did that happen?”

She shrugged again. “My mother. She chose a fresh name for her, but for me, she thought it would be better if I had a … mentor, so to speak. Mother Eleanor said I couldn’t have a better mentor than Gertrude, so that became my name.” She tucked a couple of stray curls behind her ears. “I thought Trudy was cute, and I didn’t know Gertrude at all, so I didn’t have any objection, but, well …”

The bell began to ring just then, signaling lunchtime.

“Ah, saved by the bell,” Trudy said with another grin as she turned to head back toward the farmhouse.

I followed her lead, smiling in return, but I was barely paying attention. Instead, I was thinking about The Harvest.

What could it possibly mean? What would a church be harvesting?

I had no idea, but whatever it was, I had a feeling I wanted to be as far away as possible from The Harvest when it happened.


Chapter 20

I shut off the shower and quickly pulled back the curtain to reach for the thin towel.

Despite how unsatisfying the cold shower with only a sliver of soap was, I still felt better finally being clean. I briskly dried off before stepping out of the tub.

I didn’t have a lot of time. We were supposed to be in and out of the bathroom in less than ten minutes, so everyone could have a chance to wash up or take a shower before dinner. I suspected that was why there was no hot water, so we wouldn’t be tempted to linger. But I still took a few precious minutes to towel-dry my hair. My wide-tooth comb was in my room, along with my clothes, but at least I could keep from dripping all over everything.

I glanced at myself in the mirror and sucked in my breath. I looked awful. My face seemed thinner than usual, with a hollowness in my cheeks that I was starting to recognize in the other church members. I had large purple bags under my eyes and deepening lines around my mouth. My skin was too ruddy, probably because I was out in the sun and wind more than normal.

There was a knock at the door. “Becca? About done?”

“Just one minute,” I called back, wrapping the towel around my body tightly. My room was only two doors away, but I still wished I could have brought my clothes with me. I felt naked and vulnerable wrapped in a flimsy towel. Plus, I hadn’t liked leaving my phone in the room, even though I had buried it in one of the drawers.

I opened the door and smiled at the woman waiting. “All yours.” Unlike me, she was wearing a plain terrycloth robe and was carrying her towel. She gave me a curt nod and disappeared into the bathroom, shutting the door firmly behind her.

I hurried to my room, closing the door behind me with a sigh of relief. This was the one exception to the “doors open at all times” rule. I turned to head to the closet where my last clean shirt was hanging. Unfortunately, I was out of clean shorts, so I was going to have to wear the same ones as before. That’s when it occurred to me that there was something different about my room.

It took me a moment to realize all my dirty clothes were gone.

A knot of anxiety began building in my chest. Why would my clothes be missing? Who would have taken those dirty, smelly things, especially when no one else at the Church would be caught dead wearing shorts and tee shirts?

I checked around, even bending to look under the bed, in case I had been the one to tidy up the pile of dirty laundry and was just too tired to remember. But no, there was nothing.

The uneasy feeling was growing stronger and stronger, and I was about to leave my room to ask Beatrice if she knew what had happened to my dirty clothes when it occurred to me that I’d better get dressed first. I hurried over to my closet and yanked open the doors.

Three long, muslin dresses greeted me.

I stared at them for a long moment. What was going on? Was I hallucinating? I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them. No, the dresses were still there.

My uneasiness was like a drum banging in time with the sound of my heartbeat. I could hear pounding in my ears. I pushed the dresses aside, searching for my shirt.

It was gone. There were only dresses.

I ran to the chest of drawers and wrenched them open, suddenly terrified as to what I would find. There was nothing of mine. My jeans, sweats, and underwear were all gone. Instead, there were only three plain, white, cotton pairs of panties, along with three pairs of white socks. I pulled out more drawers, suddenly in a frenzy. I found a long cotton nightgown, which I had seen the other female members wearing at night. I abandoned the chest of drawers, dropping my towel in my panic, and raced to the nightstand. There, in the bottom drawer, I found my cell phone, along with my car keys.

For a moment, I could only stand there panting. I closed my eyes in relief. All was not lost.

But where was everything else?

I couldn’t catch my breath. What was going on? Why would all my clothes be gone?

I had to go find Beatrice. I had to get to the bottom of it. But how was I going to find her without my clothes? There was no way I was putting one of those dresses on, and all I had was the thin towel, which was now pooled in a damp puddle around my feet.

I searched the room, hoping to find something, anything, to put on. But even my sleep outfit was gone. Other than my shoes, there was literally nothing of mine I could wear.

Finally, with trembling fingers, I snagged my wet towel from the floor and wrapped it tightly around myself before padding out the door to find Beatrice.

She was in her room, with the door open, re-twisting her hair into a bun. “Becca. Why aren’t you dressed yet? Dinner is in just a few minutes.”

“I’m not dressed because my clothes are gone,” I said.

Her mouth fell open in shock. “Your clothes are gone? That can’t be right.”

“I know. Who would have taken them? And why?”

Beatrice pressed her lips together in a thin line as her fingers flew around her head, binding up her hair. “I gave very clear instructions to Edna to leave you dresses to wear. It’s unacceptable that she didn’t, and it won’t happen again. Give me just a few seconds, and I’ll go fetch her …”

I held a hand out. “Wait. You told Edna to leave me … dresses?”

Beatrice stopped. “Yes, of course I did.”

“But …” My brain was struggling to make sense of what was happening. The exhaustion and lack of food were obviously affecting my ability to focus. “There are dresses in my closet …”

“Oh good.” Beatrice looked relieved. “Then everything’s fine. Go on and get dressed. We don’t have much time before dinner.”

“No, everything is not fine.” I gave my head a quick shake, trying to remove the cobwebs. “MY clothes are gone. Where did they go?”

Beatrice looked at me like I was an idiot. “To the laundry, of course. It was your day for shower rotation, right?”

As I was standing in front of her dressed only in a towel with my wet hair dripping down my back and shoulders, that seemed fairly obvious. “Yes.”

“So, you don’t want to put on dirty clothes after your shower, do you?” She clucked her tongue.

“No, but …”

“Alright then,” she said, her tone sounding like she was done with the conversation. “Go get dressed. You don’t have much time.”

I didn’t move. “I don’t think you understand. I can’t get dressed because my clothes are gone.”

She let out an exasperated breath and folded her arms across her chest. “You told me you do have clothes. You have dresses. And I’m sure they’re much more comfortable than those other outfits you were wearing.”

“But they aren’t mine.”

“So what? No one here minds if you wear them.”

I took a deep breath. This was going nowhere. I decided to try a different tack. “Where are my clothes?”

She gave me that look again, the one that screamed what an idiot I was. “In the laundry. I told you. Why would you want to put on dirty clothes after your shower? Everyone gets their dirty clothes picked up and new ones put in their closet on shower day. You should have known that.”

I didn’t, nor was I sure why I necessarily “should” have known that, but I put that aside for the moment. “But they also took my clean clothes.”

She put her hands on her hips. “How are they supposed to know what’s clean and what’s dirty? I’m sure they just took everything.”

“But I had a shirt hanging in the closet! Why would they take that?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “On laundry day, everything is taken. You should only have enough outfits to take you to the next shower day, and then, you’ll get a new batch of clean clothes.”

“But what about my clothes?”

She huffed a sigh and started hustling me out the door. “I’m sure they’ll turn up eventually. Once they’re nice and clean, Edna will bring them back to you. Now, go get dressed. We’re going to be late for dinner.”

I wanted to protest. This was absurd. I didn’t want to put on one of those dresses on. I wanted my own stuff.

But it was also clear that arguing with Beatrice was getting me nowhere. I could go search out the elusive Edna and see if I could get them back, but that would mean walking around outside wearing only a towel. At the very least, I needed to put one on those dresses before I went looking for her.

Slowly, I turned and headed back to my room. I passed several other members in the hallway who gave me strange looks, but I kept my head down.

One of the members, though, was careful not to look at me.

Mia.

She averted her eyes when she passed me, even though I’m sure she could feel mine burning a hole in her profile.

She was supposed to be my friend. She didn’t even pause to ask me what happened or why I was running through the hallways in a towel. Instead, her response was to try to slip by without my noticing.

For the first time since I’d arrived, I started to question what I was doing. Why was I putting myself through this for someone who was doing everything in her power to ignore me?

Because it isn’t just about Mia, I told myself. It’s Zelda, too. And justice for Pamela’s murder. And maybe even finding out who set me up for arson.

And despite how crappy Mia was treating me at the moment, I needed to at least try to reach her. Maybe she was brainwashed and just needed someone to snap her out of it. I had to try. Especially since I was the only one in any position to do anything. I owed it to her, Zelda, and everyone else to keep going.

Besides, was I really going to throw away everything I had put myself through because I didn’t want to wear a dress?

I went into my room, shut the door, and looked at the dresses hanging in the closet. Just the thought of one of them touching me made my skin crawl. On second thought, maybe I was willing to throw away everything I had put myself through to avoid wearing that dress.

But I knew I was being ridiculous. I needed to get my stuff back. And if I wanted to get my stuff back, I was going to have to leave the room. How could I possibly do that without my clothes? Did I really think I was going to march across the field wearing my shoes and a towel? Not to mention, as I listened to my stomach rumble, I also didn’t want to miss dinner. I was having enough trouble with brain fog and exhaustion … missing a meal would make everything worse. Of course, it would be better if dinner was a nice, thick steak. Or a cheeseburger. Or maybe lasagna …

Okay, enough of that. Facing the stew was difficult enough. I didn’t need to waste time thinking about what I would prefer to eat. The important thing was I would be getting some nutrients into me, which I desperately needed.

But that would only happen if I got dressed.

Finally, I forced myself to walk over to the closet and select a dress, and then to the bureau for underwear. It’s just a dress, I told myself. It doesn’t mean anything.

Then why, as I slid it over my head, did it feel like I was being swallowed alive?


Chapter 21

I hobbled up the stairs as fast as I could, eager to get to my room.

It was shower day again, and while my poor, aching body would have loved nothing better than to take a nice, long, hot shower, I would settle for a short, cold one and having my clothes returned.

That was the big motivator—getting my clothes back.

It took some doing to track down Edna and find out exactly why she had confiscated every item I owned. Her answers were less than helpful. She didn’t seem to understand why I was so upset.

“You want to wear clean clothes, right?” Her face was puckered, which made the thick eyebrows slashed downward toward her nose even more pronounced.

“Of course I do,” I said, trying to remain patient. “But you took clean clothes out of my closet and bureau drawers, too.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I only take dirty clothes. Why would I take something out of your closet?”

“I don’t know, but my shirt wasn’t there. Only the dresses.”

“That’s because I put the dresses in your closet,” she said. “They were clean. I didn’t put anything dirty in there.”

“I’m sure they were clean,” I started to say.

“I take the dirty items and replace them with clean ones,” she interrupted. “I wouldn’t take anything that’s already clean. It would be a waste to wash clean clothes, don’t you agree?”

I did agree and gave up the argument. She was either lying about taking my clean clothes and was simply too embarrassed to admit it now, or I had somehow accidentally dropped them on the floor while getting dressed that morning. After all, I was so exhausted and half-awake, it was certainly possible. Unlikely, but possible.

Regardless of how it happened, Edna had promised to have all my clothes back to me by the next shower day, which was today.

And I couldn’t wait. I don’t know who thought wearing a long, muslin dress with long sleeves while working in the fields was a good idea, but whoever it was probably never tried it themselves. They were hot, uncomfortable, and difficult to maneuver in, not to mention I had no place to put my cell phone, so I had to leave it in my room each day. So far, I always found my phone exactly where I’d left it, but that didn’t mean no one had messed with it. Aiden had warned that I probably wouldn’t see any signs of it being tampered with, if it was.

Aiden. Just thinking about him brought up that same nagging worry that seemed to be living in the back of my head. There had been no sign of him or a phone. Although, to be fair, I hadn’t a clue how he could possibly sneak one in to me.

But still. He had promised. And every day that went by without any communication from him made me question what I was doing a little more.

Maybe the whole thing was a wild goose chase after all. Maybe the Church of the Forgotten was a just crazy, harmless cult, and it was all a big coincidence that the farm it was leasing was connected to Red and his LLC. Maybe there was actually no connection after all to Zelda or Pamela. I had seen no proof of anything other than just a bunch of people trying to live the way people did a hundred years ago.

Maybe this was all a huge waste of time.

I limped into my room, my legs and back so sore from all the bending and weeding. Maybe I should just call it quits, I thought, reaching for the closet doors. Maybe once I get my clothes back, I just pack up my suitcase and …

Three new dresses hung in the closet.

For a moment, I could only stare at them. No. This couldn’t be right. Edna promised. I rifled through them, trying to see if maybe my shirts were hidden between them, even though there didn’t seem to be enough room even for that.

Nothing.

My stomach twisted into a sick knot as I limped over to the dresser and yanked open the drawers. No sign of my clothes. There were only more of the Church of the Forgotten’s items, including a robe to make it easier for me to take a shower.

My heart in my throat, I crossed the room to the nightstand to open its drawers.

Empty. No sign of my keys or phone.

For a moment, I could only stand there, staring at the empty space, willing my phone to appear. It couldn’t be gone. It just couldn’t.

I dropped to my knees against my body’s protestation and checked under my bed. Nothing. I pulled myself to my feet to take everything out of the dresser drawers, shaking each item out as I removed it.

Nothing but clothes.

They’re probably going to take your phone at some point, so you should be prepared for that. Aiden’s voice rang in my head.

But Aiden had promised me he would get me another phone, as well, and he seemed to have broken that promise.

For the first time, I felt the weight of what Daphne had been warning me about. I was trapped in the Church of the Forgotten, with no access to my car, phone, or even clothes.

I could die here, and no one would stop it.

A darkness seemed to settle in around me like a thick shawl. I was vulnerable, and no one cared. Not Daphne or Aiden or Daniel or even Mia. Mia, who should be my friend. Who should have known I would come looking for her.

Instead, I was left to fend completely for myself.

Suddenly, I was furious. How dare Eleanor steal my stuff! I slammed the drawer shut and marched out of the room and down the hall, ignoring the sore muscles in my legs and back as well as the other members, a couple of them already dressed in their robes and waiting for a shower.

“Becca,” Beatrice called out as I passed by her room. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your shower? Where are you going?”

I didn’t answer as I continued marching on, down the steps and across to the big farmhouse where Eleanor’s office was.

It was on the third floor of the main farmhouse. Actually, the whole third floor was converted into both her office and living quarters. She even had her own private bathroom. Must be nice to be the one in charge.

As I climbed the staircase, I realized I could smell something that reminded me an awful lot of … beef? That couldn’t be. No one ate meat here.

Unless … was Eleanor getting meat on the side? It occurred to me she didn’t always eat with us. In addition to her special living quarters, was she also getting a special diet?

That thought enraged me even more as I continued stomping up the stairs.

Eleanor was sitting behind her desk going through paperwork when I burst in. She looked up in surprise. “Becca? What are you doing here? Is something wrong?” She craned her neck to see behind me, as if checking whether I was alone or not.

The room was clean and airy, occupied only by her polished oak desk, a set of wooden filing cabinets, and two comfortable-looking chairs. A large, colorful, braided rug covered the hardwood floors, and behind her was a large window, which filled the room with a soft glow. Seeing her lovely office made me want to tear it apart with my bare hands.

I strode forward and put my hands on the edge of her desk, leaning across so I was looking down on her. “Yes, there is something wrong. Someone stole my cell phone and my car keys.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s a very serious charge.”

“I agree,” I said. “And I want them back. Now.”

“Why don’t you sit down, and we can discuss this?” She stood up and gestured with a hand.

I didn’t want to sit down. I wanted my phone and my keys, and then I wanted to get out of this place. I didn’t even care about my clothes anymore. I just wanted out.

But the way Eleanor was watching me, her blue eyes so calculating, made me pause. She wasn’t just going to hand over my stuff and wave goodbye. Not anymore, at least. That time had come and gone.

Now, if I wanted to leave, I was going to have to play a different game.

I slowly lowered myself into the chair. Eleanor nodded and sat down as well, before folding her hands in front of her. “Now then, tell me what happened.”

“It’s very simple,” I said. “This morning, I had both my phone and my keys, and when I checked just now, they were gone.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Of course I am. I always keep them in the same place.”

“Which is …”

I wanted to snap. She knew darn well where they were. But that wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “In the nightstand drawer.”

She nodded. “And you’re sure they’re not there now?”

“Positive.”

“What about in a different drawer?”

“I checked them all.”

She nodded again. “Well, I can certainly see why you’re upset. I’ll ask Beatrice to talk to the other members who have rooms close to yours and see if they saw something unusual.”

The only thing “unusual” would have been someone sneaking into my room. “Maybe we should talk to all the members. It would have been easy for anyone to have slipped into my room when no one was there.”

She paused and tilted her head as she studied me, her eyes boring into mine. “I really don’t think that’s necessary. No one who is a member of the Church of the Forgotten would have stolen anything from you or anyone else. We don’t believe in theft.”

“Well, someone took my phone and keys,” I said.

Her eyes never left mine, and I was finding it hard to focus. “I’m thinking maybe you … misplaced them. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I misplace things all the time.”

“I didn’t misplace anything,” I snapped, but I was already starting to question myself. I was always so tired when I checked my phone at night—was I sure I put it back in the drawer? Maybe I did drop it somewhere. But that wouldn’t explain my keys. I never moved those.

“Maybe you dropped it somewhere while you were working,” she said.

“I couldn’t drop it, because I didn’t take it anywhere,” I said, spreading my hands out. “I have nowhere to put a phone.”

“But you did used to carry your phone with you,” she said. “Right?”

“Yes, but that was when I was wearing regular clothes, which is another thing,” I said. “All my clothes are gone.”

Her forehead puckered. “Gone? Where did they go?”

“Supposedly, they’re in the laundry.”

Eleanor’s forehead smoothed out. “Don’t you want them cleaned?”

“Yes, but that was three days ago! They were supposed to be dropped off today, but instead, I just got more of these.” I plucked at my dress.

“Well, I’m sure it was just an oversight,” Eleanor said as she started digging around the files on her desk.

I could feel the frustration threatening to bubble over inside me. “But Edna said they would be returned today.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Eleanor said, her tone dismissive. “She probably put them aside to wash separately, as they aren’t standard outfits, and just forgot. You should get them next time.”

I squeezed my hands into fists, trying desperately to keep myself from losing control and screaming at her. “But can’t you see? This is a pattern. First, my clothes disappear, and now my keys and phone are gone. I was only going to stay here temporarily, to get a break. It wasn’t supposed to be permanent.”

Eleanor stopped her movements and stared at me, her eyes glittering. “Is that what this is about? You want to leave?”

Yes. I could taste the word on the tip of my tongue. Yes, I very much want to leave. Please find me my phone, my keys, and my clothes, and I’ll be out of here before dinner.

But the words wouldn’t leave my mouth. More than that, I couldn’t even move my jaw. I could only sit there, frozen, transfixed by Eleanor’s icy blue eyes.

This is insane, a voice inside me said. Becca, you are a grown woman. If you want to leave, you can. All you have to do is open your mouth and tell her.

But what about Zelda, another voice argued. You’re ready to throw in the towel before finding her? Or helping Mia? Or getting to the bottom of what’s been going on in Redemption?

The first voice answered back. There’s no guarantee staying longer is going to help any of that. In fact, there’s no guarantee that The Church of Forgotten is anything but a nutty cult. You’ve found no evidence of a connection to anything nefarious since you’ve been here. Just cut your losses and leave.

What about this Harvest coming up? the other voice replied. What if that’s the key to what’s been happening in Redemption?

The Harvest. I had almost forgotten about it … and how ominous it made me feel.

As if sensing an advantage, the second voice continued. It’s only a couple of weeks away. You can deal with a couple more weeks here, right? Even without your phone or clothes.

Yes, I could. As much as I didn’t want to, I could stay until The Harvest.

At that point, I would know for sure one way or another. And if I still hadn’t found any answers by then, I could at least leave with a clear conscience, having tried.

“No, I don’t want to go,” I said softly.

Eleanor continued to immobilize me with her gaze, making me feel like an exotic butterfly pinned to a collection mat. “Are you sure?”

I forced myself to nod. “Yes.”

She stared at me for a moment longer before softening her expression, though her eyes remained cold. “I know the way of the Church of the Forgotten isn’t easy. We are the Forgotten Ones … the ones everyone thinks are weak. But that’s what makes us strong. Our way of life will continue to strengthen us.”

She paused, and I nodded again, not sure if she was looking for me to speak or not.

“I’ve been watching you,” she continued, and I tried not to cringe. I didn’t think I had done anything to give myself away, but knowing she was watching me was … unsettling. “I know at times it’s been a bit of a struggle for you, but I’ve also seen you persevere. I’ve been very pleased.”

“Thank you,” I said, as it seemed like the correct response.

She shuffled her papers again. “I’m actually glad you came in today. I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” She finished arranging the papers and folded her hands on top of them. “Has anyone explained our names to you?”

“You mean how when we join the Church of the Forgotten, we’re given a new name?” I asked.

“Precisely. And if we choose a name variation based on another’s, we also receive that member’s strengths.” She paused and studied me with those hard eyes. Another chill ran down my spine. It was all I could do to remain in my seat and not run out of the room. “With you being here as long as you have, it feels … remiss for you to still be called ‘Becca.’”

The chill that had run down my spine started to wrap itself around my chest, making it hard to breathe. “But … I’m not a member yet,” I managed to say.

A small smile touched her lips. “I know, and while it would be a little … unconventional, to be quite frank, we’ve also never had a situation like you before.”

I tried to swallow around the lump in my throat. “What do you mean?”

“Well, someone who has stayed as long as you without joining. I think everyone would feel more comfortable if you were given a name. It doesn’t have to be permanent, just while you’re living here with us. What do you think?”

Absolutely not. Again, the words sat on my tongue, just begging to be said. And again, I couldn’t spit them out.

The way she was looking at me, with those cold, hard eyes, I knew deep down if I refused, there would be consequences. I wasn’t sure exactly what those consequences would be—getting kicked out, or, more likely, watched even more closely than I already was. I couldn’t afford any of that.

You’re here to gather information, I reminded myself. Which means you need to gain her trust. Refusing her is NOT how you gain her trust.

“If you think that’s wise,” I said, cursing myself even as I said the words. This is my name we’re talking about. My identity. I’ve already lost my clothes, my keys, and my phone, and now, I’m going to lose my name?

It’s only for a few weeks, Becca. And it’s not like you’re taking legal action to officially change your name. You’ll still be Becca on the inside. Who cares if everyone calls you something else?

Eleanor’s smile widened. “Yes, I think it would be good for everyone all around. I know it’s going to feel a little strange at first, but eventually, you’ll realize this was the right thing to do.”

I bobbed my head. Yeah, that will never happen. “So, um, what’s the next step? Do I see a list or something?” Maybe choosing my own name would feel less awful … like I wasn’t being slowly eaten alive.

“Actually,” Eleanor said, looking like she was about to gift me a wonderful surprise. “I’ve been thinking about it,” she continued, “and I’d like to give you my name.”

My jaw dropped open. That was the last thing I expected to come out of her mouth. “I’m … I’m sorry?” I stuttered.

She beamed. “My name. I would like to give you my name. It’s quite an honor. No one has been gifted my name.”

No! Inside I was screaming to refuse, to leave, to do anything but sit here. I couldn’t take her name! This was non-negotiable.

She cocked her head and looked at me. “Initially, I was thinking Nora, but really, you’re more of an Elle. What do you think about ‘Elle’?”

My mouth was still hanging open, and it was all I could do to close it. “Sure,” I mumbled over all the unsaid objections still trapped in my mouth. “Elle is … very pretty.”

She clapped her hands. “Perfect. I’ll introduce you tonight at dinner.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You should definitely shower first. You did say today is your rotation, right?”

For a second, I could only stare at her, wondering how she possibly could have known that, until I remembered telling her about the clean dresses left in my closet. Of course she would know that meant today was my shower day. “Yes.”

“You should hurry then,” Eleanor said. “Although I’ll let Lucinda know to hold dinner until you arrive.”

I nodded again and started to rise. Even though I knew she was bestowing a great privilege on me, I couldn’t feel anything but a cold numbness … like I had died but hadn’t consciously realized it yet.

What had I done?


Chapter 22

“Oh Margot,” Eleanor sighed. “That is really upsetting news.”

It was morning, a new day, although it didn’t feel like it. I was still as numb as I was the night before.

I had Eleanor’s name.

How had I gotten myself into this situation?

I could still feel the eyes of the rest of the members as I walked past them. Some were deferential, while others were curious, trying to figure out why I, of all people, was being honored this way. I had the same question, but it wasn’t like I could admit it.

There were a few, however, whose eyes nearly burned a hole in the back of my head. Gertrude was in that group. She hadn’t stopped scowling at me since my introduction, her expression full of envy and hate.

But not even her reaction made a dent in the cold numbness I was drowning in.

No, I had to stay strong. I couldn’t allow myself to give up … to become Elle. If I were being honest, I could feel the tug toward doing so. It would be so much easier if I did. I wouldn’t have to fight so hard to maintain my grip on myself, especially since I had not even one item to cling to that I had brought from home. Even my luggage had disappeared. A part of me thought I should say something, but why? So my concerns could be waved off again? So I could listen to some gaslighting excuse as to why everything linked to Becca was being stripped away?

And even if my luggage was returned, what did it matter? It wasn’t like I had anything to pack in it. The only reason to even have it would be to hold on to a physical item that connected me to who I was before. Like a talisman, keeping me rooted in the truth of who I was.

But for the moment, there was nothing. Not even the phone Aiden had promised me. I could feel myself tighten up every time I thought of that. In my head, I knew he likely hadn’t delivered the phone because he couldn’t. And it wasn’t like that was much of a surprise. I hadn’t figured out a way for him to sneak a phone in to me either.

But that didn’t stop the anxiety from building. Knowing I was trapped inside the compound, alone, with no way to communicate while everything was being taken from me caused what felt like a tidal wave of trepidation to well up inside me.

I needed to ground myself. Realistically, it was probably for the best that Aiden hadn’t gotten me a phone yet. I hadn’t figured out where to hide it anyway. My room was out. There was nowhere other than obvious places, like under the mattress, that I was sure would be checked. I couldn’t carry it with me in the stupid dresses I was wearing.

What I needed to do was focus on finding a place to hide it. Then, maybe once I did that, the phone would magically appear.

I had been sidling into the breakfast room trying not to think about dragging my sore, aching body through another day of weed-pulling when I overhead Eleanor talking to Margot near the doorway. Margot had a huge bandage on her right hand and a stricken expression on her face. “I know. I should have been more careful. Now everyone will suffer.”

“Is there anyone who can keep up with the sewing and mending while you heal?” Eleanor asked.

“I could try training someone again,” Margot said, although she didn’t look convinced. “Sewing by hand seems to be a bit of a lost art, though.”

“I can do it,” I said.

Both Eleanor and Margot’s heads jerked up. “You can hand sew?” Margot asked, her voice skeptical.

I nodded. “My Aunt Charlie and I did some hand quilting together years ago.”

Eleanor’s eyebrows went up. “Really? That’s fortuitous, Elle.”

I nodded furiously, deciding not to mention it was only one summer and that Aunt Charlie had done most of it. I certainly knew my way around a needle and thread, though, and if that meant I didn’t have to go weed for a few days, it would be worth it.

“Well then.” Eleanor turned back to Margot. “Meet your new student.”

Margot swallowed and forced a smile. “Great. We’ll go up after breakfast.”

“Sounds perfect,” I said before moving to one of the tables. I ignored all the dirty looks shot my way, most of them reflecting what a suckup they thought I was.

It would have absolutely bothered Becca, too. She wouldn’t have wanted to make so many enemies.

But Elle?

She didn’t care. She was just glad she didn’t have to go weed.

***

“Those are some impressive stitchings,” Margot said, examining my work. “Not only are they small and neat, but they’re so even.”

We were in a small, converted bedroom-turned-sewing room. There were piles of fabric everywhere, along with a large table for cutting the fabric. A shelf on the side was loaded with thread of all different colors, and next to that was a smaller desk that held a few different scissors, a tape measurer, and a stuffed tomato pin cushion covered in needles and pins.

There were also two loveseats crammed in the corner under one of the windows, which was where Margot and I were sitting as she checked my work.

It was mostly mending, but there was also a half-finished shirt and dress that needed to be completed. We were supposed to prioritize the mending over making new clothes.

I had wondered where my outfits had come from—were they someone else’s before I began wearing them? As it turned out, we were assigned outfits. There was a number sewn into the back of every item, so laundry could return our outfits back to us. I was number thirty-two. When I asked Margot where my dresses had come from, she told me she was always working ahead, making new clothes for new recruits.

“Although if we really start to ramp up recruiting, we’re going to run out of outfits real fast,” Margot said, poking through a basket full of odds and ends. “I know Mother Eleanor wants us to limit our use of modern conveniences as much as possible, but I think at some point, we’re going to have to get a sewing machine. I don’t see how we’ll possibly keep up without one.”

“Understandable,” I murmured, concentrating on stitching up a sock. The sun shone through the window, spotlighting dust motes dancing in the air.

Things had been going so well that after lunch, Margot had left me alone for a few minutes to talk to Lucinda in the kitchen, giving me plenty of time to collect a few items I thought might be useful. Being in the sewing room had given me a few ideas.

***

“Wake up!”

I bolted straight up in bed, blinking the sleep from my eyes. The moonlight slanted through the window, illuminating the sparse, unfamiliar room. Where was I?

Then I remembered, and I slumped back down onto my pillow. I was in the Church of the Forgotten. It was the middle of the night. I had to get up in a couple of hours.

I was so perpetually exhausted, I could barely wake up when I was supposed to. Why was I up now, even earlier?

I closed my eyes, determined to try to get however much more sleep I could, but something kept nagging me. I was supposed to get up. But why?

Whispers of my dream floated through my head. Aunt Charlie. She came to me. Well, sort of. She wasn’t … allowed in. Something was blocking her. Something was keeping her from helping me.

But she was able to get me a message. I needed to get up. Now.

Slowly, and disgruntledly, I got out of bed and padded out into the hallway. I almost went into the bathroom, but something seemed to stop me. I needed to keep quiet. No one should know I was awake.

Moving to the side of the hallway so I could avoid the creaking and groaning of the floor, I tiptoed my way to the stairs and down. Why I was going outside, I hadn’t a clue, but I needed to go somewhere … and there weren’t any other options in the dorm.

The night was still and peaceful. The moon was bright, although it was still a couple of days from being full. I tilted my head to the sky and breathed deeply, the exhaustion and brain fog that I seemed to be constantly wrapped in unwinding and falling away, like cobwebs in a breeze.

In that moment, staring up at the night sky, I began to feel more like myself again—more like Becca.

A movement near the woods caught my eye. A piece of the night seemed to detach itself from the woods and started to make its way to me.

I strained my eyes but couldn’t see what it was. Was it an animal … maybe a raccoon or skunk? Ugh. Hopefully, not the latter. But why would it be coming toward me so purposefully? Was it rabid?

Or … was it something else? Something that wasn’t a part of this world, but the next? Or maybe a part of Redemption’s darkness had broken off and was coming to claim its next victim …

Me.

The cool night breeze turned ice cold, freezing my limbs in place. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t breathe … all I could do was watch as that bit of night glided toward me, like it wasn’t even touching the ground, but hovering above it …

Then, two green lights appeared, and I suddenly realized they weren’t lights, but eyes.

It wasn’t possible, couldn’t be possible …

“Oscar?” My voice was barely a whisper.

Meow.

I fell to my knees just as Oscar reached me, his warm, soft fur brushing against my cold skin, his chest vibrating with deep purrs. The more I touched him, the more I returned to myself … to Becca.

I could do this. I could stay here. I could finish what I started.

I could do this.

“Oscar, what are you doing here? How did you even find me? Shouldn’t you be safe at home …” my voice trailed off as my hand touched a hard piece of plastic.

Oscar meowed again and burrowed into me as my fingers explored the small item that had been attached to Oscar’s collar with a thin piece of wire.

Could this be …

I quickly unwrapped it and held it up to the moonlight. Yes, it was. A small, prepaid flip phone.

I stared at Oscar, who was still rubbing himself against me. “How did you even get here?”

Oscar lifted his head and blinked his green eyes at me. Then, he jumped up, bracing his two paws against my chest, and rubbed his face on my forehead, just like he had right before I left for the Church. I felt the cold wetness as he dragged his nose across my skin and breathed in his comforting cat scent before he jumped down and disappeared back into the night.

It happened so fast, I was half-convinced I had imagined it all. Or maybe dreamed it.

Except … I still had the phone.

Aiden had found a way after all.

***

I didn’t turn it on until I was back in my room with the door safely closed. As far as I could tell, no one was the wiser about my little outdoor excursion.

I flipped open the phone.

The first thing I noticed was it was fully charged, which was a good thing, as Aiden hadn’t included the charger. Not that it would have helped me much, as I couldn’t very well hide that in my room, either.

There were two numbers programmed into the phone as well as a text message. I clicked on the text.

Start here.

I clicked on the text and typed. I can’t believe you used Oscar.

I wasn’t sure if he was even awake, but after a few moments, a response popped up.

Long story. Can you meet me this coming night?

This coming night? My heart sank. I was already going to be dragging after not getting a full night’s sleep tonight, and he wanted me to lose another one?

As if reading my mind, another text popped up. It’s important.

I sighed. Where? And how?

What time can you get away?

I chewed my bottom lip. Eleven maybe? Maybe a little sooner? Staying awake was going to be brutal. Hopefully, I would be able to sneak out. I had no idea how fast people went to sleep around here. I knew I was out the moment my head hit the pillow, but other people might take a little longer to settle in.

That works. I’ll be waiting outside.

I blew a gust of air out of my mouth frustratingly. How am I supposed to get outside?

Go to the front gate. As you’re facing it, turn right and walk about thirty feet. The fence is cut there. I’ll be waiting.

I stared at the phone. There was a broken fence? I wondered how long that had been there, or if Aiden was the one who had cut it.

See you then, I texted, then shut the phone off. Now for the real test.

I lifted my dress up, revealing the makeshift belt around my left thigh I had crafted for myself. It was being held together by several pins, which I hoped would be strong enough to hold the phone in place, although I also now had the wire.

It took a bit of futzing with both the wire and the pins, but I was finally able to secure the phone in place. It helped that I had lost weight.

Now, all that was left to do was wait until nightfall.


Chapter 23

The car parked outside was the tip-off.

I was amazed by how smoothly it had all gone. From the moment I slipped out of my room roughly twenty minutes after light’s out to finding the cut link in the fence, it was easier than I’d expected.

Too easy. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a catch. Was I being set up somehow? But why? And how?

I pushed my uneasiness aside. Over the past few weeks, I’d allowed my paranoia to run me ragged.

There was a heavy mugginess to the night that reminded me of rain. It had been a dry summer, and though the rain would be welcome, I hoped I wasn’t about to get soaked. That might make it difficult to hide what I had been doing.

In the distance, I could see the flicker of lightning. Heat lightning, probably.

The storm is coming.

I pushed that thought firmly away.

It took a little bit to shove the metal of the fence back far enough to be able to squeeze through, but the moment I did, a dark figure started running toward me. Aiden.

“Becca,” he said, and I practically melted. My name had never sounded so beautiful before.

Yes, I’m Becca. My name is Becca. That hasn’t changed.

He stopped right in front of me, and I got the feeling he wanted to hug me, but he wasn’t sure if he should touch me or not. So, I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around him.

“I was so worried,” he murmured in my ear as he squeezed me. I inhaled the smell of his shampoo mixed with his innate scent, and for a moment, I wished things were different … that I wasn’t standing in front of him dressed in an unflattering, ancient dress having not showered in two days.

“I’m okay,” I said. “Honestly.”

He gave me one last tight squeeze before releasing me to look me up and down. “You’ve lost weight.” It sounded almost like an accusation.

“It’s like you said … they don’t feed us much, and they work us too hard. And don’t get me started on the lack of sleep.” I smiled to take the sting off.

His mouth tightened. A lock of brown hair fell over his forehead. “Daphne was right. You shouldn’t have done this.”

“Someone had to. How else were we going to get any info about them if someone didn’t get inside?”

He arched an eyebrow. “And were you able to get any information?”

I dropped my gaze. “I guess it depends on what you define as ‘information.’”

He muttered something under his breath. “How are YOU defining it?”

I sucked in my breath. “Well, I found Mia.”

“I know. Daphne told me. So what does she say?”

I frowned. “That’s part of the issue. She won’t talk to me.”

“Why not?”

“I have no idea. She just won’t.”

Aiden scrubbed his face with his hands. “Oh, for Pete’s sake.”

“Her name is Elsa, or … no, it’s Edie.”

“Edie?”

“Yeah, she’s changed her name. She’s a full-fledged cult member now.”

Aiden’s expression altered. “Oh, that’s not … good.”

I gave him a quick look. “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

He waved a hand. “In a minute. What else did you find out?”

“Other than it truly does seem to be a cult?” I asked.

He gave me a sympathetic look. “That bad?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty brutal. They worship some entity called ‘The One.’ I’m unclear what that is exactly. Nonmembers aren’t given a lot of details … it’s more of a need-to-know basis. Oh, and there’s some big event coming up called ‘The Harvest.’”

Aiden frowned. “The Harvest? What’s that?”

“No clue. No one seems to know much about it at all, except that it’s never happened before.”

“Hmm,” Aiden said as he dug into his pocket for his trusty phone.

“So, what made you decide to attach the phone to Oscar?” I asked.

Aiden didn’t look at me as he focused on his phone, his forehead crinkling. “It’s … well, it’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

He seemed almost embarrassed. “I thought it would be easier to get you the phone. Initially, I thought I would just find an excuse to visit the farm and, once there, figure out a way to get it to you. But I quickly discovered it’s not that easy. They don’t really let anyone on their property. Even delivery people … they meet them at the front gate rather than allowing them in. I was considering tossing the phone over the fence and then having Daphne tell you where it is, but when she tried reaching out to you, the text was … strange.”

I briefly closed my eyes. “Yeah, they took my phone away.”

He sighed. “I figured when I saw the response. Anyway, at the same time, I was trying to figure out how to get the phone to you. I kept …” he paused again. “Well, I’m not really sure what to call it. I kept getting this feeling I should put the phone on Oscar and let him get it to you. It seemed like a completely idiotic plan, of course. Oscar is a cat, not a dog. I’ve never heard of a cat doing anything like that before. But when it seemed clear you didn’t have your other cell phone, I was out of options. The only other thing I could think of was to have Daphne call the Church and see if we could get you on the phone, but that seemed really risky. Still, if Oscar didn’t do his part, that’s what we would have done.”

“And you didn’t have any issues getting him to wear a collar? Or attaching a phone to it?”

“Actually, it was the exact opposite. Oscar seemed to know what I was trying to do and just … let me do it. He stood very still while I attached everything, and he let me pick him up and take him to the car. As soon as I pulled over at the farm, he started pawing the door. I opened it, and off he went.”

“Where is Oscar now?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. He never came back. I waited for a while, and I came back earlier today and tonight, but I haven’t seen him. I was hoping he would have come back with you by now.”

“I haven’t seen him.” I glanced back toward the farm, as if I might see Oscar materializing from the dark like he had before, but there was nothing. I didn’t particularly like the fact that I didn’t know where he was, but Oscar was a tough cat. He knew how to take care of himself. At the moment, I had my hands full worrying about myself. I was just going to have to hope Oscar would find his way back to my house without too much trouble.

Something shifted in Aiden’s car, and I took a step backward. “Is there … someone in your car?”

Aiden’s expression tensed. “Oh. Yeah. That’s why I asked you to meet me. There’s someone who wants to talk to you.”

I stared at Aiden, all my uneasy feelings rushing back. “Who?”

Aiden glanced behind him before looking at me. “Jeb.”

My eyes widened. “Jeb? The Jeb?”

“The Jeb,” Aiden said. “Pamela’s brother.”

“But I thought he was dead.”

“So did we all. But he’s not.” Aiden stepped back and gestured toward his car. “And he wants to talk to you.”

“Me?” My eyes darted between Aiden and the vehicle. “Why does he want to talk to me? And how did you find him?”

“I didn’t. He found me. And he asked to talk to you, specifically.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. On one hand, I had so many questions for him, but on the other, I didn’t like the idea of Jeb tracking me down.

“What does he want to talk to me about?”

“I don’t know. He won’t tell me. He wants to talk to you first. Then, he’ll talk to me.”

I studied the dark shadow in the passenger seat of the car.

“I’ll be right out here,” Aiden said as if reading my mind. “You’ll be safe. I promise.”

I wasn’t so sure. If Jeb was fast, he could do a lot before Aiden got the door open.

But what other option did I have? Was I really going to skulk back to the Church of the Forgotten without talking to him? As if I was all that safe at the Church …

“Okay, I’ll do it,” I said, moving to the driver’s-side door.

He grabbed my arm. “I would sit in the backseat if I were you.”

Good call. I moved to the back and settled myself in.

It was so dark, I couldn’t really see much of Jeb in the front seat. Plus, he only faced forward, which didn’t provide me with much of a view other than the back of his head. “You’re Becca.” His voice was low and smooth, like warm butterscotch.

“And you’re Jeb.”

The shadow nodded before turning to watch Aiden as he paced outside. “It was smart of Aiden to put you in the backseat. I would have done the same.”

“You also could have talked to both of us,” I said.

He shook his head. “I need to tell you first.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re the one in danger right now.” He turned, and I could feel his eyes on me. “And you have no idea how much danger you’re in.”

A lump seemed to form in my throat, and I struggled to swallow it. “You mean from the Church of the Forgotten?”

Jeb muttered something that sounded like a curse. “Church of the Dammed is more like it.”

My eyes widened, but I kept my mouth closed.

“How much do you know about the 1888ers?” he asked after a moment.

“Some. I know they’re related to the adults who disappeared in 1888.”

“And how much do you know about why the adults disappeared?”

I decided to keep Nellie’s journal to myself. “Probably about as much as any other resident of Redemption.”

“Which means not much.” He turned his attention back to Aiden, who was still pacing. “This was a mistake.”

I reared my head back like I had been slapped. “Why do you say that?”

“Because there’s too much to tell you. I don’t have enough time. And even if I did, you probably wouldn’t believe me.” His voice had flattened.

“You don’t know anything about me,” I said.

“I know more than you think.”

I stared at the shadow, unable to believe what I was hearing. This man dragged me out of bed in the middle of the night, when I already don’t get enough sleep, and then decides he’s not going to tell me anything? Suddenly, it was too much. The exhaustion, the lack of sleep, the stress. Anger bubbled up in my chest. “Well, I know that you aren’t an actual 1888er,” I snapped.

He whipped his head around. “Who told you that?”

“None of your business,” I said. “It’s true, isn’t it? You were just a wannabe 1888er back when you were in high school, weren’t you?”

I could hear his breathing quicken, but when he spoke, his voice remained controlled. “So you do know more than you let on. Clever girl.” He eyed me. “Maybe you’ll survive this after all.”

I was still angry. “What are you talking about? Was this all some sort of test?”

His voice was pensive. “In a way. It’s really just an unfortunate side effect of spending your entire adult life pretending to be a dead person.”

My mind flashed back to our conversation with Gandalf and the stress in his voice, and I could feel some of my anger drain away. Yes, it was true my current situation was incredibly stressful, but it wasn’t like it had been my entire life. “That must have been difficult.”

“You have no idea.” There was a sound of something being unscrewed, and I saw him take a drink out of a flask. “But to go back to what you said about me not being an 1888er, that’s not exactly true.”

“Yeah, I know you’re related to someone who was one of the first to arrive in Redemption after the adults were taken …” I started.

“It’s more complicated than that,” Jeb cut me off. “And whoever told you that didn’t tell you the whole story. Yes, I’m a direct descendant of a woman who arrived that first summer—the year after the adults went missing. But what they didn’t tell you was who she was related to.”

I blinked. I hadn’t thought about that before. “You mean … she was related to one of the adults who went missing?”

He took another sip. “Why do you think those early adults arrived in the first place? They weren’t there because of some giant coincidence. In most cases, one of their family members went missing, and they came to help the kids. My understanding is that the kids who were left flat out refused to leave, so if their families wanted to help, they had to stay in Redemption with them. That was a big reason why the town came back so quickly.”

“And your ancestor was one of these family members who came to help out the kids who were left,” I said.

He took another long drink out of the flask and wiped his lips. “Did you ever hear the story of Lily?”

Instantly, it felt like it had dropped twenty degrees in the car.

Even though his head still hadn’t turned toward me, I could feel him studying me. Maybe he was somehow watching me in the rearview mirror. “Ah, so you have heard of her. I figured if anyone would have, it would be you.”

I had to unstick my tongue from the room of my mouth. “Why?”

“Because you’re living in her house.”

My jaw dropped. “What are you talking about? Helen Blackstone sold that house to my Aunt Charlie …”

“Helen Blackstone stole that land from my family,” Jeb said. “Although, to be fair, it wasn’t actually Helen. She wasn’t even born yet. It was her father.”

“Her father stole the land from Lily’s family? From your family?” My head was whirling. Lily. The girl crying in the room at the top of the stairs. Mia’s room. Was that why she had been haunting me? Because it was her house?

“Yes.” He turned slightly. “But don’t worry. I don’t want your house. That doesn’t mean other people don’t though.” His voice was dark.

I was still trying to get my head around my house being connected to Lily. “I don’t understand. How did Helen Blackstone’s father end up with Lily’s house? And how is this related to what’s going on now?”

Jeb rubbed the back of his neck. “In order to understand that, we need to start with Lily. What do you know about her?”

“She … she killed someone,” I said. “Another child, when she was a child, as well. And the adults then killed her.”

“They burned her,” Jeb said. “At the stake. Do you know who else they burned at the stake?”

I paused. “Witches?”

He nodded slowly. “I come from a long line of witches. Lily’s mother and grandmother, to start. After Lily killed Judith, the rest of the town was sure Lily was also a witch, and they decided to take matters into their own hands. Do you know that Lily’s mother cursed the town while her daughter burned? And about six months later, all the adults disappeared.”

I nodded, my heart beating so rapidly I wasn’t sure if I trusted my voice. I could see Aiden’s shadow as he paced around the car, and I wondered again how smart my current situation was. I was trapped in a car with a man claiming to be related to a girl who killed another girl in cold blood. Actually, not just killed, but tortured, according to Nellie’s diary.

Even worse, according to Zane, the man in the car with me had planned on taking part in a human sacrifice when he was a teenager.

Human sacrifice.

“Wait a minute,” I blurted out before my brain could catch up and decide if it was a smart thing to say. “Was that what you were planning when you were a teenager? To be like Lily and kill someone?”

His head snapped around, and involuntarily, I pressed myself back against the seat, my hand reaching for the door handle.

“It wasn’t like that.”

My fingers brushed against the cold metal. “It wasn’t like what?”

“It wasn’t about killing someone. It was about power.”

I wrapped my fingers around the door handle but kept myself from opening it. Not yet. “Why would killing someone give you power?”

He shook his head. “It was the ritual. Lily was power. We wanted to invoke her. That’s what the ritual was about.”

“So, you were going to kill someone in order to … bring Lily back from the dead?”

“Not bring her back from the dead, but summon her powers,” Jeb said. “And maybe her spirit, too. I don’t know. I’m not sure how it works.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know how it works?” I asked. “Didn’t you do the ritual that night?”

Jeb turned to me, and this time, I caught a clear glimpse of his eyes, glittering at me in the dark. “No. That’s the night everything went wrong.”


Chapter 24

“According to legend, Lily was supposed to be the most powerful witch of her time,” Jeb said. “Her mother and grandmother had very carefully planned her birth. Lily had an older brother, as well, but no one paid any attention to him. He wasn’t … all there. I’m not sure what it was, but there was talk of an accident … that when he was born, Lily’s grandmother was so furious that he wasn’t the girl they’d been planning for, she did something to him. Whatever it was, he was, for all intents and purposes, ignored. Especially when Lily was born.

“But Lily never reached her potential. She was burned at the stake, as her mother cursed the town. Still, my family believed that her death made her more powerful, and it was her spirit that caused the adults to disappear.

“After Lily was killed, my mother and grandmother also disappeared, leaving my brother and her father. They continued to live there until the next summer, when it was discovered that all the adults had disappeared. This was also when Lily’s aunt, her mother’s sister, moved into the house.”

“So, Lily’s father survived the night all the adults disappeared?” I asked.

“It’s not clear what happened to him,” Jeb said. “All that’s known for sure is that the aunt moved in with Lily’s brother and adopted him. She had another child, a girl, who ended up being my direct ancestor. She was living with a man, but it’s not clear if they were married or not, nor is it clear who he was. It very well could have been Lily’s father, but it also might have been a different man.

“What IS known is that in the early 1900s, Helen Blackstone’s father took advantage of the son and stole the land out from under our family. My aunt’s … well, partner, I guess, since we don’t know if they ever married or not, was dying at the time, and Helen’s father saw an opportunity to get a nice plot of land for very little money. Needless to say, my family cursed him for that, which is likely the reason why Helen’s mother Martha went mad and killed herself and her maid.”

“Or it could have been postpartum depression,” I said, remembering Martha’s diary.

“It’s not uncommon for curses to look like other things … perfectly reasonable things, like medical conditions,” Jeb said. “But yeah, keep denying their power and see what happens. Especially since you’re living in the eye of the storm.”

That icy band of fear tightened around my chest again. “Are you saying the Church of the Forgotten is about Lily?”

He snorted. “What do you think ‘the forgotten’ means? Of course it’s about Lily.” He half-turned to look at me with those glittering eyes. “The Forgotten are the ones with all the power.”

I gasped. Gertrude had said the same thing. “Were … were you a member of the Church of the Forgotten?”

He turned back around to face the front. “You could say that. My family founded it.”

“Your family founded the Church of the Forgotten?”

“Of course. Who else would be crazy enough to create an entire organization around tapping into the power of an insane, sociopathic child?”

My hands flew toward my mouth. “Is that … is that who they’re talking about when they talk about The One? Lily?” My voice dropped as I said it, as if uttering her name would be enough to manifest her presence in the car.

Jeb nodded and unscrewed his flask for another drink. “My entire childhood was about how we were robbed. How we needed to take back what was ours. And the way we were to do that was by bringing back Lily. Or at least her power. And to do that meant recreating what she was doing when she was alive.”

“Killing someone,” I said, nearly choking on the horror rising inside me.

“Killing someone,” Jeb agreed. “We weren’t the first to try it. Over the years, there was always a faction of the 1888ers who thought they descended from Lily. And if they weren’t actual descendants, they wanted to be. So, they would talk about doing a ritual around a human sacrifice, so they could tap into her power. I don’t know if anyone ever actually went through with that part, though. As you can probably guess, the 1888ers wanted no part of bringing Lily back to life, so they would actively squash any attempts … by any means necessary.”

“Is that what happened to you? The 1888ers stopped you?”

Jeb sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “It was a complete disaster. Nothing went according to plan. And because of that, I had to fake my own death and disappear.”

I was trying to think of a scenario in which successfully killing someone wouldn’t be a complete disaster and cause someone to disappear, but nothing came to mind. “What happened?”

Jeb lifted the flask, but he must have previously drained it, as he threw it aside with a muttered curse. “Growing up, my mother never wanted anything to do with Lily or the 1888ers. She just wanted a normal life. She met and married my father, who was a normal guy, and had my sister Pamela and me. For a while, she had the normal, happy life she always wanted. Until my father died. That was when everything unraveled.

“Even though my mother didn’t want anything to do with my family’s cursed legacy, my mother’s sister was a different story. Not only was Aunt Ruby the self-described witch in the family, but she was also obsessed with Lily. It was her belief that our family was cursed because we kept denying our connection with Lily rather than embracing it. She thought everything would turn around for us if we claimed Lily as our savior.

“When she talked about Lily, it was like she was talking about a religion … the religion of Lily. While she wanted all of us to join her, I think she knew my mother was a lost cause, so she put most of her focus on recruiting Pamela and me. My mother, as you can imagine, fought her on this, and did whatever she could to keep us away aside from cutting her out of the family. Family was important to my mother, and she wanted to maintain a relationship with her sister, no matter how strained. In retrospect, that was a huge mistake. She should have just cut her out completely. As it turned out, my mother was able to influence Pamela to keep her distance. Not so much with me.”

There was another long pause as Jeb glared at the empty flask. “I was an angry kid. Not that that’s an excuse. But after my father died, I was just so … mad. At everything. I felt like everything was so unfair. Why were we being punished for something we had nothing to do with? It wasn’t our fault we were born into the family we were … so why should we be cursed?

“My mother tried to explain to me that life is challenging for everyone, not just me, and part of the joy of it was learning to overcome the challenges and struggles. But my aunt did the exact opposite. She fed the flames of my resentment and rage, until the only thing I could think about was getting my revenge. On who was never really talked about. It wasn’t like I could take my revenge out on death itself for claiming my father too early. But those details didn’t matter. The point is, I wanted revenge.

“And that’s why I needed power. Lily’s power. And the only way to get it, according to my aunt and everyone else I’d talked to, was through a human sacrifice. So, I decided if that’s what it took, then so be it.

“Needless to say, Aunt Ruby was delighted and did all the planning. It was quite elaborate, which was how I brought in Gandalf. It started with us befriending one of our classmates, a boy who wasn’t … well, very popular. Even though his father was wealthy and owned a large farm outside of town, this boy lacked social skills, so it was easy to befriend him.”

Wealthy farmer with a farm outside of town? My eyes went to the tall gates that surrounded the Hoffman property. “Are you talking about the Hoffman Farm?”

“You’re catching on,” Jeb said. “His name was Scott, and at first, I thought we were befriending him because he was to be the victim, but as it turned out, that wasn’t the case at all.”

“So who was the victim?”

Jeb grimaced. “A runaway. She was a couple of years younger than us, just this frail little thing. But I didn’t realize that until the night it was all supposed to go down.”

“Wait, I don’t understand. Why was Scott involved if he wasn’t supposed to be the victim?”

“Because he was supposed to be the killer.” Jeb’s voice was bitter. “We were supposed to set Scott up for it. Actually, it was worse than that … we were supposed to make it so Scott himself believed he killed that girl.”

“How were you going to do that?”

“Pump him full of alcohol and drugs, which we did, and then bring him to the murder site, where the girl would be. I can’t remember all the details now about what we were supposed to do, but I do remember the girl was supposed to be unconscious when we arrived. Except she wasn’t. She started screaming, and then everything just went to hell.”

“Was the girl killed?”

Jeb turned his head to stare out the window. “She wouldn’t stop screaming. It wasn’t … it was an accident. We were trying to keep her quiet, and to keep Scott from trying to run away, and it all just …” He reached up to press his hands to his temples, as if trying to shut out the long-ago screams.

It was all I could do to keep myself from bolting out of the car. How could Jeb accidentally kill a girl in that scenario? In my head, all I could see was a slip of a girl, drugged and terrified as the danger she was in dawned on her … Jeb, putting a hand over her mouth … maybe clutching her throat …

A loud crack outside jerked me out of my thoughts. I let out a small scream, just like that poor girl probably did, then immediately clamped my lips closed. I needed to stay calm. I needed to hear the rest. I needed to know what was going on. I reminded myself that Aiden was still outside, somewhere, even if I couldn’t see him. I wasn’t alone.

Jeb was leaning forward, peering out the windshield. “Sounds like thunder. The storm must be getting closer.”

The storm is coming.

I shoved that thought away. “So, you accidentally killed both the girl and Scott.” My voice was hoarse, almost like I was the one who had been strangled.

“Not Scott,” Jeb said. “He was a blubbering mess, but still alive. The girl …” His voice caught, and he didn’t finish the sentence.

I forced myself to keep breathing. “What did you do with Scott?”

“Forced more drugs down his throat. Enough to cause him to pass out. And we left him with the girl. That part we got right. But there was no way Scott was going to think he was the one who killed her. We were supposed to set it up so he thought he killed her, but instead, all we did was create a witness to the murder.”

My mind was whirling. “I don’t understand. Scott was supposed to kill the girl? Why?”

“I’m not sure why. All I know is, Aunt Ruby was very particular about that part.”

“But …” I glanced out the window toward the fence that surrounded the Hoffman property. “Why this farm? Was it connected to Lily somehow?”

“Not as far as I know. The only places in Redemption that were connected to Lily are your house, the place where she was born, and the Lone Man Standing.”

I did a double take. “The Lone Man Standing?”

“Yeah, there used to be a bar there …”

“I know where it was,” I interrupted. “Why the Lone Man Standing?”

“That was supposedly the place where Lily killed Judith.”

My stomach twisted inside me. Red owned the bar, and he wanted to own my house.

Did that mean he too was a part of this cult of Lily?

“But regardless of why Aunt Ruby was targeting the Hoffmans,” Jeb continued, “it didn’t work. The whole thing blew up in our faces. It was a nightmare. I was sure we were both going to jail.”

My mouth was so dry, I could barely speak. “What happened then?”

He made a disgusted sound. “We had to tell Aunt Ruby what happened. She was very particular about what we were supposed to do. When we told her the truth … well, as you can imagine, she was not happy. She told us she would clean up our mess and keep us both out of jail, but in order for that to happen, we needed to disappear.

“I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to leave my mother or Pamela. They had already been through so much losing my father … I didn’t want them to lose me, too. Even though I had been terrible to both of them, something shifted that night, and I realized what an idiot I had been. I wanted a chance to make it up to them. Aunt Ruby saw it, too. And …” Jeb paused again, as if fighting to get control over his emotions.

“I think that was the moment she realized she’d lost me. And if I wasn’t going to be with her, then I was going to be out of the picture. There was no other way, and no compromising with her. I had to completely disappear, as though I had died that night. I couldn’t even contact them to …“ His voice choked. “To tell them goodbye.”

I kept my mouth shut as Jeb wrestled with his emotions. When he spoke again, his tone was even. “She made it clear if I didn’t, she would pin that runaway girl’s death on me.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “I knew she’d do it, too. The way she looked at me … I had no choice. I didn’t want to go to jail for the rest of my life. I didn’t want to make my family sit through my murder trial. Wouldn’t that be worse than thinking I was dead? That’s what I told myself back then. Better for everyone if I just disappeared. So, that night, that’s what I did.”

“That must have been awful,” I said, even though part of me thought he was at least alive, unlike that poor girl. But again, I reminded myself why I was there … to get information, not give the guy a piece of my mind.

In the moonlight, I could see the hard set of his jaw. “I shouldn’t have done it. I was a fool and a coward. I’ve never forgiven myself for not standing up to her. Instead, I slunk away like a whipped dog. Even if I ended up in jail, that would have been better. At least I would have taken responsibility for my part in that girl’s death. Instead, I was weak.” His voice was full of self-loathing.

At least he realized he should have taken responsibility, even if he never had. “Did you ever think about seeing your family later? At least letting them know you were alive?”

His mouth twisted. “I wanted to, but Aunt Ruby was two steps ahead, like always. She reminded me there was no statute of limitations on murder. She also threatened the rest of my family.”

“What do you mean, she threatened your family?” I asked. “Isn’t that her family, too? She is your aunt …”

“My mother and sister weren’t part of her sick obsession with Lily, remember?” Jeb said. “So, in her view, they were expendable.” He spat out the word like it was choking him. “As for her threats, she’s way too smart to make a direct statement. Instead, it was all about how unfortunate it would be if I ended up in prison and was unable to protect them. It’s a hard, cruel world, and wouldn’t it be a shame if something were to happen to them?”

“Oh man,” I murmured.

“Exactly,” Jeb said. “If it was just about me going to jail, I would have reached out years ago. But it’s not just about me, not anymore. I couldn’t let them suffer for my mistakes. So … for years, I kept my distance.”

Watching him, I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him. He may not have gone to jail, but he had certainly seemed to have been punished for his crimes. “But Pamela kept looking for you.”

His entire body softened. “Yes, she did. She never lost faith in me. She always suspected something else was going on.” His shoulders tightened. “I shouldn’t have reached out to her.”

“You reached out? I thought you just said you kept your distance.”

His entire body had gone rigid. “And I did. Until Mom died.” His shoulders sagged. “I could tell Pamela was falling apart. She was alone, other than for little Zelda. And I just … I couldn’t stand to see her suffer.” He half-turned again to look at me. “I did keep my distance, just as I said, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t watching over her. Anyway, I debated for a while and finally decided it wouldn’t hurt if I made contact. I could at least let her know I was still alive and well. That would hopefully make her feel less alone.

“Except it didn’t work out like that. She of course wanted to know what happened to me. I didn’t want to tell her, and I tried not to, but she guessed some of it. She had grown up with Aunt Ruby, as well, so it wasn’t difficult. In retrospect, I should have known she would drag the whole sorry story out of me, but …” he turned to look out the side window. “I think I was just so tired of being alone, too.” His voice was soft, but the words were soaked in grief. “I wanted to tell someone. I was so tired of carrying that story around. I needed to confess. And because of my selfishness … I killed her.”

“You what?” My voice was almost a yelp as my fingers tightened on the door handle. My nerves were stretched like taunt wire, but a moment later, my brain caught up with what he had said. “You didn’t actually kill her, right?”

He had turned back to look at me, and his face was filled with disgust. “If you mean, did I actually physically kill her, no. But I’m still to blame. If it wasn’t for me … she never would have come back to Redemption.”

Despite the stress I was under, I felt a fission of excitement dance across my skin. Pamela HAD come back to Redemption because of Jeb. We were right. It was almost enough to make everything I had gone through worth it.

“Do you know what happened to her?”

His eyes narrowed. “It was that stupid cult. They killed her. And they’re the ones who took Zelda. I know it, even if I can’t prove it.”

Cult? Alarm bells started going off in my head, and I suddenly knew I was in deep, deep trouble.

“What cult?” My throat was so tight, I could barely push the words out of my mouth. I already knew the answer.

Jeb’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “Why, the Church of the Forgotten, of course.”


Chapter 25

Despite how cold it was in the car, I could feel sweat starting to gather near my hairline. “I don’t understand. I thought you aunt was in charge.?”

“My aunt IS in charge,” he said impatiently.

The sweat was multiplying so quickly, it began soaking through my dress. I pulled at the cloth, trying to peel it away from my skin. “But there’s no Ruby …” I started to say before my words dried up in my mouth.

Of course there’s no Ruby. Because everyone changes their names.

“Eleanor. It’s Eleanor, isn’t it?” I asked.

He nodded.

“She killed Pamela? Her own niece?”

“I’m sure of it.” His voice was flat, but I could hear the rage sizzling beneath the surface.

“But why?”

“Probably because Pamela tried to stop her madness,” Jeb said. “When Pamela realized what had happened to me, she decided she was going to find a way to prove my innocence. Not that I was innocent, mind you, but in her mind, Aunt Ruby had manipulated me, so she should be the one punished. She decided to reach out to Eleanor. I was completely against it. I told her not to get involved. It was too dangerous. But she insisted. She said it would be worth it to not be an only child anymore.” His voice broke, and again, he took a moment to fight for control. “She told Aunt Ruby she wanted a relationship with her. With Mom dead and me gone, she had no one other than Zelda. At first, Aunt Ruby didn’t believe her, but when she found out about Zelda, her manner suddenly changed. She encouraged both of them to join.”

“They both joined the Church?” As soon as I said it, I realized how silly it sounded. Of course they did. Pamela was wearing one of their dresses when her body was found.

“That was the last conversation I had with her. She and Zelda were joining, and she was going to keep me posted as to what she found out.” He took a deep, shaky breath. “I never heard from her again.”

“Oh, Jeb,” I said softly. Even though he’d made some terrible choices in his life, he had also suffered horribly for them. “I’m so sorry.”

“For months, I knew there was something wrong, but I had no way of getting in touch with her. She had promised to find a way to reach out to me, but you know what it’s like in there. And there was no way I could simply stroll up and find her. All I could do was wait, until they … until you found her body.”

“I’m so sorry.” I knew how inadequate the words were, but I didn’t know what else to say.

He whirled back to me. “You have to find Zelda,” he said in a rushed hiss. “I know they still have her. Her body wasn’t with Pamela’s, so they must have kept her. She’s my only family left. I already tried to rescue her once, but I was almost caught by one of Ruby’s goons. I knew if they caught me, they’d kill me, and while I don’t care if I die, I can’t die without saving Zelda. I was trying to figure out another way to get her when I received a frantic call from Gandalf. He was starting to realize that maybe Aiden wasn’t connected to Ruby after all, and he was in a terror that Ruby was going to find him and kill him for what he’d said during their call. It took a bit to calm him down, and it took a little more time for me to do my own research, but eventually, Aiden and I talked. And by then, it was too late. You had already entered the lion’s den.”

The lion’s den. In my mind’s eye, I saw Eleanor’s ice-cold blue eyes staring into mine. Definitely an apt description.

As much as I dreaded asking the next question, I knew I had to. “Why do you think Eleanor kept Zelda?”

Jeb grimaced as his fist tightened. “Probably for some sick ritual connected to Lily.”

The Harvest! I stopped breathing as dread rushed through my veins. It all made terrible sense now.

Jeb must have sensed something, as he turned all the way around in his seat. “What do you know?” It sounded like a demand, but I could hear the threads of panic weaved throughout the words.

I licked my dry lips. “It’s called ‘The Harvest.’”

He stilled. “The Harvest?”

“No one knows what it is exactly, other than it’s big. And it’s never happened before.”

“The Harvest.” He rolled the word around his mouth. “When is it happening?”

I thought back to what Trudy said. “A week? Maybe two? I’m not sure.”

“You’re not sure?” His voice rose. “Think! You must be sure. What were the exact words?”

I tried to remember exactly what Trudy had said, but the memory was hazy. “I … don’t know. I’m not even sure when she told me. It was at least a few days ago … but it’s all blending together. I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” The anger was starting to roll off of him. “You’re sorry?! She’s going to die, and you’re sorry?”

My mouth was like sawdust. “Die? You think they’re going to kill Zelda?”

His eyes were wild. “Of course that’s what they’re going to do! She’s going to sacrifice Zelda in order to bring back Lily.”

Oh God. I was going to be sick. I could feel the bile rising in my throat.

Jeb’s fists were clenching and unclenching. “How could I be so stupid?” He sounded like he was talking to himself. “It makes perfect sense for her to do it now.”

I swallowed hard, forcing the bile back down. “Why?”

Jeb’s head jerked up, like he had forgotten I was there. “Lily was killed in the fall. We don’t know exactly when, but it makes sense for Eleanor to carry out this ritual now.”

I was about to say that couldn’t be true, as it was still August, when I realized I had no idea what the date was. It was true it was August when I joined the Church … mid-August, actually. But that was at least a few weeks ago … maybe longer. Probably longer. The truth was, I had no idea how long I had been there. For all I knew, it was already September.

“You have to find her!” Jeb was lunging over the back of the seat, his arms reaching for me, his voice desperate. “You have to find her before it’s too late.”

I was pressed as far back in my seat as possible, trying to avoid his hands clawing at me. “But I don’t know where she is!”

“You must find her …”

“That’s enough.” My car door opened with a jerk, and I would have fallen out if not for Aiden, who grabbed me and hauled me out and into the muggy night air that still felt like a kiss on my sweaty cheeks. “Leave her alone.”

“You don’t understand.” Jeb’s voice was nearly a shriek. “They’re going to kill …”

“Shut up!” Aiden hissed and dived into the backseat, closing the door behind him and leaving me outside, alone and shivering despite the heat, my head whirling with everything I had been told. I could see their heads close together, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying.

My dress was drenched with sweat. I folded my arms across my chest, trying to keep warm. There was a heaviness to the night, a fullness, like a pregnancy right before the chaos of the birth …

The storm is coming.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I had to pull it together. For Zelda’s sake. If Jeb was right, and The Harvest was when Eleanor was going to kill her …

I caught a whiff of death and decay on the night air. An owl hooted nearby, as something rustled in the woods—a night creature fleeing from the death that pursued it, unrelenting and everywhere.

How was I possibly going to find Zelda in time? I wasn’t even sure how I was going to search for her.

Aiden opened the car door and started to get out. I opened my mouth, but he put a finger over his lips.

“There’s something going on,” he whispered in my ear, his breath warm, tickling my skin. I shuddered, wanting to step back and give myself some space but sensing I had to stay put, so we could keep our voices low. He briefly waved in the direction of the farm. I looked over but couldn’t see anything other than the fence and trees.

“What do you mean?” I kept my voice low, as well.

His expression was grim. “There are people walking around with flashlights …”

My jaw dropped. “You think they’re looking for me?”

The moonlight slanted across his face, turning his skin gray and hooding his eyes. “I think that’s a possibility you’re going to have to be prepared for.”

“But …” Panic was like a living thing inside me, scrabbling around like terrified mice. “How did they even know I was gone?”

His mouth was flat. “I’m not sure, but I think it might have something to do with that lightning strike earlier.”

My eyes widened as I remembered the loud crack. Had it hit one of the buildings, and that’s what woke everyone?

Aiden’s gaze was ping-ponging between me and the fence, like he was trying to look everywhere at once. “I don’t think you should go back. It’s too dangerous.”

I was already shaking my head. “I have to go back. They have Zelda.”

His eyebrows flew up. “They do? You’ve seen her?”

“No, but I know they have her. Jeb told me that’s where Pamela was before she died, and she had Zelda with her.”

Aiden’s eyes went wide. “So Pamela did join the Church? And that means they killed her?”

“That’s why I have to go back. I have to find Zelda before they kill her, too.”

Aiden was already shaking his head. “Oh no. Now you’re definitely NOT going back.”

“I have to. You don’t understand.”

“Oh, I do understand.” Even though we were whispering, his voice was flat. “Under no circumstances are you going back in there.”

“I have no choice.”

“You do have a choice.” His whisper was harsh. “We’ll go to the cops.”

I put my hands on my hips. “The cops? What are they going to do?”

“They’ll find Zelda, of course.”

“Are you kidding me? They won’t do any such thing.”

“Of course they will.” He gestured behind him. “Jeb will tell them what he knows …”

“Oh yes. Jeb. The man who pretended to be dead for all these years. Yes, he’s the poster boy for credibility.”

Even in the moonlight, I could see a flush stain Aiden’s cheeks. “There’s a missing child. They would have to take him seriously.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said, remembering the sound I heard in the barn. Was that Zelda? My gut told me it was … and then, Eleanor must have moved her. “But even if they do finally take him seriously enough to search the farm, there’s no guarantee that Eleanor doesn’t move Zelda again, so they don’t find her. In fact, there’s no guarantee she doesn’t move up The Harvest and kill her first.”

“We have time …”

“No, that’s where you’re wrong.” I glanced at the fence. Was that a flicker? I could hear more rustling in the woods, but it sounded like it was being made by a larger creature than before.

Much larger.

“If I don’t go back, Eleanor will know something is up,” I said.

“Then we’ll go to the cops now, together …”

“You honestly think we’re going to be able to convince the cops of anything in the next few hours? Me, who they’re already skeptical of, and the man who has suddenly come back to life? You don’t think they’re going to spend the next day verifying his story?”

“Becca, you can’t do this.” Aiden’s voice broke. “You are going to get yourself killed.”

I looked back at the fence. He might be right. But at this point, I was all Zelda had. I had to try.

“Give me a few days,” I said. “Maybe a week. Let me see if I can at least locate her. You can work on getting the cops to believe us, preferably without bringing Jeb into it. At least not yet. As soon as Eleanor gets wind that Jeb has gone to the cops, the rules change.”

Aiden took a step toward me, the look in his eyes making my skin tingle. “I’ll give you a day.”

I rubbed my arms, as if doing so could push away the tense energy, and looked nervously toward the woods. “I need more than a day. Especially if I’m going to have to talk myself out of … whatever this is.”

“And if you don’t?”

I gave him a faint smile. “I have to. Zelda is counting on me.”

“Becca …”

“I have to go,” I interrupted, backing up toward the hole in the fence. “I’ll be okay.”

He stood in the moonlight, his shoulders tense, clenching and unclenching his fists, almost like he was struggling to keep from grabbing me and forcing me back into the car. “You better check in with me every day. Twice a day.”

“I promise.” I took another step backward. “I have to go.”

“Be careful.”

I nodded one last time and turned to hurry back toward the Church.

And into the lion’s den.


Chapter 26

I pushed through the branches, trying to dash along the path while making as little noise as possible. Twigs tangled in my hair and scratched my skin, and my feet crunched the dried, dead leaves beneath them. Somewhere close by, there was a loud squeak as a small animal lost its life.

Everywhere I looked was death. I could even smell it, breathing it in with every lungful of air.

Aiden was right. I had no business going back. But if I didn’t, what would happen to Zelda?

I made it to the edge of the woods and peered out, immediately feeling my heart sink.

The moon was so bright it lit up the farm, but even without it, I wouldn’t have been able to miss the small, dark figures prowling around, flashlights bobbing as they walked.

I melted back into the trees and tried to figure out what I was going to. Sneaking back to my room wasn’t going to work. Even if I made it back, they would still know I had been gone, and I had absolutely no idea what excuse I would give them. I couldn’t sleep and went for a walk? Yeah, I was sure that would fly.

At that point, the only thing I could think to do was get as far away as possible from the hole in the fence. The last thing I wanted was for them to realize it was there and fix it. I started edging my way back to the main sleeping quarters.

I was about halfway there when a hand grabbed my arm and yanked me back into the woods. I let out a startled yelp and another hand clamped over my mouth. “Quiet,” a voice hissed in my ear. “You’re in enough trouble as it is.”

My eyes went wide as I recognized the voice, and I nearly yelped again in surprise. Somehow, I managed to grit my teeth and keep myself quiet.

The hand slipped away from my mouth, and I turned to face Mia.

She looked angry.

“What on Earth do you think you’re doing?” she seethed. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

I squared my shoulders and faced her. “Like you care. You’ll probably get a big reward for turning me in.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from leaching through my voice.

She pressed her lips together, and some of the anger seemed to drain from her face. “I know I deserve that, but we don’t have time to get into it now. You’re going to have to trust me.”

My eyebrows flew up. “Trust you? Are you serious?”

She stepped closer to me, angling her head to look around me. “Keep your voice down, unless you want them to find us. I promise I’ll explain everything, but for right now, we have to go.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.”

She clenched her jaw together in frustration. “Fine. I’m here undercover. Is that good enough for now?”

My mouth dropped open. “You’re what?”

She rolled her eyes. “And this is why I didn’t want to tell you. It’s complicated. I had to pretend I was all-in on this ridiculous organization, and not just for my sake, but for yours.”

“I don’t understand. How is it …”

She stepped forward and put her hand over my mouth again. “We do NOT have time for this. I promise I’ll explain everything to you later, but for right now, we need to move.”

So many questions were bubbling in my head, but Mia was right. All that had to wait. Right now, I had bigger problems.

“Why is everyone up anyway?” I asked as Mia started herding me toward the sleeping quarters. “And how do they know I’m missing?”

She was staring straight ahead. “Lightning hit the corner of the main barn, starting a small fire. So they woke everyone to come help put it out. Not that anyone was sleeping after the sound of the lightning strike. After the worst was over, they did another head check, which was when they discovered you were missing. Where were you, anyway?”

I hesitated. She certainly sounded like the old Mia, and I wanted so badly to tell her. Maybe she could help me find Zelda. I was going to need all the help I could get.

But what if it was all a lie? What if she was pretending everything was fine to get me to confess, and then she would turn around and tell Eleanor everything?

I couldn’t risk it.

She shot me a sideways glance. “Still don’t trust me, huh?”

“I don’t know who or what to trust,” I said truthfully.

“Well, you don’t have a lot of options …” she started to say, but at that moment, I tripped on a log and fell flat on my face.

She immediately dropped to her knees. “Becca, are you okay? Can you walk?”

There was a sharp pain in my right hip and left ankle, and I could feel my panic start to rise. What if I couldn’t walk? I spat out a mouthful of dried leaves. “I don’t know. My leg …”

“Let’s get you up.” She hooked her arm around me, and I slowly pulled myself up, testing both legs. Of the two, my ankle was the worst. I gingerly put my weight on it, but it held.

“I’m okay. I can walk.” At least for the time being. Maybe after the adrenaline left my system, I wouldn’t be able to, but I pushed that thought out of my mind. I’d deal with that when I needed to.

Mia kept her arm around me as we started walking again. Well, she was walking. I was hobbling.

It wasn’t until I took a few steps forward that I realized the pain in my ankle and hip weren’t my only problems.

My cell phone was missing.

I stopped and started fumbling with my dress. “Oh no.”

“What happened?” Mia asked, a frantic note in her tone. “Are you hurt worse than you thought?”

“No, it’s not that.” My little homemade garter was still in place, along with a few pins, but the phone was definitely gone. “I lost my cell phone.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You have a cell phone? I thought they took it.”

I instantly regretted telling her. “They did. This was a … different one.”

“A different cell phone?” She glanced back at the woods. “So that’s how … never mind. We need to keep moving.”

“No, I have to go find it.” I tried to turn around, but her arm was like steel around me.

“Oh no. You want to put everyone in danger? Eleanor finding that phone will do it. Leave it.”

“Everyone in danger?” I asked as she forced me forward. “What are you talking about?”

The moonlight slanted across her face, and she seemed paler than I remembered. “You think Eleanor’s influence is limited to this cult? Think again. She has spies everywhere. Forget the phone.” Up ahead, I could see the looming shadows of the main barns and the smaller shadows of the people scurrying around. I caught the whiff of smoke and burned wood in the night air. From a distance, there was another streak of lightning that shattered the night sky. Mia’s arm tightened around me again. “We don’t have much time. You have to follow my lead. Got it?”

Something in her voice made my bones freeze. “What am I going to have to do?”

“There’s no time,” she hissed in my ear. “Just follow my lead. And remember your dreams.”

“Dreams?” I gave her a bewildered look. “What are you talking about?”

Mia let out her breath in a hiss. “The crying. You must remember.”

Crying? Dreams? Was Mia drunk? What was she talking about?

“We have to go,” Mia said, interrupting me before I could ask more questions. “Just agree with whatever I say. Got it?”

No! Every nerve in my body revolted. “I’m not agreeing to anything unless I know what’s going on.”

“Then you’re going to die.” Her voice was flat. “Is that what you want?”

I opened my mouth to tell her I’d take my chances, but then the image of Pamela’s body floated through my head, and I shut it.

She eyed me and gave me a knowing look. “Trust me,” she mouthed before turning to the swarm of black shadows swirling around the barns like a hoard of wasps … or worse. “I found her,” she yelled.

The shadows suddenly stopped before whipping their heads in my direction. It didn’t feel like they were even human, but something else … something feral and … hungry.

“What are you doing?” I hissed, trying to talk around my heart in my throat, but Mia nudged me forward. “Trust,” she mouthed before stepping backward.

Trust? She had to be kidding me.

“You found Elle?” Eleanor’s voice rang out, and I turned back to see one shadow detach itself from the swarm and head purposefully toward us. A couple of flashlights swung our way, causing me to shield my eyes from the bright light. “Where was she?”

Mia bowed her head. “With The One.”

I was what? I quickly bowed my head, too, hoping I did it fast enough so Eleanor didn’t see the shock that must have rippled across my face. What was Mia doing?

“She was?” Eleanor kept the flashlight trained on me. “Why were you with The One?”

Good question. Why was I with The One? Why would I possibly ever want to be anywhere close to that bloodthirsty being? My mouth was so dry, it was like sandpaper, and I wasn’t even sure I could speak, even if I could somehow figure out what to say.

“She heard the crying,” Mia said.

There was a gasp from the other shadows. But suddenly, all the pieces started falling into place.

“You heard the crying?” In an instant, Eleanor was right in front of me, her long, tapering fingers squeezing my chin and jerking my face up to meet her icy-blue eyes. “Tell me what you heard.” It wasn’t a question.

I licked my lips, trying to get my thoughts in order. My heart was pounding so hard, I was sure Eleanor could hear it. I hoped to God this was what Mia was talking about.

“I … I don’t completely remember what I was dreaming about before I heard the crying, other than the fire and the smoke.” Eleanor stiffened, and I heard another gasp from the shadows surrounding me. One of the shadows fell to their knees. “But the crying was what woke me.”

“Describe it.” Eleanor demanded, her fingers pinching the skin beneath my chin, the pain making my eyes water. “The crying.”

Describe the crying? “It was … um … like a … young girl,” I said. “Maybe ten? She sounded terrified.”

“It’s her!” One of the shadows, the one on her knees, squeaked.

“That’s why The One sent the fire,” another shadow said. “It was a sign.”

Eleanor’s gaze hadn’t wavered from mine. “What did you do?”

“Well, I went looking for the source. I thought it was one of our members, although I didn’t remember seeing anyone that young living here. Whoever it was needed help, so I left my room and followed the crying.” Just like I did when I woke up in my bedroom in the middle of the night and heard Lily, or who I assumed was Lily, crying.

Eleanor’s nostrils flared. “Where did the crying lead you?” Her tone was low, but there was a menacing note to it. Mia made a soft, strangled noise behind me, and it suddenly hit me how much danger I was in if I said the wrong thing.

But I had no idea what the wrong thing was.

Or why Eleanor would care where I ended up going on the farm, unless …

Unless she thought maybe it was Zelda I was hearing.

I tried to keep my expression neutral, hoping Eleanor couldn’t read my thoughts. “I’m … I’m not really sure,” I said. “I sort of … woke up … near the trees over there.” I waved haphazardly toward the direction from which Mia and I had come. “Mia grabbed my arm, and that’s what woke me up.”

Eleanor’s cold eyes continued to study me, making me feel like a mouse being sized up by a hungry snake. “Interesting.” Finally, she let go of my chin and took a step back. The skin where she had pinched me throbbed, but I fought the urge to rub it.

“If The One is calling you, that means She wants you,” Eleanor said. Her voice, like nails on a chalkboard, was as cold as her eyes. “You must join us.”

Join them? Was she talking about actually joining the Church of the Forgotten? Oh no. Over my dead body. Even the thought of it made the contents of my stomach start to rise in my throat. There was no way I was joining a cult that was all about worshiping some sociopathic killer.

“Yes, that’s what I told her.” Mia had come forward without me realizing it and was standing right behind me. She put a hand on my arm and gave it a hard squeeze. “This is the sign that Elle needs to join us.”

Oh crap. This was what Mia meant. No wonder why she didn’t want to try to explain while we were in the woods. There was no way I would have stayed if I had known this would be the price.

But what other choice did I have? If I didn’t stay, who would rescue Zelda?

I was Zelda’s only hope. I had to do this for her.

“Elle?” Eleanor asked. “Do you agree? Are you ready to join us?”

No. Absolutely not. Every part of my being wanted to say it. I had already lost so much to this insane cult—my clothes, my name, my very identity.

I couldn’t agree to it. To actively worship whatever Lily was.

Mia squeezed my arm again, an almost panicked gesture. I could practically hear her voice in my head. Are you prepared to die then? Because you know what’s going to happen if you say no. They’ll kill you for sure, and probably me, too.

And definitely Zelda.

Another bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, cracking the darkness in two. I could still smell the burned wood and ozone in the air.

Just like the night they burned Lily at the stake.

Just like how they’re planning on killing Zelda.

“Yes.” My voice was barely a whisper.

“I couldn’t hear you.”

“Yes,” I said louder, even as it felt like something was shattering inside me.

Eleanor stood in front of me, ramrod straight like a queen, her eyes glittering with something—triumph, maybe, or just power. Surrounded by her shadowy subjects writhing and twisting around her, she commanded me, “On your knees.”

My legs seemed to bend on the own accord, and I slowly sank down, feeling what was left of my soul collapsing with me.

A small, cruel smile touched her lips. “Very well then. Tomorrow, we will make it official.”

Tomorrow? Behind me, Mia stiffened, and I wanted to turn around to stare at her. What did Eleanor mean by “tomorrow”? Wasn’t this enough for her? What more did I need to do?

Eleanor must have seen the confusion on my face, because her smile widened. “Becoming a member of the Church of the Forgotten is not something we take lightly. You will be becoming one with The One. It is one of our most sacred ceremonies, and as such, requires a sacrifice from you.”

A sacrifice? What else did I have to sacrifice? Eleanor had already taken everything. Regardless, I managed to bow my head. “What sort of sacrifice are you looking for?”

“The One requires different sacrifices of everyone. We all bring different talents and gifts, so of course, each sacrifice will be different. You, Elle, are in the position of bringing one of the most coveted gifts to The One.”

I stopped breathing. I had a terrible feeling about where this was going. Mia gave my shoulder a squeeze, the movement feeling almost desperate.

“What is that?” My voice was a whisper. I was sure she couldn’t possibly hear it, but she did.

“Why, your house, of course.”


Chapter 27

The sun woke me.

At first, I couldn’t figure out where I was. In the middle of the day, with the bright sun streaming through my window, my room looked completely different than it did later in the day or at night. Or maybe it was just how groggy I was. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept more than a few hours …

Wait a minute. Why WAS I still in bed in the middle of the day?

I rubbed my face, desperately trying to wake up as images from the night before crowded my mind.

Sitting in the car with Jeb.

Sneaking back in the dark.

Mia telling me she was pretending this whole time.

Kneeling in front of Eleanor and agreeing to … oh no.

I ran my hands through my hair and yanked it. The ceremony. Signing my house away to the Church of the Forgotten while committing myself to this insanity.

I couldn’t figure out what was worse.

And Mia! Why oh why did I ever listen to her? I never should have agreed to this.

Because you would have been killed on the spot, a little voice inside me said. And then what would have happened to Zelda?

Yes, Zelda. I had to keep my eyes on the prize.

Once Eleanor had my verbal agreement that I would, indeed, give the Church my house, she had insisted everyone go back to the bed. In the chaos following that announcement, with everyone milling around me, I had plucked Mia’s arm and pulled her close to me.

“What did you get me into?” I hissed into her ear.

In the moonlight, Mia’s face looked almost ashen. “I don’t know. That didn’t happen to me.”

“What didn’t? This ceremony? What are they going to do to me?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t do anything like that for me. They just asked me if I agreed to become a member, and I said yes. I didn’t think it would be that big of a deal. I certainly didn’t think they were going to try to steal your house.”

“What am I supposed to do now?” We were getting close to the entrance, and I knew we only had a few moments.

“I don’t know right now. I’ll try to figure something out. There’s got to be a way to stop it.” She squared her shoulders, her voice filled with determination as my shoulders sagged. There was no way for her to stop it, at least not without getting us both killed. Even worse, I had agreed to this madness … how could I back out now?

I couldn’t. Not without Zelda.

I could almost taste the despair in my mouth, like copper pennies. Even if I did everything Eleanor asked of me—went through this ritual and signed my house over to the Church—there was no guarantee I would be able to save Zelda. I still had no idea where she even was.

And I was running out of time.

I glanced sideways at Mia. Her mouth was set in an expression that was just so … Mia. It reminded me of the way she would look when we were sitting around my kitchen table trying to solve what felt like an impossible problem.

Could I trust her?

I wanted to. So badly. Not just because I was desperate for an ally, but because I wasn’t even sure I could save Zelda on my own. I had no idea where to even start looking for her, and I knew I wouldn’t have time to search the entire property on my own.

But if there were two of us searching, we just might be able to turn the tide.

On the other hand, what if by telling Mia, I made things worse?

We were almost at the entrance. I had to make a decision. Now.

My heart in my throat, I leaned over and opened my mouth …

“Elle!”

I snapped my head around as Trudy pushed her way forward to catch up with me. I looked back at Mia, a sinking pit in my stomach. The moment was lost. I wasn’t going to be able to ask her about Zelda after all.

Mia met my eyes and gave me a brief smile. “Trust me,” she mouthed. “I’ll get you out of this.”

I briefly closed my eyes as she melted back into the crowd. What a cluster.

Trudy appeared at my side, touching my elbow. “Is it true what they say? That you heard … The One? And that’s why you were outside after hours?”

“I guess.” We continued shuffling through the front door. “I definitely heard something, which is why I got up to investigate. I had no idea it would cause … all of this.” I waved my hand at the crowd.

Her expression was a strange combination of awe and … something else. A warning, perhaps. “Well, you know we’re not supposed to be roaming around without supervision, but of course they would make an exception for hearing The One. That means you truly are blessed.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know about that.”

“Oh, I do.” We had started up the stairs, and she leaned closer, breathing into my ear. “Some people here would do anything to have that experience.”

That sounded like a warning. I turned around to question her, but she just gave me a small, knowing smile before fading back into the crowd, leaving me wondering what new enemies I might have inadvertently created with this whole fiasco.

But at the moment, I had bigger problems, such as why I was still in my room in the middle of the day. As far as I knew, no one was ever allowed to sleep in. Even members who were sick or hurt still got up for morning prayers and breakfast, although in some cases, they were permitted to go back to bed afterward. So, what was different with me?

I pulled the covers back and stood up before almost collapsing again. My ankle was still sore, though I didn’t think it was twisted. I tested it carefully, discovered I could walk almost normally on it, and crossed the room to open the door.

And froze.

“Oh, so you’re finally awake.” Gertrude was standing in the hallway, arms crossed over her chest, an unpleasant smile on her face. “I was wondering how long you would sleep.”

I folded my own arms across my chest, Trudy’s warning loud in my ears. I guess I discovered at least one person she was warning me about. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have chores to do?”

“You are my chore today,” Gertrude said, leaning over and picking up a tray at her feet. She thrust it at me. “Breakfast, although it might be a little cold now.”

Not knowing what else to do, I took it from her. My stomach twisted with hunger pangs, even though the cooked barley looked like a bowl of mush. At least the bread and cheese seemed okay.

Gertrude folded her arms again. “Do you need to use the bathroom?”

“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” I said, sliding the tray on top of the dresser. What I really wanted was an explanation of what was going on, but I didn’t trust her to tell me the truth. I stepped out of the room to head to the bathroom as Gertrude fell into step next to me. I shot her a look. “In case I wasn’t clear, you don’t have to stay.”

“Oh, yes I do,” Gertrude said. “It’s my task to watch you.”

Watch me? A cold, sick feeling settled into my stomach. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what you think. Mother Eleanor thinks it’s necessary, so I’m here.”

“Why does …” I swallowed hard, “Mother Eleanor feel that’s necessary?”

“She just wants to make sure you are rested up and well taken care of for your welcoming ceremony tonight,” Gertrude said. “It’s one of our most sacred ceremonies, and Mother Eleanor wants you to be ready for it, which is why you are to spend the day in your room resting, in prayer and contemplation for the honor that will be bestowed upon you tonight. My task is to make sure no one bothers you.”

I was suddenly having trouble breathing.

Gertrude’s smile widened as we reached the bathroom. She opened the door and gestured for me to step inside. When I tried to shut the door, she forced it to stay open.

“It’s better to leave the door. I want to make sure nothing happens to you.”

“I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “You don’t need to watch.”

“I’ll turn my back.” She turned around but remained in the doorframe. I looked helplessly at the open window above the shower. Shimmying through it wasn’t an option if Gertrude wasn’t going to leave me alone.

I was completely trapped.

***

I sat on my bed watching the sun slowly sink past the window. Soon, Gertrude would be knocking on my door and telling me it was time for my shower, even though it wasn’t my normal day. I was to be bathed and dressed in a special dress.

And after that, I would find myself signing over my house. And my soul.

My fingers trembled in my lap. Even though the room was still brightly lit by the sun, I could almost feel the darkness pressing in on me.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t give myself to the monster.

You already did.

A voice I didn’t recognize slithered through my mind, and I started, rubbing my forehead. I had to get it together. Zelda was counting on me.

You don’t even know where Zelda is, the voice said, startling me again and making me recoil. There was something rich and smoky about it, but also something very, very wrong. It reminded me of how Pink Floyd sang Comfortably Numb.

I just need some time to find her, I answered back. That’s all I’m doing … buying myself time to find her.

You’re assuming you’ll even want to look, after the ceremony.

My heart seemed to stop in my chest.

Oh yes, the voice purred. You assume you’ll be the same person. But why? Why would you think that? The ceremony changes you. Pledging yourself, your house, is not a something to be done lightly. You will be a part of something greater than yourself. You will be owned, body and soul, by The One.

No! I shrieked, but it was only in my head. I raked my hands across my temple. No, that will never happen. I will never be owned.

You already are, the voice continued. You’ve given up your clothes, your name, your very identity. You knelt in front of Mother Eleanor and proclaimed your loyalty and obedience to The One.

That wasn’t what happened, I argued back, but even as I said it, I wondered if it was true.

The voice chuckled. Of course it is.

I silently shrieked again, pulling my hair from my head before collapsing to my knees. No. I couldn’t let this ceremony happen. I couldn’t.

How are you going to stop it? The voice mocked me.

And the voice had a point. I had no idea.

I was trapped in a room guarded by a true believer who hated me as time I couldn’t spare ticked away. Plus, even if I was able to get out of the room without her knowing, I had no idea where I would find Zelda.

And I had to find her. I couldn’t leave without her.

I had no idea what to do.

Of course you know what to do, the voice said. You’re going to become a member of the Church of the Forgotten. That’s the only thing you can do.

I shook my head, but despair was beginning to trickle through my limbs, weighing me down. The voice was right. I had no choice other than to continue down this path that was in front of me and become a member of The Church of the Forgotten.

Even thinking it was making me ill. I could feel my stomach twisting violently, wanting to heave. I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t. That wasn’t me.

But what other choice did I have?

My mind scrabbled around, searching for answers and discarding them just as quickly as they came. Mia couldn’t save me. Mia couldn’t even see me. I didn’t have my phone, so I couldn’t call Aiden or Daphne. I couldn’t sneak out. I could only sit and wait to be summoned.

I slumped over on the floor, still on my knees. I could feel the darkness again, right beyond the light, pressing closer to me, laughing, knowing it won …

No. I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to let myself fall into the pit of despair. I wasn’t going to give up.

Why do you want to torture yourself? The voice asked, but it was softer, more seductive. Why fight the inevitable? It’s easier if you just … submit.

Submit? Where did that come from? I wouldn’t say those words. What was going on? Who was talking to me?

Or … was it possible I was simply losing my mind? Had I been pushed to a breaking point with the lack of sleep and decent food these last few weeks, coupled with the constant stress?

You’re overthinking things. Stop fighting so hard. It will be easier if you don’t fight. Trust me.

Trust the voice representing my loss of sanity? Are you kidding me?

I had to find a way to get it out of my head. The longer it went on, the more I wondered if I was completely losing my grip on reality.

There was only one thing I could think to do, even though it seemed just as useless as everything else I’d tried.

I folded my hands and prayed to a God I wasn’t even sure existed.

Dear God, if you’re listening, I need help. I don’t know what to do anymore. I can’t focus. I can’t think straight.

You think that’s going to help? The voice broke into my thoughts, mocking me. You think anyone is listening to you, of all people? Why would anyone help YOU? You already belong to The One.

I ignored the voice and continued to pray, slipping back into the conversations I used to have with God when I was a little girl, before life pushed me on a different path. Or maybe I was the one who chose the path. Either way, the words steadied me, gave me something to cling to as I continued to spiral around the pit of madness.

Praying does nothing, the voice seethed. Ask Pamela how praying helped her.

That gave me pause. There was some truth to that.

As if sensing my wavering, the voice pressed on. Don’t you see? I’m trying to help you. What happened to Pamela doesn’t have to happen to you. If you just listen to me …

“Stop!” I shrieked the word out loud as I clutched at my ears, even though I knew the voice was inside my head. “Just stop!” I couldn’t stand it anymore. The voice, the lies, feeling like I was losing my grip on reality. I collapsed on the floor, face first. “Please help me.” I whimpered against the boards.

I braced myself for the answer, but instead, I only heard silence.

Blessed silence.

I turned my head sideways as I laid on the cold surface, the coolness a welcome reprieve on my burning cheek. I laid for a few minutes, trying to catch my breath, my heartbeat finally slowing.

It’s going to be okay, I thought, even though I had no idea how it would be okay. I still had no clue where Zelda was, or even a plan for sneaking out of this room, or …

I blinked. What was that?

I had been staring in the crack under the dresser, and it looked like there was something … hanging there.

I crawled across the floor and felt under the dresser. My fingers brushed against a piece of paper that had somehow been lodged in the corner.

My hands were shaking so hard, I was worried I would tear it as I gently worked it free, but eventually, I was able to pull it out, intact.

It was torn from a notebook—the same type of notebook that was sitting next to the phone in the main farmhouse and used to write down messages. I unfolded it carefully.

At first, I couldn’t figure out what it was. It was a rough little drawing with a bunch of squares, some squiggly lines, and what looked like the letter N.

I started rotating it, trying to figure out what I was looking at, when it suddenly hit me, kicking my heartbeat up a notch.

It was a map of the farm. And the N wasn’t an N, but a Z.

This must be where they were keeping Zelda.


Chapter 28

Upon closer study, it appeared Zelda was being held in the dilapidated barn halfway between the main farmhouse and the front entrance.

If that was the case … I shuddered. That building looked like it might fall over at any moment. Someone needed to get her out of there before it collapsed.

On the other hand, it was possible the map wasn’t referencing Zelda after all, but something else entirely. I mean, what were the odds of a map straight to Zelda being hidden in my room?

Unless it was Pamela’s room first.

I looked at the map again. That made the most sense. After all, Pamela was likely one of the last members to join, so she would have been assigned a room at the end of the hall. As to why I got it and not Mia … Mia’s room was further up the hallway, where some of the older members were staying. Perhaps something happened to one of them, so Mia was assigned to that room while I got Pamela’s.

Not that any of that really mattered. It wasn’t like I could ask anyone whose room it was before me. The only thing left for me to do was check out that barn and see if Zelda was there.

Which meant I had to figure out a way out of my room, to start.

I went over to examine the window for the umpteenth time, but it was still as tightly bolted shut as it was when I’d checked it earlier. Should I risk breaking it? I glanced nervously at the door, wondering if I could do it quietly enough that Gertrude wouldn’t hear me.

As if sensing my thoughts, the floorboards outside creaked under Gertrude’s weight as she shifted her stance.

Yeah, the building was as silent as a tomb. There was no way she would miss the sound of glass breaking.

What other options did I have? Maybe if I went to the bathroom again, she’d let me shut the door, which could give me enough time to slip out the window. Picturing the flat, unyielding expression on her face as she stood in the doorway, I doubted it.

Maybe I could overpower her somehow … knock her out, perhaps? But how? I didn’t have a weapon—my trusty baseball bat was still in my house, though it wasn’t like the Church of the Forgotten would have let me keep it in my room if I had brought it. And without a weapon, I didn’t think I had a chance. While Gertrude was thinner than me, I knew how strong she was. Plus, she was being driven by a fanatical zealousness I didn’t think I could match.

No, if I wanted to overpower her physically, I would need a weapon. I looked around my sparse room to see if there was anything I could use. The lamp? I picked it up and almost immediately put it back down with a sigh. It was made of cheap plastic much too light to do any damage. The alarm clock would be a better choice, which wasn’t saying much.

I studied the dresser. It was made out of wood—cheap, pressed plywood, but still relatively sturdy. Could I use one of the drawers? I went over to investigate, seeing if I could pull one out while simultaneously trying to push aside the unwieldiness of swinging a drawer at Gertrude’s head and my growing despair: there was no way I was going to get out of their dreadful ceremony.

That’s when I heard a familiar squeaking of footsteps down the hallway.

Except … it actually wasn’t that familiar. Normally, when I heard footsteps in the hall, the sounds were slower. These were fast and lighter. Almost as if someone was … running?

Who would be running?

A second later, I had my answer. “Gertrude!” It was Winnie, out of breath, as though she had been running for some time. “Hurry! You must come now!”

“I’m needed right here,” Gertrude hissed in response. She said something else, but her voice was so low, I couldn’t make it out. I took a careful step closer to the door, leaning closer to press my ear against the crack of the doorway.

“No, you must come now.” Winnie’s voice was insistent. “I’ve been sent to relieve you.”

“Relieve me? Do you understand how important this responsibility is?” Gertrude’s voice was skeptical, to say the least.

“Yes, yes.” I could almost picture Winnie bobbing her head. “I’ll watch Elle. But you must go. Now.”

“Why? What can be more important than this?”

There were a few muttered words I couldn’t catch and then the sounds of a board shifting. “Watch her,” Gertrude demanded. “Don’t let her out of your sight.”

“I promise,” Winnie said.

There was a pause, during which I was sure Gertrude fixed Winnie with a final, hard look, and then the sound of the squeaking footsteps as she walked away. Except … it sounded more like running than walking.

What was going on that would make not only Winnie run, but Gertrude too?

Well, I couldn’t worry about that. This was my chance to get out.

My breath caught in my throat as I tucked the map in my makeshift garter belt around my thigh, my finger grazing against one of the needles I’d pinned there, as well. My heart was pounding in my chest, and I forced myself to take a couple of deep breaths. I had to stay calm. Despite Winnie’s simple, childlike demeanor, if she suspected anything, all would be lost. I couldn’t afford to blow it.

Taking one final deep breath, I opened the door.

“Oh.” Winnie jumped as she stared at me. “You startled me.”

I flashed her a quick smile. “Sorry about that. I just need to go to the bathroom.” I took a step out of the doorway.

Her eyes widened, and I could see the panic in them. I tried to bat down my own panic and while forcing myself to keep smiling. “It’s fine. Gertrude let me go before.”

Her forehead smoothed out. “Oh. Okay then.”

Every muscle in my body wanted to bolt, but I made myself walk normally as she trailed after me. When I went to close the door, she gave me an uncertain look and moved as if to block me.

Careful, Becca. I kept my smile reassuring. “It’s okay. I’ll just be a minute.”

Winnie frowned, her eyes darting along the hallway as if seeking reassurance, but after a moment, she nodded and took a step back toward the wall.

My fingers trembled as I slowly shut the door, willing myself to move like I had no other plans other than to use the bathroom.

As soon as the door was fully closed, I twisted the privacy lock (which made no sense to me, when open doors were so highly prized) and hurried to the window.

I turned the faucet on, then slid the window open as high as it would go and quickly hoisted myself up using the sink as leverage. The more I looked at the opening, the more I worried I wouldn’t be able to make it through, but I had to at least try.

I poked my head out first, my heart in my throat, to see if there was anyone watching. The window faced the woods rather than the fields, so there was typically no one working in sight of it, but people did often walk by. I knew I was taking a huge gamble, as I would be completely exposed if anyone did happen to look in my direction. I also knew I was out of options.

I quickly scanned the yard. There was no one out there.

My heart was pounding in my chest as I pulled my head back inside and prepared to climb out. I had to be quick.

Bracing myself against the wall, I managed to get one leg through and then the other before sliding myself down, trying to turn at the same time so I could hang before dropping. It was awkward and difficult, but worse, I had my back to the yard, so I had no idea if anyone was there watching me. I could practically feel eyes burning the back of my neck as members of the Church gestured for others to come … to get ready to surround me and take me again once I landed …

There was a tentative knock on the door, and it was all I could do to stifle a scream. “Elle?” Winnie’s voice was muffled. “Everything okay?”

I took a deep, steadying breath. If she had waited just thirty more seconds, I wouldn’t have heard her, and when I didn’t respond, she might have gotten the door open in time to see me in the yard or maybe even dangling from the window. “Everything is fine,” I called out, hoping I sounded more normal than I felt. “Just need a few more moments. That time of the month.”

“Oh! Of course. Take your time,” Winnie said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I had just bought myself a few more precious minutes.

I lowered myself as carefully and quietly as I could until I was hanging by my fingers. I was only one floor up, and the grass beneath the window was soft, so it wouldn’t be a dangerous drop. I just had to remember to keep my knees soft and pliable.

Still, as I hung there, the blood roaring in my ears and certain I could feel eyes crawling across my back, I was suddenly afraid. I didn’t want to let go. What if I landed wrong … twisted an ankle, or worse, broke a leg …

No. I had come too far.

Before I completely lost my nerve, I let go.

I landed on the grass, my bones jolting in painful shock and my sore ankle protesting loudly, but I gritted my teeth and ignored it, forcing myself to my feet and scanning the yard.

It was still empty. This was my chance.

And I had to move fast.

I bolted across the yard, snatching my dress up and holding it out of the way as I moved as quickly as my ankle would let me. It was all I could to do focus on the woods ahead of me and not look wildly around. I was so sure I was going to be caught, and any minute, I would hear a shout and the thudding of footsteps as the other members launched their pursuit …

I nearly tripped as I hurled myself headlong into the trees, whirling around to face the crowd I was sure was pursuing me, their eyes glittering with lust for my blood …

There was nothing there. No one was chasing me. No one had even seemed to notice I was gone.

I put a hand on my chest, willing myself to take deep breaths, to settle my lungs, my heart. I breathed deeply, smelling the trees, the dead leaves, the moist dirt and …

Smoke?

I sniffed. Yes, there was a faint scent of smoke in the air.

But why? I thought about whatever the emergency was that pulled Gertrude away from watching me. Was there something burning? And what even could be burning? Unless …

I gasped out loud, feeling the raspy edges of cold fingers trail down my sides. No, they can’t be building a bonfire … could they? They can’t be planning on burning Zelda tonight!

I had to find her. Now.

I turned quickly and started hurrying along a path in the woods, keeping my dress up so it wouldn’t catch on the tiny twigs and branches.

I hoped I wasn’t too late.


Chapter 29

The old, dilapidated barn looked precisely how I remembered. Actually, it appeared a bit more ominous than it was in my memory. With the sun starting to dip in the sky, its shadow stretched menacingly out over the overgrown grass. The wood was black with age and from the elements, the roof was full of holes, and the whole thing was choked with weeds. In fact, the more I looked at it, the more my heart seemed to lodge in my stomach.

There was no way anyone was being held there.

Nevertheless, I had no other leads as to Zelda’s whereabouts, so I squared my shoulders and headed toward the crooked door that was practically falling off its hinges. I eased it open, hoping it wouldn’t fall on me, and slipped inside.

The first thing that hit me was the smell—musty and damp, of mold and mildew. I wrinkled my nose as I slowly made my way forward through the broken stalls, the last rays from the dying sun lighting my way. The floor was covered with old hay, and rusty, broken tools still hung on the walls.

I walked around the entire barn, my heart sinking lower and lower, even as I searched every corner.

There was no one there.

I had to stop to rest, as my knees were shaking so badly, they could no longer hold me up. I slowly sank to the ground, fighting tears. I wanted to scream, stomp my feet, throw a fit. How could this be? If she wasn’t here, then where was she?

I had looked in all the places around the farm that I could without drawing too much attention to myself. How could I possibly go any deeper without getting myself imprisoned or killed?

Or … maybe I’d read the map wrong? I fumbled for it, drawing it out and holding it up to the light. No, it had to be this building. There was nothing else in the area. Unless …

I cocked my head as I moved the map closer to my face. The Z was actually underneath the barn. When I had first seen it, I didn’t think anything of it, but maybe …

I brushed the hair off my face and stood up, this time carefully studying the floor as I paced the length of the barn, kicking aside scraps of hay.

And that was when I found it.

A handle nestled in the floor.

I paused, panting harder than I should have been, considering the excursion. A drop of sweat trickled down my cheek.

This had to be it.

I bent down to grab the handle, noticing it was dust free, despite the rest of the barn. I was about to take it when it occurred to me that I didn’t actually know what was down there. Sure, it was probably Zelda, but on the off chance it wasn’t …

I quickly scanned the wall of broken and rusty tools, settling on a miniature hand rake not unlike the one I owned, other than it being in much worse shape. It wasn’t an ideal weapon, but the points were sharp enough to make someone think twice.

I headed back to the handle and yanked.

It opened easily, the hinges not even squeaking as a rickety set of wooden steps that disappeared into the waiting darkness was revealed. Despite the light from the setting sun that had found its way through the holes in the walls and ceilings, none of it touched the stairway.

I stared into the hole, my mouth dry as another bead of sweat trailed down my neck.

Was I really going to walk down there into the unknown? With no light? How would I possibly see what was down there?

I examined the walls, hoping there was a light switch somewhere, but there was nothing. I decided it must be in the room below, because I simply refused to let myself consider that there might not be a switch anywhere … and that anyone who went down there brought their own light.

No, I had to keep moving forward, even if that meant voluntarily walking into the shadows without even a candle or a match to light my way. I was just going to have to trust that there was light down there.

I just had to trust.

Even though every part of me screamed against it.

I had come too far to chicken out now.

I wiped my sweaty hands against my dress, transferred the hand rake from one palm to the other, straightened my shoulders, and slowly began to descend.

The steps creaked and groaned, but they held my weight as I continued to make my way down, blinking my eyes to help them adjust faster. It seemed to be working, because the further down I went, the more the darkness began to lift.

I blinked again, sure I was hallucinating, but no. There was definitely light coming from somewhere.

I reached the bottom and found myself in a large, dimly lit room with wooden slats for walls and a dirt floor. There were several pieces of furniture—an armoire, a shelf filled with books and a couple of dolls, a low table covered with coloring books, stickers, markers, crayons, watercolor paints, and more. Another table held a jug of water, a small bowl, a glass, and a plate, along with a battery-operated lamp, which appeared to be the source of the light. In one corner was a portable toilet next to toilet paper and hand sanitizer. In the other corner, shoved against the wall, was a twin bed covered in what appeared to be a scratchy blanket.

And on the bed was a girl.

She had long, tangled, blonde hair, a dirty face, and a stained, muslin dress.

But it was her face …

I tried to inhale, but my breath was trapped in my throat. There was a loud humming noise in my ears as tiny claws of panic began scrabbling their way in my chest. From somewhere far away, there was a thud, and I realized I had dropped the hand rake.

No … it couldn’t be.

The girl blinked at me, and suddenly, I was thrust back into my dreams, standing in Mia’s room, staring in her closet at the huddled, sobbing child. It couldn’t be Lily. It wasn’t possible. Lily was dead … she was dead …

“Who are you?”

Her voice was light and sweet, full of innocence, nothing like the sickening seductive voice of my dreams, and just like that, I realized who she was and where I had seen her before.

Not in my dreams, but in the woods.

In the back of Penny’s house during her funeral.

She was the girl who wasn’t there.

***

The girl was still watching me, her eyes narrowed, waiting for an answer. I licked my lips. “I’m … Elle.” I had almost said “Becca,” but at the last moment, I switched it out.

Her eyes widened. “Elle? You’re Elle!” She shifted on the bed, trying to get to her feet, and something clanked. I realized there was a thick chain around her ankle, and my heart constricted. “Mother Eleanor sent you.” It wasn’t a question.

I nodded solemnly. “Yes.” So she knew about the naming convention.

She got to her feet and took a couple of steps closer to me. “Is it time for The Harvest? Is that why you’re here?”

Time? Oh dear lord … did this child know she was about to be killed? “Not quite,” I managed to get out.

She looked confused. “Then why are you here? You didn’t bring me dinner.” She pointed at my empty hands.

I looked down as well, even though I already knew my hands were empty. My mind scurried around, frantically searching for something to say. I had been so focused on finding her, I hadn’t given any thought as to what I would do once I did. Did I just tell her the truth and hope she believed it? Or pretend to be something I wasn’t? I couldn’t decide which would gain her trust faster, so I could get her out of this place. “No, I’m here for something else.”

A look of fear crossed her face, and she took a step back. “I’ve been good. I swear it.”

I could feel my heart breaking. What had this poor child been forced to endure? “I know,” I said, holding my hands out so she could see they were empty. “I just want to talk to you.”

She gave me an uncertain look. “I was quizzed yesterday.”

“Nothing like that,” I said, giving her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, even though every part of me wanted to snatch her up and run out of there as fast as I could. Every beat of my heart was as loud as a gong, ticking off precious seconds I didn’t have.

She must have seen something on my face, because her eyes narrowed, and she took another step back. I swallowed hard. The truth, then. “I actually have a message for you. From your father.”

“Dad?” Her whole face lit up with such fierce, desperate hope, it was almost painful to watch. “You’ve seen my dad?”

“I did. He loves you very much and can’t wait to see you.”

“You brought him? He’s here?” She craned her neck to see around me, as if I had been hiding him behind my dress as I came down the stairs.

“No, I’m here to take you to him.”

She blinked a couple of times. “You’re … taking me out of here?”

I barely dared to breathe. “Yes.”

There was another long pause. “But what about The Harvest?”

I squeezed my fists so tightly, I could feel my nails digging into my flesh. If Eleanor had been in front of me, I would have throttled her. “They’ll have to figure something else out for that.”

She looked shocked. “But they can’t. Who else is going to kill Judith?”

I gaped at her, unable to connect the sweet, innocent voice with the brutal words. “Who is going to … do what?”

She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Kill Judith,” she enunciated. Her voice took on a sing-song tone. “For Lily to be reincarnated and for me to have access to her power, she needs a suitable body … a direct descendant of her bloodline. And we need to sacrifice a direct descendant from one of the ones who killed Lily.”

My head reeled, and I took a step back as my mind frantically tried to fit the new pieces together. All this time, I had been sure Zelda was going to be killed … burned at the stake.

But the truth was even worse.

They were going to force a ten-year-old to murder another child.

I could feel the bile rise in my throat, but I forced it down. Getting sick wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all Zelda.

“Where is Judith?” I had no idea how I was going to rescue a second little girl, as I wasn’t even sure I was going to be able to rescue the little girl in front of me, but clearly, I was going to have to try.

Zelda frowned. “They lost her. They had her, but then she disappeared. Mother Eleanor was really angry about it. Almost as angry as when I …” She pressed her lips together and turned away. I wondered if she was referring to the time I saw her in the woods. My guess was she had somehow managed to escape, but unfortunately, they had tracked her down again.

But then another thought occurred to me. If there was no Judith, maybe there would be no Harvest. “Since there’s no Judith, won’t they have to cancel The Harvest anyhow?”

Zelda looked shocked. “Oh no. Mother Eleanor said she had a backup plan if they couldn’t find the actual Judith. But they’re still looking.”

I felt sick. These people were actively looking for another little girl to kidnap and murder and …

Something clicked inside me. “Do you know if Judith’s real name was Jill?”

Zelda’s expression was horrified. “We don’t ever mention the Temporary Names. That’s blasphemy!”

Of course it was. But the more I thought about it, the more it fit. Jill was an 1888er, and she was the right age, so it would make sense for them to target her. And if 1888ers thought one of their children might get swept up in a ceremony like this, no wonder they sent their girls far away … or even pretended they didn’t have children.

But all of that was going to have to wait until I had successfully gotten Zelda safely out of this place. “If Mother Eleanor found another Judith, then I’m sure she could find something to replace you, as well.”

Zelda shook her head. “No, I’m irreplaceable.”

A faint smile touched my lips. “You are definitely irreplaceable, especially to your father. Would you like to see him?”

She stared at me, biting her lip. I could see the war raging inside of her in her eyes … how much she wanted to come with me, but also feeling torn by whatever propaganda Eleanor had pumped her full of. “I do, but …”

I took a step toward her, willing myself to be patient even as every fiber in my body begged me to hurry. “If we’re going to go see your dad, we have to go now.”

Zelda’s face twisted. “But … my mom.”

I stilled. “What about your mom?”

Zelda was breathing hard, and I could see the shine of tears in her eyes. “Mother Eleanor told me my mom brought me here to become Lily. I need to do this for my mom. To honor her.”

I closed my eyes. Time. I needed time to untangle the sticky web of lies and deceit that Eleanor had wrapped Zelda’s young brain in. But time was what I didn’t have.

Swiftly then, I moved forward, kneeling in front of Zelda. “Your mother would want you to come with me,” I said firmly.

Her eyes went wide. “Really? But how do you know?”

“Because your father told me so.” I kept my voice firm and unyielding. “He told me to get you out … to do whatever I needed to do to get you out safely. And that’s why I’m here. For you. Because that’s what your mother would have wanted.”

“But … how can I be sure? Mother Eleanor told me …”

I leaned closer, my lips barely grazing Zelda’s ear. “I know. Just like I know your real name is Zelda.”

Her mouth fell open, her expression stunned. “You … really did see my dad.” It wasn’t a question.

I slowly nodded, my gaze never leaving hers.

Her eyes filled with tears, and it suddenly occurred to me that she was talking about her mom in the past tense. She KNEW her mother was dead.

Whatever happened to Eleanor, whatever punishment she hopefully received for her dreadful part in all of this, it wouldn’t be enough.

Zelda was still staring at me, her eyes filled with that naked, desperate hope that made my heart clench. I had to get her out. I had to.

“Okay,” she said, her voice full of trust I prayed I was worthy of. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 30

Of course, we still faced one very big, immediate obstacle.

She saw me staring at it—the chain that clanged every time she moved. “You don’t have a key?”

I shook my head and gazed around the room. “Do you know if they keep a copy here?” I hardly dared hope it might be that easy …

But she was already shaking her head. “I’ve only seen Mother Eleanor with the key. She wears it on a chain around her neck.”

Of course she does.

I crouched lower to take a closer look at what we were dealing with. The chain was made of dull, silver links, with one end attached to the wall and the other wrapped around Zelda’s slender ankle and secured with a matching silver padlock. I gave it a half-hearted tug, hoping there might be just enough give in it to slip Zelda’s foot through, but no dice.

I moved to the wall, thinking there might be a way to pry that end out of it. The floors were dirt, after all … but almost immediately, I realized that wasn’t an option. It was bolted to the wooden wall, and no matter how hard I pulled, it wouldn’t budge.

I could almost taste the panic in my mouth, hear the pounding of my heart in my ears and the voice repeating over and over, “Hurry, hurry, hurry!” But I forced myself to swallow all of it down. I had to stay calm for Zelda’s sake.

“You don’t know how to get me out, do you?” Zelda asked. I turned to see her staring at me, her eyebrows knitted in worry.

“I’m working on it,” I said, moving back to study the padlock. Could I smash it? Pick the lock? Break the chain? Maybe there was something upstairs in the barn I could use. I tried to remember what I had seen, but all I could picture was broken, rusty tools. I had no choice; I was going to have to go back up there to search.

I didn’t want to leave Zelda alone, even temporarily, but I couldn’t see any other option. I started to get up.

Zelda must have seen something on my face because she grabbed my arm. “Don’t leave me.” Her eyes were wild, blazing with fear. Her fingers dug into my arm, leaving marks.

“I’m just going to search for something to break you out,” I said.

“No!” She clutched me harder, making me wince. “You can’t leave me. You can’t.”

“I’m not going to leave you, but I need to find something to get you out,” I said, shifting my weight so I could stand up. A sharp pain dug into my thigh, making me wince again. I should have taken off the cloth garter belt when I was still in my room. There was no reason to still be wearing it, and all those pins …

The pins!

I started fumbling with the dress, my hands trembling.

Zelda watched me, her eyes like saucers. “Elle? What’s going on?”

“My name is Becca,” I said as I located one of the pins and freed it. “And I think I might know how to get you out.”

She watched me as I inserted the pin into the lock and started moving it around. It clicked and clicked, but I wasn’t sure exactly what I was supposed to do to get it to unlock.

“In the movies, it just unlocks,” Zelda said.

“Yeah, well, real life doesn’t always work like that,” I said. Sweat pooled around my forehead and started dripping into my eyes, but I didn’t want to stop to mop it off. I was running out of time. I could feel it. The pressure in my chest, the thudding of my heart. I had to get her out, but I had no idea what I was doing. My fingers were so slick with sweat, I could barely hold on to the pin. I was frantic, sure they would be here any minute. In all honesty, I couldn’t believe they hadn’t already shown up. It felt like hours had passed since I’d escaped my room. How could they not be here by now?

Or … WERE they? Maybe they had been here all along and were waiting for us to come up the steps so they could grab us …

With a click, the lock popped open. I stared at it, hardly able to believe it had actually worked.

“You did it!” Zelda said, her hands already reaching to unwind the chain from her leg. I helped her stand up. She was a little wobbly, but there was a light in her eyes I hadn’t seen before.

“We’re going to have to hurry,” I said, taking her by the hand. She nodded as she followed after me. I craned my head, straining to hear if there was anyone above us, but it was silent. I pushed her toward the stairs ahead of me, and I was about to follow when I saw my rusted hand rake laying on its side on the ground. I snatched it up and quickly caught up to Zelda. I wasn’t sure how much good it would be as a weapon, but I already felt a little better with it in my hand.

With every step I climbed, the light grew darker, until we emerged at the top in total darkness. I stumbled into Zelda, and then slammed my hip into something else I couldn’t identify. How did it get so dark? I couldn’t have been down there that long, could I?

“This way,” I said, taking Zelda’s hand and leading her toward the opening of the barn, trying hard not to trip on any of the strange, twisted shapes that blocked our way. With every step, I was sure I was going to run into a Church of the Forgotten member—maybe Edward with his cold, blank eyes, or Gertrude with that fanatical, insane look on her face, or maybe even Eleanor herself, wrapping one of her long, bony fingers around my wrist …

I missed a step and nearly screamed. Becca, get it together. If you lose it, Zelda is going to lose it, and then neither of you are getting out of here.

I squeezed my lips together tightly and forced myself to take deep breaths.

We retraced our steps to the door, and I held it open enough for both of us to slip outside.

The moon had begun to rise, and the silver light spilled out over the untended weeds and into the woods a little further down. The cool air, moist and fresh, was a tremendous relief from the smothering mustiness of the barn.

The night seemed so quiet, so serene. It was impossible to believe we were being hunted.

I glanced down at Zelda and saw her face tilted up, inhaling the scents in the air. I wondered how long it had been since she had been outside … since she had felt the heat of the sun on her skin or a breeze stir her hair. I shoved down the fury that rose inside me. I could deal with that later. Right now, I had to figure out a plan to get us off this farm.

I studied the land in front of me, following the line of the woods as it curled around the property. I searched for any sign we’d been discovered, but all seemed quiet. Further down, out of the line of sight, would be the front gate, which would be locked, as usual. Presumably, my car would also still be there, although as I didn’t have the keys to either the car or the front gate, I didn’t know how helpful going there would be. I considered trying to retrace my steps to the hole in the gate that Aiden had directed me to. That would at least get both of us onto the highway, and at that point, I could hopefully flag down a passing car for help.

“Let’s go,” I said, tugging on Zelda’s hand. She glanced at me and gave me a quick nod. I quickly led her away from the barn, planning to cut across the weeds and disappear into the shelter of the woods, where I would hopefully find that path again. If I remembered correctly, it was just a little further up from where we were, right by the bend …

“Well, well, well.”

The ice-cold voice came from behind me, and my heart seemed to stop. Next to me, a faint sound of distress escaped Zelda’s lips.

I didn’t want to turn around. If I turned around, all would be lost. Instead, I gripped Zelda’s hand and was about to tell her to run when several flashes of lights flared out of the darkness, swiftly cutting across the grass in front of us.

“You really think you can get away that easily?” The voice again, closer this time. I saw movement from the corner of my eye, from both eyes, and I was sure my heart did stop beating.

We were surrounded.

I stopped, terror lodged in my throat, as I slowly turned to face Eleanor, still clinging to Zelda’s hand.

She stood about ten feet from me, the light of the full moon shining on her like a spotlight. She was smiling faintly, but her eyes … oh, the icy fury in her eyes made my knees tremble. She was flanked by several of the male members, their faces set, their hands full of weapons and flashlights. I saw a scythe, an axe, a bat, a long rope … with effort, I pulled my gaze away. Behind Eleanor, I could see the rest of the members of the Church lined up in a half-circle, watching.

Oh God.

This was it.

None of what I had done mattered.

A bitter mixture of despair and fear welled up in my throat, threatening to choke me.

I had lost. Eleanor had won.

How could I have let this happen?

What an utter, complete idiot I was.

Next to me, I could feel Zelda’s hand tremble, and I squeezed it, trying to provide her a modicum of comfort, despite my lack of hope.

She cocked her head. “Nothing to say … Elle?” The fake name she gave me a mockery on her tongue.

“Eleanor, you don’t have to do this …” I said, my voice breaking. Zelda took a small step toward me.

Eleanor shot me a look full of revulsion. “You know nothing,” she hissed. “And to think of what I almost granted you. You could have been a part of something special, you know. You could have helped us change the world!” Each word dripped with venom. “But no. You had to go and try to destroy what we’re building here. Well, the joke is on you. We are too powerful for you. The voice of the Forgotten will not be ignored.” Her voice rose. “No matter what you do or how many of your friends you send against us.”

I jerked my head up. Friends? What was she talking about?

Eleanor saw my face and a small, cruel smile touched her lips. She stretched out her hands, one long, thin finger beckoning. From the back of the crowd came movement, and I saw two members dragging someone between them.

Horror as bitter as bile rose in my throat. I couldn’t tear my eyes off the struggling figure. Was it Aiden? Had they somehow grabbed him, maybe from the other night …

My eyes finally caught up with my brain, and I realized it couldn’t be Aiden, because whoever it was wore a dress. Was it Winnie? Surely, they wouldn’t punish her because I tricked her.

They reached the edge of the circle and stopped. The man on the right reached over and roughly grabbed the dark hair of the middle figure and dragged her head up.

I gasped. “Mia?”

Eleanor clucked her tongue. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you can’t remember her name. It’s Edie. And both of you are traitors.”

But I had stopped listening to Eleanor. Mia’s face was a mess of bruises and blood. “What did you do to her?”

“Nothing much. Considering how she tried to burn the farmhouse down.”

The smoke in the air as I ran to the woods … why Gertrude was so quickly summoned … why it took so long for them to find me …

Mia pried open one eye and smiled through her cracked lips. “Go to hell.”

Eleanor’s expression didn’t change, but the man who had grabbed Mia by her hair slapped her across the face.

“Leave her alone,” I yelled.

Eleanor turned back to me. “Oh, don’t you worry about her. What we have waiting for you is so much worse. Although, on second thought …” she tilted her head. “Maybe, in a way, I should be thanking you. Because of you, The Harvest will move forward as planned.” Her eyes narrowed, and there was an almost predatory glee in their depths.

Wait. She couldn’t be implying what I thought she was. There was no way she was going to make Zelda kill …

I glanced at Zelda, her dirty, matted blonde hair, too-pale skin from lack of sun, her hand in mine, hot and sweaty … and suddenly, a ball of anger started to form in my chest.

No. This was not going to be how it ended.

I was not going down without a fight.

I was going to figure out some way to get Zelda out. Even if it was the last thing I did. Even if I didn’t make it, I was going to find a way to save her.

I squared my shoulders and faced Eleanor. “Let her go.”

Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “You actually think you’re in a position to tell me what to do?”

“She’s a child,” I said. “You don’t need to do this.”

Anger flashed across Eleanor’s face, jagged like a lightning strike. “Quiet, traitor! You have no rights here. You should be on your knees begging Lily for forgiveness …”

Something cracked inside me. “She is NOT Lily!” I shouted. “She is a ten-year-old girl.”

“She IS Lily,” Eleanor said. “She is a direct descendant of Lily, and after The Harvest, she will rise up, and her power will be our reward …”

“She is your grandniece!” I yelled. “And her name is Zelda!”

There was a gasp, and it hit me. I could practically feel their uncertainty and confusion.

They had no idea what Eleanor had done.

Mia stretched her broken lips into a smile as her swollen eyes met mine. It was worth it, she mouthed to me.

The blood drained from Eleanor’s face, but her eyes blazed with hatred as she stared at me. I could feel her willing her power back, regaining control of the crowd, but the reins had slipped, even briefly. “She IS Lily, and you will not disrespect her by calling her by a Temporary Name.” She made a gesture with one hand, and after the slightest of pauses, the circle of members started to tighten around me again.

What I had done … it hadn’t been enough.

Zelda whimpered, and I took a step backward. They were going to be on top of us in a few moments, and the only thing I had to protect us with was a rusted, broken hand rake.

A rake.

A wild idea flashed through my head. It was crazy. It would never work …

But it was all I had left.

“Zelda, do you trust me?” I murmured.

She looked at me, her eyes such a clear, innocent blue, and nodded.

I gave her a quick, hard nod, then yanked her toward me, wrapping one arm around her chest and putting the edge of the rake against her slender throat. “Stop where you are!” I shouted. “Or I will cut her throat!”

Everyone froze. The members inching up on me stopped dead in their tracks. Even the members of the crowd behind Eleanor were as still as statues, almost like they were holding their collective breath.

Eleanor’s mouth dropped open in surprise, but she quickly recovered. “You wouldn’t dare,” she seethed and gestured toward the members.

I pressed the edge of the rake against Zelda’s throat. She was limp and pliant in my arms, almost like I was giving her a hug. She was so thin, I could feel the protrusions of her bones beneath my arm … fragile as a baby bird. “Oh, you sure about that?”

“Of course I am,” she sneered. “You would never hurt a child.”

I took a step backward. My hand clutching the hand rake was so sweaty, I was starting to worry it would slip, and I really would cut Zelda. “I would to keep her out of your filthy hands.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she repeated, but I could see a hint of uncertainty in her expression. “You’re too weak to do what needs to be done.”

“Weak?” My rage suddenly flared inside me, so thick and fast, I saw red. How many other people had called me weak over the years? How many other people thought they could take advantage of me because they assumed me weak? Stefan, CB, my mother … the list went on. But no more. That Becca—the one who had allowed Eleanor to take her clothes, her identity, even her name—was gone. “Weak?” I thundered in a voice I barely recognized. “You call me weak? You gave me your NAME.”

There was another gasp from the members watching us before uneasy murmurs began rippling through the crowd as they slowly began moving away from Eleanor. A couple of the men who were circling me also eyed each other uncomfortably.

I took another step backward.

Eleanor’s face was white. “You are not worthy of my name.” She turned to the men surrounding us. “Stop her. Stop her now. Before she takes Lily.”

“Don’t do it,” I snapped, taking another step backward. If we could just make it to the edge of the circle, maybe we could turn and run before they could catch us …

The men continued to hesitate. I took a quick look behind me, my throat dry with terror. They were so close to us … how could we possibly slip by without them catching us? Even if they weren’t bigger and faster, there were so many of them …

There was a shriek from the woods, startling me so much, I nearly did cut Zelda. And then, a piece of the night seemed to break off and come streaking into the circle, howling as it flew right into one of the men and attached itself to his face.

The man screamed, dropping the flashlight and shovel, and started clawing at his face. Others began screaming, too, as they watched him try to scrape that shrieking terror of claws and teeth …

“What is that?” someone screamed.

“It’s a nightmare come to life,” a voice answered.

“It’s the devil!” someone else whimpered. “Help us all.”

Then Mia’s voice, cutting across the din of chaos. “Is that … Oscar?”

I looked at the violent blackness and saw a pair of green eyes blinking at me before the man finally managed to dislodge what was indeed Oscar, whipping him about ten feet away. “My eyes, my eyes!” he gasped, falling to his knees. The rest of the members were all focused on him, and I realized it was our chance. I dropped the hand rake from Zelda’s neck. “Run,” I hissed.

She didn’t hesitate, immediately bolting with me hot on her heels.

Behind me, I heard Eleanor shriek. “Get Lily! Don’t let them escape!” I didn’t hesitate to see if anyone was following, just urged Zelda to go faster.

“To the woods,” I gasped, pushing my sore ankle to keep up. “We can lose them in there.”

She nodded, zigzagging toward the woods. My heart was pounding in my ears, and my breath was already coming in short gasps.

We crashed through the edge of the woods, tree branches tearing at my clothes, my hair, scratching my face, but I didn’t dare slow down. I could hear the shouts of the men as they started after us. “We need to get to the edge,” I panted. “There’s a hole …”

“I know,” Zelda said. “My mother showed me.”

Her mother. I wondered if that was how Zelda had escaped the first time, but I didn’t have time to contemplate that now. Now, I had to focus on getting us out.

Zelda was fast, faster than I expected for a ten-year-old. She had bunched up her dress and was darting through the woods, avoiding many of the branches that kept tripping me up. Or maybe my ankle was slowing me down more than I thought. Behind me, I could hear crashing and swearing as the men slammed into the woods.

I wasn’t sure if we could make it. I wasn’t even sure if I could remember where the stupid opening was. Between the darkness and the terror and my own horrible sense of direction, I wasn’t even sure if we were going in the right direction.

Zelda, however, didn’t seem to share my doubts. She confidently ran ahead, dodging trees and branches until we reached the fence. “It’s just up ahead,” she said, turning to the left and zipping ahead, her movements so quick and delicate, it was like following some sort of fairy sprite as she darted and spun in front of me, light and airy. This, in deep contrast with the thundering, crashing, and heavy swearing behind me, like we were being pursued by an army of trolls. The sounds were almost deafening. How could they make so much noise from behind us? Unless they weren’t just behind us …

“We’re almost there,” Zelda’s voice sang out as she sprinted ahead. I tried to speed up, to catch her, but got tangled up in a tree.

“Zelda, wait,” I gasped, my heart pounding so hard, I thought it might fly out of my chest. What if they had us surrounded, and she was about to run right into them …

My sore ankle twisted beneath me, and I went down hard, trying not to scream as the pain shot up my leg. My head slammed against something hard and scratchy, like a tree stump, and I saw stars.

“Becca, hurry, we’re almost there,” Zelda’s voice was fading into the trees as I lay on the path, blinking as I desperately tried to get my bearings. How hurt was I?

No time to figure it out. They were coming, so close they might trip on my prone body, so close I could practically hear the sound of their ragged breathing. No time. I had to keep moving.

I dragged myself to my feet, nearly screaming as I tried to put weight on my ankle. Twisted, I thought, or maybe broken. I couldn’t tell. No time to check. I started hobbling forward, gritting my teeth through the pain. I had to hurry. I had to find Zelda, even though I had no idea where she was. I shoved my way through the trees, past the branches that seemed to reach toward me, grasping at my clothes and twisting through my hair … and just like that, I was right back in my nightmares, trapped in the woods, tangled up in the trees as Zelda faded away and the smell of the smoke filled the air …

“Becca! It’s here.” Zelda’s voice burst through my muddled thoughts like a beacon, slicing through the fog of illusions, and for one brief, shiny moment, I could think clearly again. “I found it!”

“I’m almost there,” I shouted, shoving the branches back and heading toward the voice, following it like a bright, sparkling rope. And then, I was out, out of the woods and next to the fence. Zelda was a few feet away, her little fingers struggling to make the hole wider, although it seemed big enough for her to slip through. It took me a moment to realize she was trying to help me.

“It’s here, it’s here,” she said. “Help, I need help.”

I limped over to her and grabbed the ends, yanking them apart. “Go through,” I said.

“Can you get through?” she asked, her blue eyes turning to me, her brow wrinkling.

“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “Go!”

Her eyes had gone wide. “What happened? Is that blood on your face?”

I didn’t dare let go to touch my face, but I could feel the warm, thick liquid trickling down my cheek. “I’m fine. Go!”

She didn’t look so sure. “But … I saw you limp …”

“I’m right behind you,” I said, gritting my teeth. I could save her, even if it was the last thing I did. I could do it. “Go through and run to the highway. Don’t stop running, no matter what, until you find help. Now go!”

She opened her mouth but must have seen something in my face, because she nodded and ducked into the opening. As soon as she was through, I shoved myself through, too, scratching my body even more in the process. My ankle throbbed in pain, and almost immediately, I fell again.

But this time, it was on the grass on the side of the road.

I was out. I wouldn’t die on that horrible farm … at least not without forcing them to drag me back first. Not only that, but in doing so, they would waste precious seconds dealing with me … seconds that would help Zelda escape.

Zelda.

She was out.

I got her out!

That was the most important thing. She was out, and she could run down the highway until a car saw her and stopped …

“Becca, get up!” Zelda was next to me, pulling on my arm, nearly crying. “Becca, you have to get up.”

“Zelda, go!” I nearly screamed with frustration. They were going to catch her. So close to freedom … “You have to get out of here. They’re coming.”

“I know.” She yanked at my arm. “You have to get up, too. Now.”

I wanted to argue with her, tell her to run, but some part of me knew it would take less energy and effort to just get up. I dragged myself to my feet and started hobbling forward as fast as I could toward the road, Zelda at my side, half- pulling me along. Maybe if I could just get to the middle of the road, I could give Zelda a push, and she would run. Or maybe it wouldn’t matter, because a car would come by and see us and slow down and …

A roar of frustration from one of the members came from so close, I was sure someone was right behind me, and my heart nearly stopped. Next to me, Zelda’s body tensed. “I found them!”

“Where?” the answering shout was fainter.

The sound of the rattling fence. “They’re on the road!”

I risked glancing back then. Maybe twenty feet from us stood one of the members, glowering at us as he rattled the fence again. “Don’t look,” I said to Zelda, forcing myself to face forward. He was maybe ten feet from the hole, and the last thing I wanted to do was give him any clues as to how we had gotten out.

I could hear them arguing on the other side of the fence about how we had gotten out, but I kept my eyes on the road, straining to see a headlight from either direction. Nothing but blackness. If no cars came before they figured out how to get out of the fence …

I couldn’t think about that. I had to keep going. One foot in front of the other, no matter how much it hurt.

“Becca.” Zelda’s voice was faint and scared.

I glanced down at her. Her eyes were so wide in her hollow face. “We’re going to make it. We just have to keep going. No matter what. Okay?”

She nodded, but I could feel her body trembling.

Behind me, I could hear them testing the fence, looking for an opening, as I kept searching for a car. How could there not be any cars? What was …

Then, I saw a flash in the distance. A pair of headlights. Finally! Relief swept over me at the exact moment I heard a shout of triumph from behind me.

They had found the hole.

I didn’t dare look behind me. I pushed myself to move faster toward those headlights, but they were still so far away. Would they even be able to see us when the members caught us and dragged us back?

I shoved Zelda away from me. “Get to the other side of the street,” I said to her. “Now!”

She glanced at me, then behind me, her face tight with fear, but she obeyed as I limped toward the center of the road, the sound of the footsteps racing up behind me.

I could see the headlights coming closer. Now there were two sets, or maybe three. Why were there so many lights? Was I seeing things? Sweat was dripping into my eyes, or maybe it was blood. I was having trouble focusing.

Behind me, the pounding footsteps were so close. They had nearly caught up to me. And the lights … the lights were coming so fast, not slowing down at all. Could it be they didn’t see me? Were they going to hit me?

The footsteps had almost reached me.

I raised my hands over my head. I didn’t care if they hit me, just as long as they took out whoever it was behind me.

And Zelda. As long as they saved Zelda.

I felt a hand grab my arm and a rough jerk, then the squealing of brakes and a loud bang.

Had that been for me? Had I been shot? I couldn’t feel anything, except for my ankle that finally gave out. I fell to my knees in the middle of the road.

“Stop!” A voice cried out from the lights that were all around us. Colorful lights. Red, blue, green. Where did they come from?

Was I dead?

The voice continued. “This is the police. Put your hands up.”

Everything went to black.


Chapter 31

The light was so bright, I was sure I must have died and was now headed through the tunnel everyone talked about.

But there was also pain. A lot of pain. Too much, to be dead.

I opened my eyes.

I was lying on my back staring at a white ceiling, the scent of bleach and disinfectant in my nostrils and an incessant beeping next to my head.

“She’s awake,” a voice I didn’t recognize said, and the next thing I knew, I was caught up in a huge hug.

“Be careful with her,” the voice said. “She’s been through a lot.”

Red hair fell across my face as I inhaled the sweet scents of chamomile and lavender. “Daphne? You’re here?”

She hugged me tighter in response. “I was so worried. I thought you were going to die.”

“Yeah, I kind of thought that, too,” I said.

She finally released me and sat on the side of the bed, still holding onto my hand. My mouth was dry, and my head was pounding. I squinted at the bright light before taking in the rest of my surroundings—white linoleum floors, pale-green walls, a bag of something dripping into a needle in my arm. Hospital. I must be in a hospital. “What happened?”

The other figure, a nurse, moved into my line of vision. She was a large woman, tall with broad shoulders and hair so black, it must have been a dye job—and a bad one, at that. “You were lucky, is what happened.”

My mouth felt like sandpaper. Daphne was watching me so closely, she picked up on that and poured me a cup of water from the pitcher on the table next to me. “I don’t feel particularly lucky.”

“You are,” she said, handing me the glass. “If the cops hadn’t shown up …” her voice trailed off, and she wrung her hands together.

“You would have had a lot more issues than a nasty concussion and sprained ankle to deal with,” the nurse finished. “Not to mention that gash on your head. It required seven stitches.”

I reached up to feel a thick bandage that seemed to cover most of the side of my head. No wonder why I had the mother of all headaches. “What about Zelda and Mia?”

“I don’t know,” Daphne said. “It’s a mess. The cops are still sorting it out and bringing people in.”

I struggled to sit up, an icy feeling settling in my stomach. “You don’t know what happened to Zelda? Did she get captured again?”

“Easy,” the nurse said, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder. “No one is getting captured. It’s a zoo outside. The police are bringing people in left and right. Your friends have probably been admitted just like you were.”

“Aiden is here, too,” Daphne said. “He just went to get some coffee, but knowing him, he’s probably interrogating some poor cop right now …” she stopped talking as the door to my room swung open. I looked over, expecting to see Aiden in the doorway.

But it wasn’t him.

It was Daniel.

We stared at each other. His dark-blue eyes were bloodshot, and his dark-blonde hair was standing on end, as if he had been constantly running his hands through it.

He spoke first. “Are you … are you okay?”

“She’ll be fine,” the nurse answered for me. “But she doesn’t need a lot of extra stress right now.” Her meaning was clear—no relationship drama.

“I’m fine,” I said to Daniel. “A concussion and sprained ankle, but I’ll live.”

He nodded, swallowing hard as he raked a hand through his hair nervously. “I … you’ll need to make a statement.”

“Of course,” I said, my own mouth feeling dry again even though I had already drunk an entire glass of water. I wished I was wearing something other than a flimsy hospital gown and had been able to take a shower before seeing him, but I knew I was being ridiculous. We had broken up. And he had made it clear he wanted to stay that way.

“I’ll … I’ll come back. Or someone will …” he backed up a step, still staring at me. I got the feeling there was something else he wanted to say, but after glancing at the nurse and Daphne, he closed his mouth and turned away.

The nurse looked at me, a wry smile tilting her lips. “You may want to think long and hard about what you want from that one in order to forgive him. I think the sky is the limit, as to what you can ask for.” Her eyes narrowed as she gave me a knowing look. “If you want to, that is.”

I didn’t answer. I could feel Daphne’s eyes on me as well, watching me closely, willing me to answer, but I had nothing to say.

I had no idea if I wanted to forgive him or not.

In all honesty, I had no idea what I wanted to do about anything anymore.

***

The hospital kept me overnight to monitor the concussion. The next day, Daphne came to take me home. Chrissy would have, but she was in school. As it turned out, it was September—later than I thought.

But before I went home, Zelda and John came by to say goodbye. Zelda was fine. She had been thoroughly checked out, but other than slight dehydration, malnourishment, and a sore on her leg where the chain had been wrapped, she was okay. At least physically. Who knew about mentally … the nightmares could very well haunt her for the rest of her life.

At least she was alive. That was something.

Zelda scrambled onto the bed to give me a hug as John thanked me multiple times. I squeezed her frail, thin body and tried not to think about having pressed a rusty hand rake against her small throat. I wasn’t sure how much John knew about what it took to get her out, but maybe it didn’t matter. Zelda didn’t seem to care.

I just had to keep reminding myself that I had done what I had to do.

***

“I still can’t believe this whole thing was happening right under our very noses,” Daphne said.

It was two days after I had been released from the hospital, and Daphne, Aiden, and I were all in the kitchen, the remains of a huge lasagna dinner in front of us. Chrissy had been cooking up a storm since I’d gotten home, making all my favorites and storing the leftovers in the fridge or freezer for someone, usually Daphne, to reheat. Daphne wasn’t much of a cook, but she knew how to turn the oven on and keep the kitchen clean, which was all I needed with Chrissy around.

“And the longer it goes, the worse the story gets,” Aiden said, finishing his beer as he watched me help myself to a third helping. There were moments I didn’t think I would ever feel full.

Although it might have been more emotional than physical.

It didn’t take long for the Church of the Forgotten to completely unravel. It had all started with Trudy, who was the one who had called the cops that night. Apparently, when I had announced that Zelda was Eleanor’s great niece, that was enough for her. She had slipped away from the crowd, run back to the farmhouse, and called 9-1-1.

I had wanted to see her, to thank her for saving my life, but no one seemed to know what happened to her. After making that call, she disappeared.

She wasn’t the only one, either. Some of the other cult members had panicked and tried to escape, too, but nearly all of them had been rounded up by the cops. A few were still at large, but Redemption’s finest were confident they would track them all down.

However, Eleanor would apparently not be one of them. During the confusion and chaos of that night, she had returned to her office in the farmhouse, soaked it in gasoline, and lit a match … while she remained in the house. By the time the fire department got there, there wasn’t much left to salvage.

But that didn’t stop Aiden from his relentless digging and questioning of former cult members, and the full story turned out to be more twisted than even I could have imagined.

For as long as anyone could remember, Eleanor had been determined to own three properties in Redemption that were connected to Lily—my house, which was where Lily had lived, the Lone Man Standing, which was where Lily had killed Judith, and the Hoffman Farm. Eleanor believed that Lily had been killed on the farm, but unlike my house and the bar, it wasn’t universally believed. Some people thought Lily had been burned on the Lone Man Standing property, as a sort of punishment fitting the crime. Others thought it was more likely to have been what was now downtown Redemption, as that was where the prison was.

Nonetheless, Eleanor could not be swayed. She wanted the Hoffman Farm, and that was that. It was also the first piece of property she focused on, probably because unlike my house and the bar, the farm was large enough and private enough to house a cult.

Unfortunately for Eleanor, Mr. Hoffman had no interest in selling his farm to her.

So, Eleanor had to come up with another plan, which in this case, was blackmail. And that was where Jeb came in.

The way the plan was supposed to go was for Hoffman’s son to believe he had killed that runaway, and just as long as Hoffman sold the farm to Eleanor, his son would remain out of jail.

However, that didn’t happen, so Eleanor had to punt, telling Hoffman his son would be set up as the killer if he didn’t sell to her. In addition, if Hoffman tried to sell to someone else, the new owners would find the body of the runaway buried somewhere on the property.

Hoffman appeared to accept the terms, with the stipulation that Eleanor wait until his death. He was already sick back then, and in a rare show of compassion (or, more likely, I thought, Hoffman had found something on Eleanor), Eleanor agreed.

Except Hoffman ended up having the last laugh. He set it up so after his death, the farm went into a trust, and no one could touch it.

“What about his son?” Daphne had asked. “I can’t believe Eleanor wouldn’t follow through with sending his son to jail for a murder he didn’t commit.”

“For spite, if nothing else,” I added.

“That’s true, which is probably why the son is missing,” Aiden said. “He vanished shortly after Hoffman died. No one knows where he is or what happened to him. And if no one knows where he is, it’s kind of difficult to have him arrested for murder.”

“So, she decided to sit on the evidence she had,” I said.

“Exactly,” Aiden said. “And while she focused on growing her cult, she would look for another way to get her hands on the Hoffman property … which is where Sharon, from the Redemption Historical Society, comes in.”

Sharon, as it turned out, is the younger sister of a woman named Rosie, who worked as a waitress at the Lone Man Standing in the 1980s.

“Rosie disappeared back then, right before the bar burned down,” Aiden said. “Everyone assumed she was either murdered by a gang member or afraid of being murdered by a gang member, so she decided to disappear. But Sharon had a different idea. She was convinced that Red had killed her sister. Apparently, Rosie had sent Sharon some … questionable letters. And when the bar burned down and Red was presumed dead, Sharon figured he was simply covering his tracks as he tried to get away with murder. She was sure he was still alive and hiding out somewhere and was determined to not only find him, but to destroy his life.

“So, she resurrected the Jolly Roger LLC and connected it to the insurance fraud schemes. Not only because she wanted the money, but also to provide a paper trail that pointed straight at Red when she finally found him. As it turned out, she had a knack for business fraud, and she created quite the criminal empire.

“I can’t prove it,” Aiden said, his tone grim. “At least not yet. But it looks like she had several powerful people on her payroll who were paid to look the other way with some of these insurance frauds.”

“Which is why the insurance companies paid,” I said.

Aiden made a disgusted noise. “Don’t get me started.”

At some point, Eleanor and Sharon met and decided to join forces.

“My guess is Sharon saw another way to pin more criminal activity on Red,” Aiden said. “After all, it was well known that Red wanted your house,” he nodded to me. “Plus, he already owned the Lone Man Standing, so him becoming the financial arm of the Church of the Forgotten made sense.”

“Do you think he WAS a believer in Lily and all of that?” I asked.

“It certainly seems to be the most logical explanation,” Aiden said.

“What about Sharon?” Daphne asked. “Do you think she was a believer?”

“There is no evidence of that,” Aiden said. “I think she was just in it to make as much money as she could while creating the illegal paper trail in case she found Red. Eleanor provided another avenue for that.”

“I wonder how Eleanor found her,” I said.

“Luck?” Aiden’s shot me a twisted smile. “The same dark luck that almost allowed her to get away with it.”

“It is Redemption, after all,” Daphne said.

I dropped my gaze to my plate holding the remains of my lasagna, suddenly feeling queasy. I still remembered the darkness that had felt almost like a living, breathing entity when I was living at the Church of the Forgotten. If there was dark luck involved, I was glad it seemed to have finally run out.

“Does that mean it was Sharon who was trying to get Becca’s house all along, or was Eleanor still somehow involved?” Daphne asked.

“Actually, it kind of looks like both,” Aiden said. “Sharon was in charge of all the legalities, like filing the lawsuit, challenging Charlie’s will, and trying to get Becca to sign her house over to the Redemption Historical Society. Eleanor was handling all the sneaky, underhanded stuff … the threats and harassment Becca was dealing with, along with the arson charge.”

“I knew it,” I said, trying to rein in my disgust. “They were probably behind all the gang activity, as well.”

“Yes, it appears they were,” Aiden said.

“Ugh.” I pressed my lips together tightly, lost in thought. “If you really think about it, it’s actually amazing what Eleanor accomplished. Can you imagine what she would have done if she wasn’t a cold-hearted psychopath?”

“That goes for Sharon, too,” Aiden said. “What she did was remarkable. It’s too bad they were on the wrong team.”

“That’s for sure,” I said.

“So, which evil genius was the one who figured out how to break the trust, then?” Daphne asked. “And how? That farm sat there untouched for years. What changed?”

Aiden shifted his gaze to Daphne. “I don’t know who figured it out, but I think I at least know how they broke it.”

“And they did it how …” Daphne said after a moment, giving him a look as she drummed her fingers on the table.

Aiden smiled slightly. “Penny.”

Daphne looked at him in confusion. “Penny? But … she died.”

“She was also sick before she died,” Aiden said. “So sick, she ended up having to step down from most of her responsibilities. Including being on the board of the trust that owned the Hoffman Farm.”

Daphne and I were both staring at Aiden. “So, her illness …”

“Paved the way for the Hoffman Farm to be sold to Sharon,” Aiden said.

I looked at Daphne, whose eyes were huge in her face. “She was murdered, wasn’t she?”

Aiden inclined her head. “It’s nothing that can be proven, but yeah. I’m assuming her illness wasn’t natural. Whether or not they meant to kill her or just keep her perpetually sick, I don’t know. But yeah …”

“Penny,” Daphne murmured, running her hand through her hair. “I can’t believe it. They killed her for … this? To try to resurrect a sociopathic witch child?”

“It wasn’t just Penny, either,” I said. “Look at all the people whose lives were ruined. Jeb, Pamela, Zelda … even that poor runaway whose name we’ll probably never know.”

“I know,” Daphne said. Ravages of grief touched her eyes. “I’m not dismissing any of that. It’s just … I knew Penny. I knew what a wonderful woman she was. And to have this happen to her? It’s just … horrible. All of it.”

I reached out to touch Daphne’s hand, even though it was awkward with my ankle resting on a chair. “I know. I’m sorry.”

Daphne nodded and was about to speak when there was a knock at the door.

Daphne immediately rolled her eyes. “Oh, it’s probably the press. I’ll get rid of them.” Even though Redemption was a small town, this was such a bizarre story that the national press had unfortunately picked up on it.

“I can go,” I said, trying to maneuver my crutches from behind me. “You do enough.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Daphne said. “That’s why I’m here. Between your concussion and your ankle, you need someone to help you out.” She gave my hand a quick squeeze before getting up to head to the door.

Aiden gave me a sympathetic look. “They probably won’t be bothering you much longer. Another story should catch their attention any minute, and their interest will die down.”

“We can only hope,” I said as Daphne appeared in the kitchen, her expression unreadable.

“Daphne?” I asked. “Is there something wrong?”

Daphne looked at me for a moment before stepping aside, revealing who was behind her.

Mia.
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For a moment, we only stared at each other. Mia’s face was still a mass of bruises, and her nose remained swollen.

“Are you … are you okay?” I managed to ask.

Mia smiled. “I could ask you the same.” She inclined her head toward my ankle, although her eyes had zeroed in on the huge bandage on the side of my head. “Can we … talk?”

Aiden stood up. “I have to get going anyway. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” His eyes lingered on mine. I had a feeling there was more he wanted to say, a lot more, but I was in no condition to hear it. Maybe someday, but certainly not now.

Daphne bit her lip. “I was going to take off too, but I wanted to clean the kitchen first …”

“I can clean the kitchen,” I said. “You do enough.”

Mia raised her eyebrows. “On crutches.”

“Just because I have to use crutches doesn’t mean I can’t figure out how to clean the kitchen,” I said.

“Becca, you’re supposed to rest,” Daphne said. “Just leave it, and I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“I’ll clean up,” Mia said to Daphne.

Daphne looked at her in surprise. “You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s fine,” Mia said. “I don’t mind. And maybe tomorrow … we can talk?”

Daphne nodded, her eyes round. “Of course.” She laid her hand gently on Mia’s shoulder, then turned to head out the door with Aiden, leaving me alone with Mia.

There was an awkward silence. “Have a seat,” I finally said, waving at one of the chairs. “I’m pretty sure there’s an open bottle of wine somewhere. I think Daphne just had one glass. Or there’s beer.”

Mia nodded toward my mug of tea. “You’re not drinking?”

I shook my head. “Bad for concussions. Unfortunately.”

A smile tugged on the corner of her mouth, and she pulled out a chair to sit. “I’m taking a break myself. At least until I’ve done more healing.”

I didn’t think she was talking about just her face, although it was still pretty bad. Her jeans were so loose, they hung low on her hips, and the pink tee shirt wasn’t much better. Mia had always been small and petite, but now she was borderline skeletal—under the bruises, her face was gaunt and haunted looking. “Probably not a bad idea. For either of us.”

Mia nodded, her eyes flickering around the kitchen. “No Oscar?”

I cupped my mug, trying to absorb its warmth. “No sign yet. I know Aiden and Daphne have both gone out there looking for him. The cops have been keeping an eye out, as well, but …” I shrugged, reminding myself again not to worry. Oscar was a tough cat. He could take care of himself. I hoped.

Her eyes were sympathetic. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

“I’m sure you’re right.”

Her eyes crinkled in a smile. “I still can’t believe what he did. Attacking that church member … that was crazy. Who would have thought a cat would do that?”

I smiled as well, despite my concern. “Oscar has always gone his own way.”

“That’s for sure.” Mia’s smile faded, and she ran a hand through her hair. “So, I guess I owe you an explanation.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” I said, a little too forcibly. “I’m the one who owes you an apology. I had no business going through your room that day. You had every right to be furious.”

She blew the air out of her mouth and looked at the ceiling. “I’m not going to lie. I was angry, but … not as angry as I pretended to be.”

I stared at her, wondering if I had heard her correctly. “You weren’t … you were acting?”

“Some,” Mia said, her eyes sliding over to me, a hint of shame and guilt hidden in their depths. “It’s complicated. I have to back up a bit, to when I first met Waylon. I’m assuming you know who that is, right?”

“The guy you were seeing at Aunt May’s,” I said. “He was one of your regulars.”

She nodded. “It all started innocently. He had just moved to town and was trying to start up his therapy business. He was also looking for a friend. He tipped well, but even if he hadn’t, I still would have chatted with him. He was friendly and funny, and he asked me tons of questions about my life and school and just … everything. And he was such a good listener. He was so easy to talk to. I told myself that was why he must be a great therapist. I started looking forward to when he would come in, even plan my breaks so I could sit and talk with him.” She let out a quiet laugh. “I was even considering inviting him over one night to introduce you. Maybe even go on a double date with Daniel. The problem was, I was so darn busy, I couldn’t even plan a free evening, much less carve out the time to tell you about him first. But then, everything started to change.”

She was quiet for a moment, a faraway, unfocused look in her eyes. “In retrospect, it’s pretty clear he was manipulating me and trying to undermine my friendship with you. He would slip in all these passive-aggressive comments about you … things like, ‘Oh, I would have thought Becca would have been more helpful. After all, it’s not like she’s got a lot going on right now—unlike you, with school and work,’ or ‘It’s kind of disappointing she didn’t get to the grocery store yesterday and is putting all of that on you.’”

I reared my head back, feeling like I had been slapped. “Mia, I’m so sorry. You really thought I wasn’t supportive enough?”

Mia waved her hand. “No, that’s not the point. First off, you were extremely supportive. I was living here rent free! And you were already doing the lion’s share of cooking and cleaning and shopping. You’re not my mother, or under any obligation to support me while I’m in school. And normally, I would have been aware of that, but I was already starting to run on fumes. Even though this was before Penny died, I had still been pushing myself too hard for too long. So, I wasn’t thinking straight, and all those little comments started to bury inside my brain and eat at me.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “Still, I’d like to believe that things wouldn’t have gotten so out of control if Penny hadn’t died. That was what really pushed me over.

“I was already feeling … upset with you. Like you weren’t as good of a friend as I thought you were. So, when Penny died, I turned to Waylon. I thought he understood me.” She rolled her eyes. “I was so incredibly stupid.”

“You weren’t stupid,” I said. “You were grieving and stressed and exhausted and a horrible guy took advantage of you.”

A faint, sardonic smile touched her lips. “Yeah, well. I want to be a lawyer. I should have known better. I should have … well, it doesn’t matter now.

“So, needless to say, everything that happened played right into his hands. When you were defending Wendy and saying that Jill really was a person and not made up, Waylon was busy whispering in my ear about how you didn’t value me or my perspective on things. After all, I had actually known Penny AND Wendy, and here you were telling me that maybe I was wrong about Wendy being a bad daughter.

“And, of course, all your talk about thinking someone was watching you or messing around with your garden tools … that you saw a girl in the woods no one else saw … Waylon was right there, providing his professional opinion: you were on the edge of having another nervous breakdown and needed professional help. He of course said he could help you, but again, you weren’t valuing me or our friendship enough. It was just … getting worse and worse. Until the day Aiden showed up.”

“Aiden?” I was surprised. “What did he have to do with it?”

Mia smiled, but there wasn’t a lot of humor in it. “I guess he wasn’t part of the plan. When I first told Waylon what had happened—that you had stumbled upon this dead body, then promptly brought home the guy who was in the woods with you when you found it—I expected him to say what he normally did. That your judgement was off, and you should be listening to me more. Instead, he started asking all these questions about what you found in the woods, who the cops thought it was, and about Aiden. It was just so … weird. Even his expression as he questioned me was off. It was like …” she shivered. “Like he was a predator, and Aiden had suddenly turned into his prey. Nothing about the exchange was what I had been expecting. I finally made a little awkward joke about it, and he quickly realized his mistake, but it was too late. The illusion had been punctured.

“So, then I started to wonder … who is this guy, really? And why IS he so interested in you? Because really, most of our conversations were about YOU, not me. I mean, he was asking about my life, but he was really asking about YOU all along. Why was that? And why was he trying to undermine my relationship with you? He kept saying he was new to town and had supposedly never met you, so why would he want to break us apart?

“I decided to keep playing the game. I didn’t know what else to do. I figured at some point, he would reveal his true intentions. I just had to keep pretending that I believed him and not you.

“But the longer it went on, the stranger it all seemed to get. Because sometimes, he would say things that I swear I never told him. Things that you and I talked about when we were alone in the kitchen. How could he possibly know about them? Had I told him and didn’t remember? It was possible. All the pretending was making me even more exhausted and stressed than before. I never felt like I could let my guard down. But I didn’t really think that was it. I was actually starting to think …” she paused and took a deep breath. “It sounds so stupid to say it, but I was really beginning to think he had somehow bugged the house.”

My eyes widened. “Our house?”

She nodded. “I know. It sounds so ridiculous now. But at the time, it made so much sense. How he knew the things he did.”

I looked around the kitchen, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “But what if he did bug …”

She shook her head. “Don’t go there. I don’t think he bugged anything. I’ve had time to think about things, a lot of time, and based on some conversations we had after I went into the Church, I don’t think anything was bugged. I think he was just really, really good at manipulating people and saying the right things. And I was so paranoid near the end … well, it was tough keeping things straight.

“But since I couldn’t be sure if the house was bugged or not, I had to keep up the act everywhere. That meant I had to pretend to be … more upset than I was with you.”

My mind was flipping back through my memories. “All of it? Or just when you found me in your room?”

She grimaced. “If you’re talking about the sleepwalking incidents … yes. Not the sleepwalking itself, that was real. But my response … I let myself sound more … crazy than I was, I guess. And yes, I’m also aware that it was my acting like … well, like a hot mess that led to you going through my room.”

I was still trying to get my head around everything she had told me. “That may be true, but I still shouldn’t have done it. And I’m sorry.”

She inclined her head. “Thank you.”

We were both quiet for a moment. Dusk had fallen, and it was dark enough that I could no longer see Mia’s face, even though she was right across the table from me. I was about to get up to turn on the lights when she beat me to it.

Like she had read my mind.

Just like old times.

My heart felt like it was being squeezed painfully in my chest, and I wondered if this conversation was the beginning of our relationship being repaired or ended.

“How did you end up at the Church of the Forgotten?” I asked after clearing my throat, wanting to put off that part of the conversation a little longer.

She made a face. “It was Waylon’s idea. He told me that would be the perfect place to go while I sorted things out with you. It would be like a vacation from the real world.” She shook her head. “Some vacation.”

“But why?” I asked. “I don’t understand. Why would Waylon think it was a good idea to send you to the Church of the Forgotten?”

Her eyes flicked toward me. “Isn’t it obvious? They were going to use me to influence you. I suspect their grand plan was once they were convinced that they’d successfully brainwashed me, they would let me go ‘talk’ to you.” She put air quotes around the word “talk.”

I was astonished. “Seriously? They thought you could persuade me to join them and … donate my house to them?”

“It makes sense, if you think about it. It’s not uncommon for people to join a cult because someone they know and trust is a member. So, for whatever reason, they decided to target me.” Her voice was bitter. “I guess they chose well, because they almost succeeded.”

“They didn’t though. You figured it out,” I said.

“Not nearly fast enough,” she said, shaking her head. “Anyway, you can imagine my shock and dismay when you arrived. I was sure you were going to ruin everything. Part of the reason why I agreed to go was probably why you were there, too—to get to the bottom of what was going on. I was working so hard to get them to trust me, and then you showed up, and I was sure all my hard work was going straight down the drain.” She cocked her head, and a small smile touched her mouth. “I’m glad I was wrong about that.”

“Well, it would have been nice if it hadn’t been quite so dramatic at the end,” I said. “And speaking of all that, I definitely owe you. I would never have found Zelda if you hadn’t distracted them with that fire.”

Her smile grew stronger. “It was pretty inspired. Although it would have been nice if I had burned it all down. Then maybe Eleanor would be in jail instead of dead.”

I shivered. “Just as long as she can’t hurt anyone anymore.”

“True,” Mia said.

There was another pause, this one a little more uncomfortable. We both knew what needed to be said, even if neither of us wanted to start.

“So, where have you been staying?” I asked. Then, I cringed. What a stupid way to start.

Mia seemed to understand. “At the Redemption Inn. Lynne gave me a deep discount to stay there for a few days.”

I took a deep breath. “You know, you could always stay here.” I couldn’t read her expression, so I kept babbling. “If you want. If you don’t, that’s okay, too …”

“It’s not that,” Mia said. “I would love to move back in here with you. It’s just …” She looked away, toward the window, and seemed to steel herself. “There’s no room for me.”

I looked at her in confusion. “What are you talking about? Of course there’s room for you. If you’re referring to me tearing up the closet, I fixed that. Well, most a lot of it. I also cleaned everything up …”

She held a hand up. “It’s not that. I don’t care about that.” She huffed another breath. “It’s that room. I can’t sleep in there anymore. The sleepwalking, the dreams … I can’t put myself through that again.” She met my eyes, and I saw the fear in them. “As much as I would love to live here with you again, I just can’t.”

It was all over her face. She had faced horrors when she was most vulnerable—while she slept. And it wasn’t just her. CB, Chrissy. Everyone who slept in that room had been affected.

Even me. I could still remember the crying.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “You could sleep in the attic. Or my office. Although my office is a little small.”

“Your office?” Mia said. “Where would you work?”

I waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that. I can work in the attic. I’m more concerned about it being big enough for you.”

“There’s a lot of furniture in that room,” Mia said. “If we take it all out, I’m sure we could get a bed and a dresser in there.”

“Yeah, but that’s not enough,” I said. “You’ll need more room, won’t you?”

She tilted her head as she thought. “What else are you going to use that room for? If it’s storage, I could certainly store some stuff in there as well. Or maybe in a corner of the attic. The attic is big enough.” Her expression shifted again. “If you’re sure it’s okay for me to do that. I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing,” I said. “I would love to have you. And it might be a little … unconventional, but I think we can make it work.”

Her smile lit up her face. “I think we can, too.”

***

I had just settled down on the couch with a cup of tea when the doorbell rang.

After cleaning up the kitchen, Mia had left. She was going to spend one last night in the hotel, and then the next day, we would see if Aiden and Daphne wouldn’t mind spending the day rearranging furniture to move Mia in.

Mia still had her key, so I didn’t think it was her, and I wasn’t expecting Chrissy for another hour.

I thought about ignoring it. It was probably the media, and I didn’t want to talk to them. But I figured I should probably make sure.

Painfully, I hauled myself to my feet and awkwardly made my way over to the door. I still hadn’t gotten a good handle on the crutches.

I peered through the peephole, and my heart leaped into my throat.

It was Daniel.

My hands shook a little as I unlocked the door and opened it. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

He looked terrible. His face was drawn, and there were huge purple bags under his eyes. I wondered when he had last slept or eaten a decent meal. “I was hoping we could talk. Can I come in?”

I paused. Did I want him in my house? I thought about our last conversation, how he absolutely refused to take what I said seriously. Over and over, he kept dismissing all the things I had seen and experienced.

Was that the person I wanted in my house?

I let go of the door and shuffled out onto the porch, closing the door behind me. His face fell, but he quickly recovered. “I guess I deserve that.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Why are you here?”

He sighed. “To apologize. You were right, and I was wrong. I just … I’m so sorry. For everything.”

For a second, I didn’t move. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about anything, including him.

But then I remembered how he did go to the Church of the Forgotten to check out the barn when I’d asked him to. I still wasn’t sure what I had heard that day. Zelda said she had been held in different locations on the farm before they finally settled on the pit, where I found her. But I wasn’t able to get a good sense as to whether what I heard was her or not. It was also possible Eleanor had been hiding someone else in there altogether. We knew she had killed at least one person; what would have stopped her from killing someone else?

“I’m sorry, too,” I said. “I know I didn’t make it easy for you. I sent you on a wild goose chase to the Church of the Forgotten once, not to mention the arson, and … well, I know I didn’t make it easy for you.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” Daniel said. “You were my girlfriend. I should have been more supportive. And I’m sorry I wasn’t.”

I stared at him, into those dark-blue eyes. The same ones that had mesmerized me for so long. “I forgive you.”

He bobbed his head slightly. “Thank you.” His eyes fell on my crutches. “So, how are you doing? With the ankle and your head?”

“About as good as you might imagine,” I said with a sigh. “I sprained my ankle pretty bad, so I’m probably stuck using those for a few weeks. And with the concussion, I’m not supposed to do much of anything other than rest. Not that I can do a lot anyway. So, I’m … resting.”

His searched my face. “Are you in a lot of pain?”

“Not too bad,” I said. “The pain medicine is helping.”

He nodded again and swallowed. “So, it might be a little too soon, but I was wondering, maybe when you’re feeling a little better and are a little more … mobile … we could maybe have dinner or a coffee or something …” his voice trailed off.

I was already shaking my head. “I don’t think so. I appreciate the invitation, but … I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

His jaw tightened. “Is it because of Aiden?”

I took a half step back, surprised at the harshness of his tone. “No, it has nothing to do with Aiden, not that it’s any of your business. You were the one who broke up with me, remember?”

His mouth twisted. “You’re right. It’s none of my business. I’ll leave now.” He started to walk down the porch steps but turned halfway down. “Actually, I had one other thing to tell you. You were right about Jill.”

“Jill? You mean Wendy’s daughter?”

He nodded. “Wendy had a daughter after all. You’ll be glad to know Jill is back with Wendy.”

Something loosened inside me, a knot I didn’t even know I had, and a rush of sweet relief washed over me. “Jill is fine?”

“Jill is fine.”

I closed my eyes, the relief so strong, it was almost overwhelming. They’re both safe. Zelda and Jill. “Do you know where she was?”

Daniel shook his head. “Wendy will only say she was with family, although …” he paused, cocking his head. “Wendy doesn’t seem to have any family left.”

He was watching me like I might know something, but I was as clueless as he was. “Maybe she was referring to another 1888er. In a way, they’re all family, even if they aren’t directly related.”

Daniel’s eyes hadn’t left mine. “I guess that makes sense.”

A cool night breeze brushed my bare arms, making me shiver. “Did Wendy tell you why she pretended to not have a daughter?” I knew why, but I wanted to hear Daniel’s response.

It was too dark to see his expression, but I could feel the intensity of his gaze. “She said she had no choice. To protect her daughter, she had to pretend she didn’t exist. But now? The threat seems to be over.”

The threat was over. Eleanor was dead.

It was all going to be okay.

Daniel was still watching me closely, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Have a good night, Becca. I’ll see you soon.”

I gave him a half-wave in response and watched him walk to his car. It wasn’t until he had gotten inside that I thought about what he had just said.

He was going to see me soon?

What did that mean?

Didn’t I just tell him I didn’t want to have dinner with him?

As I stood on the porch, the darkness surrounding me like a cocoon, I replayed the conversation with Daniel, wondering if I was somehow misreading the situation. As I stood there frowning to myself, a small piece of the night detached itself from the woods and trotted toward the porch. A pair of green eyes blinked at me.

I stared in astonishment. “Oscar!”

He jumped onto the porch and sat down, wrapped his tail around him, and meowed at me.

Awkwardly, I crouched down to pet him. He had some knots in his fur and a couple of cuts, but otherwise, he looked no worse for wear.

“Thank you,” I said.

In response, he jumped up and rubbed his cold, wet nose against my forehead. Then, he dropped back down and walked to the door with another impatient meow. I could almost hear him telling me the best way to thank him was to feed him his dinner.

After I awkwardly pulled myself to my feet, that was exactly what I did.
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