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T
CHAPTER	ONE

he	Dragon’s	Horde	was	as	crowded	as	a	Walmart	on	Black	Friday.
By	 a	 sheer	 stroke	 of	 luck,	 I’d	 managed	 to	 claim	 the	 last	 square	 inch	 of

standing	 room	 left	 in	 the	 place.	 Wedged	 between	 a	 metal	 rack	 of	 colorful	 anime
novels	and	a	life-size	cardboard	cutout	of	Captain	America,	I	used	my	SAT	prep	book
as	a	barrier	between	me	and	the	throng	of	cosplayers	and	super-nerds	swarming	the
comic	book	store.
It	was	Superhero	Saturday,	and	the	tiny	shop	was	packed	with	every	die-hard	fan
within	a	fifty-mile	radius.	A	hazard	of	living	in	a	small	town,	I	guess.	With	so	little	to
do	 in	Lothbrook,	Georgia,	 the	Horde’s	monthly	meet-up	event	was	as	big	a	deal	as
the	San	Diego	Comic	Con.
“Pandemonium,”	I	muttered	as	two	brightly-colored,	spandex-wearing	individuals
began	a	heated	debate	over	which	was	better—Marvel	or	DC.	“Noun.	Wild	and	noisy
disorder;	uproar.”
I	 rolled	 my	 eyes	 and	 tried	 to	 tune	 out	 the	 noise.	 I	 needed	 to	 have	 fifty	 new
vocabulary	words	memorized	by	the	end	of	the	night,	and	the	chaos	around	me	was
making	it	difficult	to	concentrate.
I	cannot	believe	I	let	Maggie	talk	me	into	this.	I	groaned,	burying	my	face	deeper
into	the	prep	book.	That	girl	owes	me	so	big—like	“name	her	firstborn	after	me”	kind
of	big.
I	 eyed	my	best	 friend	 standing	a	 few	 feet	 away,	 talking	animatedly	 to	a	boy	with
sandy	brown	hair	and	glasses.	He	was	wearing	a	black	Star	Wars	t-shirt	and	a	newsy
hat	 and	 looked	 exactly	 like	 the	 Pokémon-loving	 type	 of	 guy	 she	 usually	 gravitated
toward.
Maggie	 was	 grinning	 and	 twisting	 a	 loose	 thread	 from	 her	 worn	 Batman	 t-shirt
around	her	 finger.	Her	 thick	black	 curls	bounced	 around	her	 shoulders—almost	 in
response	to	her	enthusiasm—and	her	light	brown	cheeks	were	tinged	with	pink.	She
practically	glowed.



“Aww,”	I	said,	turning	to	the	cutout	of	Captain	America.	“Look!	Nerd	flirting	at
its	best!”	I	chuckled	at	my	own	 joke	before	turning	my	attention	back	to	the	 list	of
words.
“Superfluous.	 Adjective.	 Means	 additional	 or	 unnecess—Argh!”	 I	 squealed	 as	 a
large,	burly-looking	dude	dressed	 like	 the	Hulk	bumped	 into	me,	 sending	my	SAT
book	flying	and	knocking	me	right	into	Captain	America.
The	 guy	 gave	me	 a	 rather	 authentic	 grunt	 as	 I	 struggled	 to	 keep	myself	 and	 the
Captain	in	the	upright	position.
“Sorry,”	he	gruffed,	handing	me	back	my	prep	book.
“No	worries,”	I	said,	with	a	wave	of	my	hand.
He	grunted	again	and	then	ambled	toward	his	friends,	a	group	of	guys	all	wearing
various	forms	of	tights	and	Avengers	gear.	I	took	it	as	my	cue	to	get	a	little	fresh	air.
Weaving	in	and	out	of	the	crowd,	I	paid	little	attention	to	the	people	around	me.
My	goal,	the	wide	double	doors,	was	only	a	few	steps	away.
“Now	where	are	ye	going,	yon	pretty	lady?”	A	guy	dressed	as	Thor—complete	with
thunder	 hammer	 and	winged	 helmet—blocked	my	 path.	His	 phony	 accent	was	 as
ridiculous	as	the	rest	of	his	costume.	“Ye	should	stay	a	while.	I	can	show	thou	how	I
work	my	hammer.”	He	gave	me	a	wide,	 toothy	grin	and	 jerked	his	head	so	that	 the
rounded	arc	of	his	hair	flipped	back	into	place.
I	 rolled	 my	 eyes.	 “Save	 it,	 Thunder	 God.	 I	 don’t	 date	 guys	 who	 are	 more	 hair
obsessed	than	I	am.	Maybe	next	time.”
I	moved	to	sidestep	him.
“Don’t	be	like	that.”	Thor	stepped	in	front	of	me	again,	dropping	the	accent	this
time.	 “I’m	 just	 looking	 for	my	 own	 Jane	 Foster,	 darlin’,	 and	 I	 think	 she	might	 be
you.”	He	winked	at	me.
If	 that’s	 supposed	 to	 be	 a	 panty-dropper,	 then	 this	 guy	 is	 more	 clueless	 than	 I

thought.	 I	 rolled	 my	 eyes	 and	 tried	 again	 to	 step	 around	 him,	 but	 he	 was	 quick,
holding	out	his	hammer	to	block	my	path.	This	time	he	waggled	his	eyebrows	at	me.
I	 sighed.	 Clearly,	 Thor	wasn’t	 taking	 the	 hint.	 I	 looked	 past	 him,	 hoping	 to	 see
Maggie	or	some	other	form	of	escape.
I	spotted	it	standing	a	few	feet	away.



A	tall	guy	 in	a	dark	gray	 t-shirt	 leaned	against	 the	wall	with	his	 arms	crossed.	He
wasn’t	talking	to	anyone,	and	he	looked	about	as	thrilled	as	I	was	to	be	stuck	in	this
circus	of	spandex.	It	was	worth	a	shot.
“Babe!”	 I	 called	 over	Thor’s	 shoulder.	 “There	 you	 are!”	 I	 pushed	past	Thor	 and
walked	over	to	the	guy.	His	eyes	narrowed	in	confusion,	and	I	gave	him	what	I	hoped
was	a	pleading	look.	“I’ve	been	looking	for	you!”	I	pulled	him	off	the	wall	and	linked
my	arm	through	his.	Then	I	turned	back	to	Thor	and	smiled	widely.
Thor	narrowed	his	eyes	in	suspicion,	and	my	heart	flickered	with	panic	as	the	boy
pulled	his	arm	from	mine.	But	then	he	snaked	it	around	my	shoulders	and	pulled	me
close.
“Sorry,	babe,”	he	said,	his	voice	deeper	than	I	expected.	“I	got	a	little	distracted	by
all	 the	 hair	 tossing.”	He	 looked	 pointedly	 at	Thor,	 and	 then	 stared	 down	 at	me,	 a
crooked	smile	on	his	lips.	This	time	my	heart	flip-flopped	for	a	different	reason.
I	turned	back	to	Thor,	a	triumphant	smirk	on	my	face.
He	swung	his	hammer	from	one	hand	to	the	other,	glared	at	me,	and	then	stalked
off.
I	 quickly	 stepped	 out	 of	 the	 stranger’s	 arms.	 “Sorry	 about	 all	 that.”	 I	 shrugged.
“Who	knew	Thor	was	such	an	arrogant	asshole	in	real	life?”
The	boy	 in	gray	 stared	 at	me,	his	blue	 eyes	bright	with	 amusement.	There	was	 a
faint	streak	of	purple	on	his	pale	cheek,	a	bruise	I	hadn’t	noticed	initially.	I	wanted	to
ask	about	it,	and	there	was	a	strange	urge	flowing	through	my	fingers	to	reach	out	and
brush	his	 cheek,	but	 I	 stopped	myself	on	both	counts.	What	 the	hell,	 Styles!	Get	a
grip!
“It	must	be	all	the	hair	spray	affecting	his	brain,”	he	said,	his	smile	widening.
My	cheeks	grew	warm.	“So	.	.	.	you	a	big	comic	book	fan?”
“I	appreciate	them,	but	big	crowds	like	this?	Not	really	my	scene.	A	friend	of	mine
paid	me	twenty	bucks	to	drive	him	here	tonight.”
“Yeah,	not	really	my	scene	either.	I’m	more	of	a	small	group	kind	of	gal.”
He	chuckled	and	pointed	to	my	prep	book.	“Doing	a	little	light	reading?”
“You	can	never	be	too	prepared,”	I	said,	my	cheeks	blazing	hotter.	“The	test	 is	 in
two	days.	 I’m	graduating	early,	 and	 I	have	 to	get	 at	 least	 a	2200	 to	get	 into	my	 top



schools.	The	science	programs	are	pretty	competitive.”	Oh	my	God.	Could	you	sound
like	a	bigger	nerd?
He	nodded	politely.	“That’s	pretty	impressive.”
“I’ve	moved	around	a	lot,”	I	said	with	a	shrug.	“Tons	of	sleepy	little	towns	where
nothing	ever	happens.	I	want	to	get	out	and	see	the	world,	ya	know?	So	many	things
to	see	and	discover.	I	figured	why	wait?”	Stop.	Just	stop.	I	wanted	to	smack	myself.	Of
all	my	quirks,	nervous	word-vomiting	was	definitely	my	least	favorite.
“I	think	that’s	really	cool,”	he	said,	and	then	we	stood	there	staring	awkwardly	at
each	other	for	a	moment	as	if	neither	of	us	knew	what	to	say	next.
“So	.	.	.	thank	you,”	I	finally	blurted	out,	much	louder	than	I	meant	to.
“Happy	to	help.”	He	smiled,	and	that	strange	sensation	washed	over	me	again.	It
was	like	the	cool	underside	of	the	pillow	after	a	long	day	or	the	way	hot	cocoa	warms
you	from	the	inside	out	after	you’ve	been	out	in	the	cold	for	too	long.
There	was	something	oddly	familiar	about	him,	but	I	couldn’t	quite	pinpoint	what
it	was.	“I’m	sorry,	but	have	we	met	before?”	I	asked.
His	 smile	 faltered	and	his	 eyes	 seemed	 to	 cloud	over.	 “No,	 I	don’t	 think	 so.”	He
looked	 down	 at	 his	 feet,	 scuffing	 the	 tile	 with	 his	 shoe.	When	 he	 looked	 back	 up
again,	however,	his	smile	had	returned.
“Right,”	 I	 said.	 “Well,	 I	 really	 appreciate	 your	 help.	 My	 name’s	 Lainey,	 by	 the
way.”	I	held	out	my	hand.
“Nice	to	meet	you,	Lainey.”	He	took	my	hand	in	his.	“I’m	Ty.”
“Lainey!”
I	jumped	as	Maggie	ran	over	and	grabbed	me	by	the	arm,	spinning	me	around	in	a
circle.	 “Guess	what?”	 she	 squealed.	 “That	 guy	 I	was	 talking	 to	 just	 asked	me	 to	 go
grab	a	coffee	with	him!”
“That’s	 great,	Mags,”	 I	 said,	 pulling	myself	 from	her	 grip	with	 a	 laugh.	 I	 turned
back	to	where	Ty	had	been	standing,	but	the	patch	of	wall	he’d	occupied	was	empty.	I
scanned	the	crowd,	but	there	wasn’t	a	single	stitch	of	gray	in	the	sea	of	color.	He	was
gone.
I	sighed	and	turned	back	to	Maggie,	who	proceeded	to	tell	me	every	single	detail	of
her	conversation	with	Heath,	the	boy	in	the	newsy	hat.



“I	told	him	I’d	have	to	take	a	rain	check,	of	course,	but	it	was	so	nice	to	be	asked!”
I	frowned.	“Wait,	why	didn’t	you	say	yes?”
“I	promised	I’d	quiz	you	on	your	words	if	you	came	with	me,”	Maggie	said	with	a
shrug.	“What	kind	of	best	friend	would	I	be	if	I	bailed	on	you	like	that?”
“And	what	kind	of	friend	would	I	be	if	I	didn’t	let	you	off	the	hook.”	I	smiled	at
her.	“You	should	go.”
Maggie	narrowed	her	eyes	at	me.	“Are	you	sure?	Because	you,	Lainey	Styles,	are	the
true	love	of	my	life,	and	you	come	first.”
I	grinned.	“I’m	totally	sure.	I	need	to	be	home	early	tonight	anyway.	Go	have	fun.”
“It’s	 just	 so	 rare	 to	 find	 someone	who	actually	understands	 that	Gwen	Stacy	was
Peter	Parker’s	one	true	love.	Everyone	is	always	Team	Mary	Jane.”
“See?	You	have	to	go.”
Maggie	squealed	again	and	threw	her	arms	around	me,	hugging	me	tightly.	“You’re
the	best!”
“Have	fun—and	text	me	when	you	get	home.”
“Will	do,	Styles.	Love	you!”	Maggie	yelled	over	her	shoulder	as	she	scampered	off.
“Well,”	I	said,	hugging	my	SAT	prep	book	to	my	chest,	“guess	it’s	just	you	and	me,
then.”	I	sighed	again	and	made	my	way	toward	the	door.
Outside,	the	night	air	was	crisp	with	a	slight	chill.	Coats	were	usually	unnecessary
until	 the	 dead	of	winter—a	 “perk”	 of	 living	 in	 the	Deep	 South—but	October	 had
brought	with	 it	 some	unseasonably	cool	 temperatures.	 I	wasn’t	 complaining;	 it	was
nice	to	be	able	to	walk	outside	for	ten	minutes	and	not	need	a	shower	afterward.
The	parking	lot	was	less	chaotic	than	inside	the	shop,	but	there	were	still	dozens	of
people	milling	about.	 I	dodged	around	a	 lightsaber	 fight	and	a	very	 serious-looking
game	of	Magic:	The	Gathering	and	made	my	way	toward	the	sidewalk.	My	beat-up
red	Ford	Escort	was	parked	around	the	corner	a	few	blocks	down	the	street.
Lainey.
I	 jumped	at	 the	 sound	of	my	name	and	 turned	around.	There	was	a	 family	with
two	 small	 children	 standing	 a	 few	 paces	 away	 and	 a	 group	 of	 middle-school-aged
boys,	but	no	one	I	recognized.
I	looked	around,	shrugged,	and	kept	walking.



Lainey.
This	 time	 the	melodic,	 yet	pleading	voice	was	 so	 close,	 it	was	 as	 if	 someone	were
whispering	in	my	ear.	I	shrieked	a	little	and	whirled	around.	“Maggie?”
There	was	no	sign	of	her.	A	massive	case	of	the	heebie-
jeebies	pricked	at	my	spine,	but	I	shook	it	off,	squeezing	my	SAT	prep	book	a	little
tighter	 to	 my	 chest.	 There	 was	 a	 round	 of	 loud	 shouting	 as	 the	 lightsaber	 duel
intensified,	and	more	people	were	pouring	out	into	the	parking	lot.
I	shook	my	head.	Maybe	all	the	studying	was	starting	to	have	an	adverse	effect	on
my	brain.	“Adverse,”	I	muttered,	turning	back	toward	the	street.	“Preventing	success
or	development;	harmful;	unfavorable.”
A	tall	figure	emerged	from	the	shadows	of	the	building.	She	stood	apart	from	the
crowd,	her	long	skirt	rustling	around	her	legs	like	a	bell	in	the	breeze.
I	stared	at	her.	Her	costume	wasn’t	one	I’d	seen	before.	She	looked	like	she	stepped
off	the	page	of	a	history	book	instead	of	a	comic.	There	was	something	about	her	that
held	my	attention;	 it	was	as	 if	an	 invisible	 tether	was	 linking	us	together.	 I	couldn’t
look	away.
As	she	stepped	forward	into	a	pool	of	light	from	one	of	the	parking	lot	streetlights,
all	the	blood	drained	from	my	face.
She	looked	older	than	me,	but	only	by	a	few	years,	with	long	dark	hair	and	hollow,
sunken	eyes,	but	it	wasn’t	her	face	that	sent	my	heart	into	my	feet.	Her	dress	and	long
green	overcoat	were	stained	crimson	with	blood.
She	 stood	 there	 staring	 at	 me	 with	 sad	 eyes,	 blood	 pouring	 through	 her	 fingers
from	a	wound	in	her	stomach.
I	 gasped	 and	 stumbled	 backward,	 dropping	 my	 SAT	 book	 on	 my	 foot	 in	 the
process.
“Are	you	okay?”	The	mother	of	the	small	children	was	staring	at	me,	her	eyebrows
knitted	together.
“That	 woman	 over	 there,”	 I	 said,	 nearly	 choking	 on	 the	 words.	 “She’s	 hurt!”	 I
turned	and	pointed	toward	the	shadows.	“I	saw—”	I	broke	off.
There	was	no	one	there.
“Sweetheart,	are	you	sure	you’re	okay?”	The	mother’s	wide	eyes	searched	my	face.



“You	look	like	you’ve	seen	a	ghost.”
My	 eyes	 darted	 around	 the	 parking	 lot.	 But	 there	 was	 no	 blood,	 no	 body,	 no
indication	I	had	seen	anything	at	all.
“Sorry,”	I	managed	to	squeak.	“I	thought	I	saw	something.”
I	didn’t	bother	with	further	explanation.	I	ducked	my	head	and	made	a	beeline	for
the	sidewalk.	My	knees	wobbled	as	I	half	ran	to	my	car.	Blood	pounded	in	my	ears,
and	a	thick	layer	of	goose	bumps	covered	my	skin.
Just	think	of	something	else.	Anything	else.
My	brain	was	muddled	but	immediately	began	supplying	me	with	the	words	I	had
been	cramming	into	my	head	for	weeks.
“Consternation.	 Noun.	 A	 feeling	 of	 anxiety	 or	 disbelief	 over	 something
unexpected.	Trepidation.	Noun.	A	feeling	of—”
LAINEY!
The	scream	roared	to	 life	 in	my	ears,	and	I	 took	off	 running.	 I	 jammed	my	hand
into	my	pocket	for	my	keys	and	collided	with	the	driver’s	side	door.	I	fumbled	for	the
right	key,	my	hands	shaking	so	badly	I	could	barely	hold	on	to	them.
I	forced	the	key	into	the	lock.	My	hand	wrapped	around	the	door	handle,	pulling	it
open,	but	then	I	stopped.	The	dim	light	from	the	streetlamp	was	casting	just	enough
glow	to	see	hazy	reflections	in	the	window.	The	outline	of	my	head	and	shoulders	was
familiar	enough,	but	something	was	moving	behind	me.
I	 squeezed	 my	 eyes	 shut.	 It’s	 not	 real.	 Just	 a	 really	 good	 costume.	 An	 early

Halloween	prank,	even.	You’re	exhausted	and	your	brain	is	playing	tricks	on	you.	It’s
not	real.
I	 turned	 around	 and	opened	my	 eyes.	The	bloody	woman	was	 standing	 right	 in
front	of	me.	Her	deep	green	eyes,	 the	same	color	as	the	ornate,	pulsating	stone	that
hung	 from	her	neck,	burned	 into	mine.	Something	 inside	me	 crumpled,	 like	 a	wall
that	 I’d	 never	 known	 was	 standing.	 Every	 cell	 in	 my	 body	 pulled	 me	 toward	 the
woman.	The	magnetism	between	us	crackled	through	my	veins.
I	opened	my	mouth,	but	before	I	had	the	chance	to	scream,	her	icy	hand	shot	out
and	gripped	my	arm	above	the	elbow.
The	 moment	 our	 skin	 touched,	 a	 wave	 of	 electric	 energy	 shot	 up	 my	 arm	 and



surged	through	my	body.	I	cried	out	as	a	blistering	light	exploded	before	my	eyes.	My
limbs	 quaked	 and	 the	 heat	 intensified,	 engulfing	 me	 in	 a	 fire	 that	 threatened	 to
incinerate	me	from	the	inside	out.	I	fell	to	the	asphalt,	collapsing	against	the	inferno
raging	beneath	my	skin.	The	wave	of	electricity	intensified	with	each	beat	of	my	heart.
I	cried	out	again.
Then,	as	quickly	as	it	had	begun,	the	pain	disappeared.	The	world	faded	away,	and
everything	went	black.



W
CHAPTER	TWO

hen	 the	 darkness	 finally	 lifted,	 my	 cheek	 was	 pressed	 against	 something
rough	and	gritty.	The	air	around	me	was	thick	with	the	tang	of	newly	poured

asphalt.
I	was	lying	on	the	ground	beside	my	parked	car.	The	driver’s	side	door	was	slightly
ajar,	and	the	repetitive	beeping	of	the	door	alert	blended	with	the	sound	of	the	cicadas
buzzing	in	my	ears.	My	vision	was	blurry,	and	I	blinked	several	times	until	the	swirl	of
color	in	front	of	my	face	morphed	into	something	more	recognizable.
Tiny	 bits	 of	 gravel	 were	 digging	 into	 my	 skin,	 so	 I	 shifted	 slightly	 and	 a	 low,
involuntary	 groan	 rumbled	 in	my	 throat.	 It	was	 like	 I	 had	been	hit	by	 a	 truck—or
better	yet,	as	Maggie	would	say,	it	was	as	if	I’d	found	myself	on	the	receiving	end	of	a
Hulk	Smash.	Everything	hurt.
I	 sat	 up	 slowly,	 trying	 not	 to	 exacerbate	 the	 pounding	 in	 my	 temple.	 I	 glanced
around	to	make	sure	I	was	alone	and	then	managed	to	pick	myself	up	off	the	ground,
crawl	 inside	my	car,	 and	push	 the	door	 lock	down	before	 completely	 losing	 it.	The
bloody	woman’s	face	was	seared	into	my	eyeballs;	she	was	everywhere	I	looked.
Tears	poured	down	my	cheeks,	and	my	chest	ached	as	I	gasped	for	breath.	I	gripped
the	steering	wheel,	if	only	to	still	my	shaking	hands.	I	panted	for	air	but	couldn’t	get
enough.	Black	splotches	dotted	my	vision.
You’re	having	a	panic	attack.	The	voice	inside	my	head	was	calm	and	matter-of-fact.
The	rest	of	me,	however,	was	in	complete	freak-out	mode.
Breathe!	my	brain	urged,	but	my	body	was	less	than	cooperative.	My	arms	and	legs
were	so	heavy	I	could	barely	lift	them.
It	wasn’t	real,	the	voice	whispered	to	me.	Calm	down.	It	was	just	a	figment	of	your

imagination.	It	wasn’t	real.
“It—wasn’t—real,”	I	wheezed.	Breathe.	Just	breathe.
In	 my	mind,	 that	 soothing	 voice	 of	 reason	 repeated	 those	 words	 over	 and	 over
again.	In	through	the	nose	and	out	through	the	mouth.	Just	breathe.



After	several	agonizing	minutes,	the	tightness	in	my	chest	lessened.	Relief	flooded
through	me,	though	my	entire	body	was	still	trembling.
“It	wasn’t	real,”	I	whispered.	“It	wasn’t	real.”	But	the	words	sounded	strange.	My
lie	was	hardly	convincing.
When	I	finally	got	my	breathing	down	to	a	normal	pace,	I	wiped	my	cheeks	with
the	back	of	my	hand	and	blinked	away	the	remaining	tears.
“Okay,	Lainey,	calm	down	and	figure	this	out.”	I	gulped	down	a	breath	of	air	and
began	methodically	going	over	 the	details	 in	my	head,	 trying	 to	objectively	 look	 for
something	 that	 might	 explain	 what	 had	 happened.	 There	 has	 to	 be	 a	 logical
explanation	for	this.
“Step	one,	look	at	the	evidence.”	I	shivered	as	I	pictured	the	woman,	the	feel	of	her
icy	skin	against	mine.	“Step	two,	form	a	hypothesis.”
The	scientific	method	had	never	failed	me	before,	and	already	my	nerves	seemed	a
bit	calmer.	“Probably	just	a	bad	combination	of	stress	and	exhaustion,”	I	continued.
“People	see	weird	stuff	like	this	all	the	time,	right?”
My	 hands	 still	 gripped	 the	 steering	 wheel,	 but	 at	 least	 they	 weren’t	 shaking
anymore.	My	 breathing	 had	 evened	 out.	The	more	 I	 talked	myself	 through	 it,	 the
more	I	could—
almost—start	to	believe	 it	was	all	 just	some	 joke,	 just	a	dream	or	a	hallucination	my
overworked	brain	had	conjured	up	in	the	heat	of	the	moment.
Most	 of	 the	 remaining	 pain	 in	my	 body	 had	 started	 fading	 away,	 dulling	 into	 a
more	manageable	ache.	My	left	arm,	though,	was	throbbing.
I	glanced	down—and	yelped.	Right	above	my	elbow,	in	the	very	spot	the	woman’s
fingers	had	wrapped	around	my	skin,	was	an	angry,	red	handprint.	The	mark,	raised
and	puffy,	was	the	exact	silhouette	of	five	slender	fingers,	not	much	bigger	than	my
own.	I	prodded	the	skin	gently	with	one	fingertip	and	hissed	through	my	teeth;	the
spot	was	tender	to	the	touch.	It	looked	and	felt	like	a	bad	burn,	but	the	pain	radiated
much	deeper.
A	fresh	layer	of	goose	bumps	covered	my	skin.	All	former	thoughts	of	reason	and
logic	evaporated.	The	voice	inside	my	head	began	its	calming	mantra	once	more—It’s



not	 real.	 It’s	 not	 real.	 It’s	 not	 real—but	 this	 time	 it	 lacked	 the	 confidence	 and
conviction	it	had	before.
There	was	only	one	thing	I	knew	to	do.
Tearing	my	eyes	away	from	the	handprint,	I	pulled	out	my	cell	phone	and	tapped
the	first	picture	on	my	list	of	favorites.
“Hey	Styles!	What’s	up?	Did	you	make	it	home	okay?”	Maggie’s	cheerful	voice	on
the	other	end	of	the	line	was	so	comforting,	I	nearly	burst	into	tears	again.
“Maggie,”	 I	 breathed	 into	 the	 phone.	 “I’m	 so	 sorry,	 but	 I	 really	 need	 you.	 I’m
freaking	out.	Can	you	come	meet	me?”
“What	happened?	Are	you	okay?”
I	bit	my	lip,	unable	to	hold	back	the	tears	any	longer.	“No,”	I	whispered	into	the
phone.	“I’m	not.”

The	 playground	 was	 deserted.	 Even	 with	 silver	 patches	 of	 moonlight	 filtering
through	the	trees,	the	place	was	dark	and	a	little	eerie	without	a	bunch	of	noisy	kids
running	around.
I	 hadn’t	 wanted	 to	 stay	 at	 the	 comic	 book	 shop,	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 go	 home,
considering	the	state	I	was	 in,	so	Maggie	had	suggested	the	old	playground	near	my
house.	It	was	familiar	and	soothing	in	a	way.	Yet	every	time	a	squirrel	moved	in	the
trees	overhead	or	the	swings	squeaked	in	the	wind,	I	nearly	jumped	out	of	my	skin.
I	sat	shivering	on	the	edge	of	the	sandbox	and	gripped	the	worn	plywood	edges.
“God,	Maggie.	Where	are	you?”	I	grumbled,	checking	the	time	on	my	phone.	The
playground	 was	 only	 a	 few	 miles	 from	 the	 coffeehouse	Maggie	 had	 gone	 to	 with
Heath.
“Lainey!”
Maggie’s	curls	swayed	side	to	side	as	she	hurried	toward	me,	her	brow	furrowed.	A
lump	formed	in	my	throat.	I	swallowed	hard,	but	it	barely	budged.
“What	happened?”	She	plopped	down	beside	me	and	reached	for	my	hand.
It	 took	 everything	 I	 had	 not	 to	 start	 crying.	 “Just	 promise	 me	 you	 won’t	 say
anything,	okay?	Not	to	anyone.”



Maggie	nodded	and	drew	an	X	across	her	heart	with	her	finger.	“It’s	rule	number
one	in	the	best	friend	handbook.”
I	took	a	deep	breath	and	scoured	my	vocabulary	for	the	perfect	words.	Ironically,
despite	 the	 hundreds	 of	 flashcards	 I	 had	made,	 I	 was	 drawing	 a	 blank.	 “It	 doesn’t
make	any	sense,	not	even	to	me.”
“Just	tell	me,	Lainey.	We’ll	figure	it	out	together.”	She	squeezed	my	hand.
“I	think	I	might	have	witnessed	some	kind	of	crime.”
Maggie’s	shoulders	stiffened.	“What?”
“I	was	walking	to	my	car.”	My	voice	cracked.	“It	was	really	dark	and	there	was	this
woman.	.	.”	My	hands	started	to	shake.	“She	was	covered	in	blood.	So	much	blood!”
Maggie	was	frozen	beside	me,	her	eyes	wide.
“But	 when	 I	 tried	 to	 get	 help,”	 I	 continued,	 the	 words	 rushing	 from	 my	 lips,
“There	.	.	.”	The	words	stuck	in	my	throat.	“There	was	no	one	there.”	My	voice	came
out	as	a	whisper,	but	 the	words	 seemed	 to	hang	 thick	 in	 the	air	 as	 if	 I	had	 shouted
them.
Maggie	was	still	unmoving,	her	face	a	mixture	of	confusion	and	awe.	I	could	almost
see	the	wheels	turning	in	her	brain	as	she	tried	to	process	the	information.	I	sat	still
and	tried	to	let	her	make	sense	of	what	I	told	her,	but	seeing	her	speechless	was	really
freaking	me	out.	What	if	she	doesn’t	believe	me?	What	if	she	thinks	I	am	completely
crazy?	What	if	I	am	crazy?
Finally,	she	took	a	steadying	breath	and	asked,	“No	one	else	saw	her?”
“No,”	I	squeaked.
Maggie	nodded	slowly.	“I	think	you	better	go	back	and	tell	me	the	whole	story.”
I	went	back	 to	 the	beginning,	 right	after	 I	walked	out	of	 the	comic	book	 shop.	 I
rehashed	every	single	detail—the	woman’s	appearance,	the	strange	connection	I’d	felt,
her	sudden	disappearance,	and	how	I	had	run	for	my	car	and	seen	her	behind	me.
“Oh	my	God,”	Maggie	said	when	I	stopped	speaking.	“That’s—”
“Crazy?”	 I	 finished	 for	 her,	 letting	 out	 a	 huff.	 “There’s	more.”	 I	 pushed	 up	 the
sleeve	of	the	hoodie	I’d	thrown	on	in	the	car.
“Holy	crapkittens,	Styles!”	She	yanked	my	arm	forward	to	get	a	closer	look.	“Does
it	hurt?”



“It	feels	better	now	than	it	did	half	an	hour	ago,	but	it	still	stings.”
Maggie’s	already	wide	eyes	practically	bugged	out	of	her	head.	“I	can’t	believe	this.”
“Well,	that	makes	two	of	us.”
“So	she	just	grabbed	you,	gave	you	the	Dr.	Doom	treatment,	and	then	you	passed
out?”
“Well,	yes.	But	.	.	.”
“But	what?”
I	hesitated,	but	finally	spit	it	out.	“I	heard	her	voice	in	my	head.	.	.	.	She	knew	my
name.	It	was	like	she	was	trying	to	tell	me	something.”	I	looked	down	at	the	ground.
“But	I	couldn’t	understand.”
“You’ve	 been	working	 really	 hard	 lately,	 staying	 up	 late,	 studying	 a	 lot.”	Maggie
was	chewing	on	her	bottom	lip.	“Is	it	possible	that	.	.	.”
“That	I	made	it	up?	That	it	was	just	some	weird	mind	trick?”	I	gripped	the	wood
beneath	my	fingers	even	tighter.	“I	don’t	know,	Mags.	I	don’t	know	what	to	think.”
Heat	rippled	through	me.	“I	keep	looking	for	a	logical	explanation.	Maybe	it	was	an
early	Halloween	prank	or	some	figment	of	my	imagination.	But	the	voice	in	my	head
and	this.”	I	thrust	my	arm	out.	“There’s	nothing	logical	about	it.”
Maggie	 paused,	 thinking.	 Then	 she	 took	 a	 deep	 breath.	 “Well,	 we	 have	 to	 start
thinking	a	little	less	logically,	then.”	She	pulled	out	the	comic	book	she	had	shoved	in
her	back	pocket	and	tapped	the	cover.	“I’m	sure	Peter	Parker	was	as	confused	as	you
were	when	he	suddenly	woke	up	with	superpowers.”
“You	can’t	compare	what	happened	to	me	to	a	comic	book,”	I	scoffed.	“It’s	not	like
I	got	bitten	by	a	magical	spider.”
“First	of	all,	that	spider	was	radioactive,	not	magical,	but	you’re	missing	the	point.”
She	 pointed	 to	 the	 cover	 again	 and	 rolled	 her	 eyes.	 “Maybe	 there	 are	 things	 in	 the
world	that	you	can’t	explain	and	you	just	have	to	believe	they’re	possible.”
“You	sound	like	a	fortune	cookie.”
“Try	to	stop	being	.	.	 .	you	for	a	second,”	Maggie	said,	ignoring	me.	“Throw	logic
and	reason	out	the	window.”
I	scoffed.	That	was	like	asking	me	to	stop	breathing.	Yet,	she	had	a	point.	If	 logic



couldn’t	 explain	 it,	 then	 there	 was	 nothing	 left	 to	 turn	 to—except,	 of	 course,	 the
impossible.	I	sighed.
“Do	you	think	.	.	.	maybe	it	was	a	ghost?”
“That	makes	more	sense	than	anything	else.”	Maggie’s	face	lit	up	at	the	suggestion.
“And	 you	 know,	 small	 towns	 are	 known	 for	 paranormal	 activity.	 Wasn’t	 Mr.
Reinhard	 saying	 just	 the	other	day	 that	Sherman	burned	down	most	of	Lothbrook
during	his	march	through	Georgia?	I	bet—”
“It	was	just	a	thought,”	I	broke	in,	fighting	the	urge	to	laugh.	“A	stupid	idea,	really.
Forget	I	mentioned	it.”
“Don’t	do	that,”	Maggie	said.	“Don’t	play	 it	off	 like	 it’s	nothing.	It	can’t	hurt	 to
explore	 all	 the	 possibilities,	 right?	 Now,	 think.	 Is	 there	 anything	 else	 you	 can
remember	about	her	that	might	help	us	figure	out	who	she	is	and	why	she	attacked
you?”
“No,”	I	said.	“I	told	you	everything.”
“Hmmm,	okay.	Well,	I’m	sure	we	can	figure	it	all	out.”
“Oh	yeah?	How?”
“What	about	the	census	records	at	the	library?	You	said	it	looked	like	she	was	from
the	olden	days.	Maybe	there’s	some	kind	of	record	of	her	or	her	family.”
“It’s	possible,	 I	 guess,	but	 I	don’t	 even	know	her	name.	And	 it’s	not	 like	we	 can
look	up	’the	dead	girl	who	attacked	me’	in	the	index,”	I	countered.
Maggie	pushed	the	hair	from	her	eyes	and	leaned	forward.	“Well,	you	know,	if	we
could	somehow	figure	out	where	this	gal	is	buried,	we	can	salt	her	bones,	burn	them,
and—”
My	mouth	dropped	open.	“Are	you	serious	right	now?”
“What?	 I’ve	 been	marathoning	 Supernatural.	 There	 was	 this	 one	 episode	 where
Sam	and	Dean—”
“Wait.	Supernatural?	Seriously,	Mags?”
She	pursed	her	lips.	“Don’t	start	with	me,	Styles.	That	show	is	legit.”
I	groaned	and	dropped	my	head	in	my	hands.
“Okay,	 fine.	No	bones,	no	 fires,”	Maggie	 said,	yanking	on	my	arm.	“That	means



the	 first	 step	 should	 probably	 be	 to	 try	 and	 contact	 her.	 This	 woman	 obviously
reached	out	to	you	for	a	reason.	Don’t	you	want	to	find	out	what	that	reason	is?”
“Of	course	I	do.	But	I	seriously	doubt	a	TV	show	is	gonna	help	us.”
“You	underestimate	 the	 sheer	 awesomeness	 of	 the	Winchester	 brothers,”	Maggie
said	with	a	dreamy	smile.	“But	look,	we	could	try	a	more	classic	approach.”
“Such	as?”
“What	about	a	spirit	board?”
“A	Ouija	board?	We	used	to	play	with	those	at	all	our	old	middle	school	sleepovers.
They	never	worked.”
“That’s	because	we	were	too	chicken	to	ask	it	anything	important.	Come	on,	Styles.
I	 know	we’re	 totally	outside	your	 comfort	 zone,	but	 you	have	 to	 try.	Why	are	 you
fighting	this	so	much?”
I	chewed	on	my	bottom	lip	for	a	few	seconds	before	answering.	“I	guess	I’m	just	a
little	.	.	.”
“Scared?”
“Yeah.	 I	mean,	 I’m	used	 to	 relying	on	books	 for	 everything.	Concrete	 facts,	hard
evidence—things	that	can’t	be	disputed.	None	of	this	makes	any	sense,	and	I	don’t	do
well	with	.	.	.	with	stuff	like	this.”
“What?	You?”	Maggie	interjected,	feigning	shock.	“I	never	would’ve	guessed	that.”
“You	know	what	I	mean.	I	just	have	a	feeling	that	this,	whatever	this	is,	is	big.	And
it	makes	me	really	nervous.”
“I	 know	 it’s	 kinda	 freaky,	 but	 that	 doesn’t	 mean	 it’s	 bad.	 Maybe	 something
incredible	is	about	to	happen.	Hell,	for	all	we	know,	you	could	be	turning	into	some
kind	of	ghost-
seeing	mutant	with	special	powers.”	Her	eyes	sparkled	with	excitement.
I	cracked	a	small	smile.	“Well,	when	you	put	it	that	way	.	.	.”
“I	 have	 one	more	 idea,”	Maggie	 said.	 “And	 this	 one	 doesn’t	 involve	 a	 television
show	or	a	board	game.”
“I’m	all	ears.”
“What	if	you	talked	to	Serena?”
I	thought	of	my	uncle’s	girlfriend,	with	her	long	skirts	and	tarot	cards.	“Absolutely



not.”
“What?	Why?”
“Because	she’s	completely	nuts,	that’s	why.”	I’d	known	Serena	my	whole	life.	Hell,
she	was	practically	family,	but	I’d	never	been	able	to	buy	into	all	her	talk	about	the
worlds	outside	our	own.	She	marched	to	her	own	beat,	and	I	was	cool	with	that,	but
asking	me	to	learn	the	rhythm?	That’s	where	I	drew	the	line.
“All	 I’m	 saying	 is	 it	 couldn’t	 hurt	 to	 talk	 to	 her.	 Weird	 is	 kind	 of	 her	 area	 of
expertise.”
“No.”	 I	 shook	my	head.	 “I	 don’t	 think	 so.	Maybe	we	 should	 just	 try	 the	 library
after	all.”
Maggie	 sighed.	 “Fine.	 We	 can	 go	 and	 look	 in	 the	 archives	 for	 old	 newspaper
photographs	or	something	that	might	help	us	figure	out	who	this	woman	is	and	what
she	wants.”
The	whole	 thing	 still	 sounded	crazy,	but	what	other	 choice	did	 I	have?	 I	glanced
uneasily	at	the	handprint	on	my	arm.	My	fingers	were	itching	to	tug	my	sleeve	over	it
and	pretend	it	didn’t	exist,	but	a	wave	of	determination	washed	over	me.	I	ground	my
teeth	and	glared	at	it	instead.	There	had	to	be	an	explanation	for	what	had	happened
to	me,	and	I	was	going	to	find	it.
“Sounds	like	a	plan.”



I
CHAPTER	THREE

t	didn’t	 take	 long	 for	 the	 calm	 I’d	 felt	while	 talking	 to	Maggie	 to	 evaporate.	As
soon	as	I	left	the	playground,	my	mind	began	to	hurl	questions	at	me—questions

with	no	answers.	By	the	time	I	arrived	home,	my	nerves	felt	like	I	had	been	running
over	them	with	a	cheese	grater.
I	pulled	myself	from	the	car	and	turned	to	see	my	uncle	Gareth	sitting	on	the	front
porch.	 He	 was	 holding	 a	 book	 in	 one	 hand	 and	 a	 mug	 of	 coffee	 in	 the	 other.
Considering	the	late	hour,	it	could	mean	only	one	thing.
“Oh,	come	on,”	I	groaned	as	I	stomped	up	the	steps	and	plopped	down	in	the	chair
beside	him.	“Again?	She	just	did	one	last	week.”
Gareth	smiled	sheepishly	but	didn’t	look	up	from	his	book.	“She	had	a	feeling.	You
know	the	drill.”
I	rolled	my	eyes.	“Why	can’t	you	date	someone	normal?”
He	ignored	me,	but	he	did	reach	over	to	give	me	a	sympathetic	pat	on	the	shoulder.
“She	brought	cookies,	if	that	helps.”
“Snickerdoodles?”
“They	are	your	favorite,	aren’t	they?”
I	nodded	and	let	out	a	sigh.	Serena	might	be	bat-shit	crazy,	but	she	was	a	hell	of	a
baker.	“Fine.”
“That’s	my	girl.”	Gareth	grinned	at	me,	the	glint	in	his	eyes	making	him	look	much
younger	than	his	forty-two	years.
We	don’t	look	much	alike.	Gareth	is	tall	and	brawny	with	honey-colored	hair,	tan
skin,	and	dark	chocolate-colored	eyes.	 I’m	on	the	 short	 side	with	 long,	wavy	brown
hair,	 hazel	 eyes,	 and	 a	 fair	 complexion.	 I	 look	mostly	 like	my	mom,	but	 I	 have	my
dad’s	smile.
Gareth’s	 and	my	mannerisms	 are	 the	 same,	 though,	 and	we	 have	 the	 exact	 same
sense	of	humor.	We	can	even	finish	each	other’s	sentences.	Serena	jokes	that	we	share
a	 brain.	 I	 guess	 that’s	 what	 happens	 when	 your	 whole	 family	 consists	 of	 a	 single



person.	Gareth	took	me	in	after	my	parents	died,	and	it	had	been	just	the	two	of	us—
and	his	kooky	girlfriend,	Serena—ever	since.	Our	relationship	had	always	been	more
like	 friends	 or	 roommates	 than	 uncle	 and	 niece,	 but	 I	 liked	 it	 that	 way.	 Life	 with
Gareth	was	easy.
I	 leaned	my	 head	 against	 the	 back	 of	 the	wicker	 chair	 and	 sighed.	 Sitting	 beside
Gareth	on	the	porch,	 listening	 to	 the	 soft	 slithering	 sound	of	his	pages	 turning	was
peaceful,	but	my	mind	still	flashed	with	images	of	the	woman,	or	ghost,	or	whatever
it	was.	The	handprint	on	my	arm	stung	under	the	fabric	of	my	hoodie.
“You	okay,	kid?”	Gareth	was	looking	at	me	over	the	top	of	his	book.
“I	think	I’m	just	a	little	stressed	about	the	SATs.”	It	wasn’t	exactly	a	lie.
“You’re	 going	 to	 do	 great,”	 he	 said,	 giving	my	 shoulder	 a	 squeeze.	 “You’ve	 been
studying	for	months.”
“I	 know.	 I	 guess	 I’m	 just.	 .	 .”	 I	 bit	 down	on	my	bottom	 lip.	 “I’m	 just	worried.”

About	more	things	than	one.
“Everything	 will	 work	 out	 exactly	 as	 it’s	 supposed	 to.	 You	 can’t	 control	 what
happens	 to	 you,	 only	 how	 you	 react	 to	 it.”	 He	 smiled	 at	 me.	 “Besides,	 you	 have
nothing	 to	worry	 about.	 You	 asked	 for	 a	 dictionary	 and	 a	 set	 of	 encyclopedias	 for
your	eighth	birthday.	I’m	pretty	sure	you’re	gonna	kill	it.”
The	memory	made	me	laugh.	Though	the	encyclopedias	had	passed	on,	I	still	had
that	same	worn-out	Webster’s	sitting	on	my	desk	in	my	room.	“Thanks.	You’re	right.
I	just	need	to	relax	a	little.”
“Exactly.”	Gareth	turned	back	to	his	book.	“Now,	why	don’t	you	head	in	for	some
of	those	cookies?	Serena	should	be	finished	up	by	now.”
“Aren’t	you	coming?”
“I’m	right	behind	you.”
I	stood	up	and	walked	toward	the	door.	Part	of	me	was	dying	to	turn	around,	jump
into	his	lap	like	I	used	to	do	as	a	kid,	and	tell	him	how	scared	and	confused	I	was.	But
the	other	half	screamed	at	me	to	walk	inside	and	not	say	anything	that	might	land	me
in	a	padded	room.
With	a	huff,	I	walked	inside.	The	house	smelled	strongly	of	burnt	sage.	Serena,	or
Madam	Serena	Morales	as	her	customers	call	her,	was	in	the	living	room.	A	dozen	or



more	 candles	 lined	 the	 room,	 casting	 shadows	 against	 the	walls.	The	 light	wrapped
around	her,	giving	her	russet	brown	skin	a	soft	glow.	Her	large	brown	eyes	were	wide
and	focused,	and	she	was	swaying	back	and	forth,	her	shiny	dark	hair	swishing	around
her	 shoulders	 in	 a	 perfect	 line.	 She	 was	 clutching	 a	 bundle	 of	 burning	 sage	 and
mumbling	some	kind	of	incantation	under	her	breath.
If	 I	 hadn’t	 seen	 it	 a	 thousand	 times	 before,	 I	 would’ve	 laughed,	 but	 Serena	 and
Gareth	had	been	together	for	as	long	as	I	could	remember,	and	these	cleansing	rituals
had	become	commonplace	in	our	house.
“Hi,	Serena,”	I	called	out	as	I	passed	through	to	the	kitchen.
She	blinked	and	turned	to	smile	at	me.	“Lainey!	Just	in	time!	I’ve	just	finished	the
cleansing	ritual.	Your	house	 is	officially	 spirit	 free!”	She	 swept	across	 the	 floor	with
that	ridiculous	flamboyant	walk	she	somehow	made	look	natural	and	began	to	blow
out	 the	 candles.	 “Don’t	 you	 just	 love	 the	 energy	 of	 a	 clean	 house?	 It’s	 absolutely
exhilarating.	Can	you	feel	it?”
“Yeah,	definitely.”	I	snorted	down	a	laugh.	Not	that	Serena	noticed.	She	continued
flouncing	around	 the	 room,	 sweeping	her	 long	 skirt	 around	her	 legs	 like	 a	matador
does	his	muleta.
“You	know	what	I	think	we	should	do?”	Serena	skipped	back	over	to	me.	“I	think
we	should	form	a	serenity	circle.	We	haven’t	done	one	in	months!”
“Um	.	.	.	that	sounds	really	great,	but	I’ve	got	a	lot	of	studying	to	do.	I	think	I’m
gonna	grab	a	few	cookies	and	then	head	up	to	bed.”
Serena	 put	 a	 palm	 against	my	 cheek,	 her	 forehead	 creased	 as	 she	 peered	 into	my
face.	 “You	know	your	 aura	 is	 looking	 a	 little	 cloudy.	 Perhaps	 a	 good	night’s	 rest	 is
what	you	need.”
“Or	 maybe	 she	 just	 needs	 to	 stop	 stressing	 and	 stuff	 her	 face	 full	 of	 cookies
instead,”	Gareth’s	voice	rang	out	from	the	entryway.	He	walked	into	the	living	room
with	his	book	in	his	hand	and	a	grin	on	his	face.
Serena	scoffed	at	Gareth	and	smiled,	but	it	didn’t	quite	reach	her	eyes.	“Yes,	cookies
and	 rest.	 Just	 what	 the	 doctor	 ordered.”	 She	 turned	 away	 from	me	 then	 and	 shot
Gareth	a	look	I	didn’t	understand	before	turning	her	attention	back	to	the	candles.
Gareth	looked	back	at	her,	his	own	face	unreadable.	I	wondered	if	this	was	one	of



those	weird	couple	moments	when	 they	were	having	a	 conversation	without	 saying
actual	 words.	 I	 watched	 them	 for	 a	 few	 seconds	 before	 deciding	 to	 retreat	 to	 the
kitchen.	A	plate	of	snickerdoodle	cookies	sat	on	the	counter.	I	grabbed	a	handful	and
headed	upstairs	for	my	room.
As	soon	as	I	shut	the	door	and	sat	on	the	edge	of	my	bed,	all	the	fear	and	confusion
I’d	felt	outside	the	comic	book	shop	returned,	coiling	 low	in	my	gut.	My	heart	was
thumping,	 so	 I	 shoved	 a	 warm	 cookie	 into	 my	 mouth	 as	 a	 distraction.	 My	 eyes
roamed	around	the	room	as	I	chewed.
My	bedroom	wasn’t	large,	but	I	loved	the	sense	of	home	it	gave	me—something	I’d
rarely	felt	at	all	the	other	houses	we’d	lived	in.	Maybe	it	was	because	I	knew	I’d	get	to
stay	in	this	one	longer	than	a	few	months.	Gareth	had	always	claimed	the	job	market
was	unstable,	but	after	fourteen	moves	in	the	last	five	years	alone,	I’d	made	him	swear
to	stay	put	 long	enough	for	me	to	finish	high	school	 in	one	place.	He’d	agreed	and
had	kept	his	promise	for	more	than	two	years	now,	but	I	wasn’t	taking	any	chances—
thus	the	goal	of	early	graduation.
The	bulletin	board	above	my	desk	was	covered	in	brochures	from	colleges	around
the	country.	The	thought	of	being	alone	and	on	my	own	both	terrified	and	thrilled
me,	but	 I	was	 eager	 to	 leave	Lothbrook	behind.	There	was	 so	much	of	 the	world	 I
hadn’t	 seen	 yet,	 and	 the	 scientist	 in	me	was	 eager	 to	 explore	 and	 experiment—and
maybe	 make	 an	 important	 discovery	 or	 two!	 I’d	 been	 nothing	 more	 than	 a
bookworm	and	a	nomad	my	entire	life;	I	was	ready	for	a	big	change.
There	has	to	be	something	else	out	there	for	me,	I	thought,	staring	at	the	brochures.

It’s	time	I	found	out	what.
Swallowing	 the	 last	of	my	cookie,	 I	 grabbed	my	dictionary	off	 the	desk,	 the	blue
one	Gareth	had	given	me,	and	thumbed	through	it.	Just	get	back	to	studying,	Styles.
Everything	else	will	keep	for	a	bit.
“Ambiguous.	 Adjective,”	 I	 said	 out	 loud,	 letting	 the	 familiar	 words	 soothe	 me.
“Meaning	 unclear	 or	 vague.”	 I	 flipped	 to	 a	 new	 page.	 “Irrevocable.	 Adjective.
Meaning	permanent	or	unchanging.”
When	I	turned	the	next	page,	a	worn	photograph	fell	into	my	lap.	I	knew	what	it
was	without	even	looking	at	it,	but	my	heart	still	wrenched	as	I	turned	it	over.	It	was



the	 last	picture	ever	 taken	of	my	parents	and	me.	Gareth	had	given	 it	 to	me	 several
years	back.	My	mother	and	father	were	standing	underneath	a	tall	tree	with	red	and
orange	 leaves.	My	 father	 was	 grinning	 at	 the	 camera,	 holding	me,	 only	 a	 bundled
infant	at	the	time.	My	mother	wasn’t	looking	at	the	camera.	She	was	looking	lovingly
at	my	father,	her	eyes	wide	and	bright.
It	was	comforting	to	see	their	faces,	despite	the	familiar	pang	in	my	chest	every	time
I	thought	about	them	not	being	here.
I	 was	 just	 about	 to	 shove	 the	 photograph	 back	 into	 the	 dictionary	 when	 a	 tiny
detail	 caught	my	 eye.	 I	moved	 the	 photograph	 closer	 to	my	 face,	 blinking	 to	 clear
away	any	tears	that	might	affect	my	vision.
I	gasped,	dropping	the	photo	as	if	it	were	on	fire.
“No,”	I	whispered.	“There’s	no	way.”	I	stared	at	the	photo	lying	facedown	on	the
carpet.
I	reached	down	and	gingerly	picked	up	the	photograph.	The	faces	were	the	same,
radiant	and	smiling,	but	that	wasn’t	what	had	my	heart	threatening	to	beat	out	of	my
chest.
Around	my	mother’s	neck	was	a	silver	necklace,	and	hanging	from	the	necklace	was
an	oval-shaped	emerald	pendant.
I	recognized	the	necklace.	I’d	seen	it	only	hours	before.
It	 was	 the	 very	 same	 emerald	 amulet	 that	 had	 hung	 from	 the	 bloody	 woman’s
throat.



T
CHAPTER	FOUR

he	electric	guitar	riffs	coming	from	my	alarm	clock	were	loud	enough	to	wake
the	dead.	I	fumbled	for	the	snooze	button,	muttering	curses	under	my	breath.

When	the	room	was	silent,	I	collapsed	back	against	my	pillow,	pulling	the	blanket
over	my	head.	I	groaned,	my	stomach	rolling	with	the	nausea	that	comes	from	lack	of
sleep.
In	the	last	forty-eight	hours,	I	had	spent	every	spare	minute	searching	the	Internet
for	 anything	 that	might	 explain	my	 encounter	with	 the	 blood-covered	woman.	 I’d
also	been	canvasing	my	house	 for	 clues	as	 to	why	 the	necklace	 in	 the	picture	of	my
mom	and	the	one	the	woman	wore	were	the	same.	Yet,	 the	only	thing	I’d	found	in
my	searches	was	way	too	many	disturbing	websites	and	a	hella	ton	of	dust	mites.
I’d	 almost	 asked	Gareth	 about	 the	 photograph,	 but	 every	 time	 I	mentioned	my
parents,	 especially	my	mom,	he	 always	 looked	 so	 sad.	 I	hated	 seeing	 the	 grief—still
fresh	after	all	these	years—in	his	eyes,	so	I	usually	didn’t	bring	them	up.	Besides,	I	was
still	convinced	there	was	some	kind	of	logical	explanation	for	it	all.	I	just	had	to	find
it.
But	what	about	the	handprint	on	your	arm?	What	does	it	mean?	How	is	it	possible

that	the	woman	you	saw	was	wearing	the	same	necklace	as	your	mother?
The	voice	in	my	head	repeated	the	same	three	questions	that’d	kept	me	tossing	and
turning	 all	 night	 long.	 “I	 just	 want	 to	 sleep,”	 I	 grumbled.	 “I	 just	 want	 it	 all	 to	 go
away.”
Thankfully,	the	alarm	wailed	again,	pushing	away	everything	except	my	annoyance.
The	opening	strains	of	an	AC/DC	song	blasted	through	the	speakers,	and	I	slapped	at
the	 clock	 like	 I’d	 been	 doing	 for	 the	 past	 half	 hour.	Why	 the	 hell	 is	my	 alarm	 on
anyway?	It’s	Saturday.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	snuggled	deeper	under	the	covers—and
immediately	jolted	upright.
“Shit!”	I	shouted	when	the	realization	dawned	on	me.	There	was	a	reason	I	had	set



my	alarm	for	bright	and	early	on	a	Saturday,	why	I	had	set	it	to	the	local	classic	rock
station—something	I	couldn’t	possibly	sleep	through.	Today	was	the	day	of	the	SAT.
The	clock	beside	me	read	7:45.	The	test	was	scheduled	to	begin	in	fifteen	minutes!
Throwing	the	covers	back,	I	leapt	out	of	bed,	shucked	off	my	pajamas,	and	grabbed
the	first	pieces	of	clothing	my	fingers	touched.	After	throwing	my	hair	into	a	messy
bun,	I	grabbed	my	backpack	and	flew	out	the	front	door,	slamming	it	behind	me.
I	drove	as	fast	as	I	dared,	trying	to	ignore	the	roar	of	anxiety	screaming	inside	my
head.	The	clock	on	my	dashboard	read	7:51.
The	 high	 school	was	 only	 few	miles	 away,	 but	 there	was	 no	way	 I	was	 going	 to
make	it	in	time.	The	red	light	in	front	of	me	seemed	to	be	taking	its	sweet	time,	and	I
slammed	my	fist	against	the	steering	wheel.	“Turn	green	already!”	The	light	changed
colors,	almost	as	if	in	response	to	my	demand,	and	I	let	out	a	tiny	smile	of	satisfaction
before	stomping	on	the	gas	pedal.
I	managed	to	make	it	a	few	hundred	yards	before	being	stopped	by	another	light.	I
groaned	and	gripped	the	steering	wheel	to	keep	from	beating	the	crap	out	of	it.
The	clock	now	read	7:55.
“Green!”	 I	 yelled	 through	 the	 windshield.	 The	 light	 obligingly	 changed.	 I	 sped
down	the	street,	praying	I	wouldn’t	catch	any	more	lights	or	run	into	a	cop.
I	 was	 less	 than	 two	minutes	 away	 from	 the	 school	 when	 flashing	 red	 lights	 and
lowering	metal	arms	indicated	an	oncoming	train.	I	came	to	a	complete	stop,	exactly
one	 intersection	 away	 from	my	 turn,	 and	 burst	 into	 tears.	 The	morning	 freighters
were	famous	for	being	incredibly	slow	and	miles	long.
The	clock	read	7:58.
I	dropped	my	head	 to	 the	 steering	wheel	and	tried	not	 to	choke	on	my	tears.	All
that	studying,	all	the	stress	and	worry,	the	months	of	preparation—all	for	nothing.
I	pounded	my	fist	against	the	dash.	This	was	entirely	my	fault.	If	I	hadn’t	been	so
distracted,	I	wouldn’t	be	missing	the	most	important	test	of	my	life.
The	ever-reliable	voice	of	reason	inside	my	head	began	whispering	condolences,	but
I	shook	my	head	to	silence	the	sound.	It	didn’t	matter	that	the	test	would	be	offered
again	next	month.	Early	 acceptance	depended	on	 this	 round	of	 scores.	 I	wanted	 to
punch	myself	in	the	face.



Just	ten	minutes,	I	agonized.	If	I	had	just	gotten	up	ten	minutes	sooner.
Warmth	 flooded	 through	 my	 body—probably	 some	 rush	 of	 endorphins	 in
response	to	my	panic.	I	sucked	in	a	few	ragged	breaths.	There	wasn’t	anything	else	I
could	 do.	 It	 might	 be	 possible	 to	 sweet-talk	 the	 officials	 into	 letting	me	 enter	 the
testing	room	late,	but	I	doubted	it.
The	train	was	still	moving	in	front	of	me,	but	I	could	see	the	final	car	getting	closer.
This	 train	was	much	 shorter	 than	 the	ones	 that	usually	backed	up	 traffic	 for	miles.
Some	kind	of	small	miracle.	Not	that	it	mattered.	Especially	since—
I	froze,	staring	at	the	clock	on	my	dash.	The	bright	green	numbers	now	read	7:48.
What	the	hell?
I	pulled	my	cell	phone	from	where	I	had	tossed	it	into	the	cup	holder	and	tapped
the	screen.	7:48.
My	stomach	flip-flopped.	Maybe	I	just	read	the	clock	wrong?	I	thought	of	that	sign
hanging	 in	 the	 counselor’s	 office	 about	 stress	 and	 its	 effect	 on	 the	 teenage	mind.	 I
imagined	my	poor	little	overworked	brain	collapsing	on	the	sofa	with	a	cold	compress
pressed	against	 it.	 “Even	brains	make	mistakes,	okay!”	 it	yelled	before	bursting	 into
tears.
I	let	out	a	small	chuckle,	ignoring	the	chill	inching	its	way	down	my	spine.
The	train	was	past	me	now,	and	the	metal	arm	barricades	were	beginning	to	lift.	I
pressed	down	on	my	gas	pedal,	driving	on	autopilot	as	my	thoughts	whirled	around
like	a	 tornado.	I	parked	 in	the	student	parking	 lot	and	sat	musing	as	people	walked
toward	the	door.	My	mind	was	definitely	just	playing	tricks	on	me.	Yes,	that’s	it.	Just
some	weird	twist	of	brain	matter.
I	 shook	my	 head	 and	 straightened	my	 shoulders.	 “Focus,	 Styles,”	 I	 said,	 double-
checking	my	backpack	for	my	calculator	and	No.	2	pencils.
I	 began	 to	 recite	 vocabulary	 in	 my	 head	 like	 a	 mantra.	 Implausible.	 Adjective.

Meaning	not	realistic	or	believable.	Indiscernible.	Adjective.	Defined	as	impossible	to
see,	hear,	or	know	clearly.	Consequential.	Adjective.	Important	or	significant.
I	 just	 needed	 to	 focus	 on	 one	 thing	 at	 a	 time.	 Something	 inside	 me	 wailed	 in
protest,	but	I	ignored	it.	I	had	to	get	through	the	test.	Everything	else	had	to	wait.
I	 crossed	 the	parking	 lot	 still	murmuring	vocabulary	words	under	my	breath	and



walked	purposefully	through	the	doors.

When	they	released	us	from	the	testing	room,	I	was	relieved.	I	felt	good	about	the
test,	but	the	constant	battle	between	the	ability	to	think	critically	and	the	distractions
floating	around	my	brain	had	given	me	a	wicked	headache.
I	wanted	nothing	more	than	to	go	home,	curl	up	 in	my	bed,	and	stay	there	until
further	 notice.	 The	 handprint	 on	my	 arm	 had	 been	 stinging	 all	morning,	 and	 if	 I
didn’t	already	have	plans	to	meet	Maggie	at	the	library,	I	would’ve	done	just	that.
I	 parked	 my	 car	 at	 the	 end	 of	 already	 busy	 Main	 Street	 and	 headed	 down	 the
crowded	sidewalk	toward	the	town	library.	Lothbrook	wasn’t	a	big	town,	but	it	was
well	 known	 for	 its	 antiques	 and	 local	 cuisine.	 The	 quaint	 row	 of	 buildings	 was
colorful	 and	 bright,	 each	 one	with	 its	 own	 unique	 character	 and	 charm.	The	 large
window	displays	were	 all	 decorated	 in	 the	 cheerful	 oranges	 and	yellows	of	 fall,	 and
pockets	 of	 tourists	meandered	 down	 the	walkway,	window	 shopping	 and	 enjoying
the	smell	of	cinnamon	and	banana	that	wafted	through	the	open	door	of	Gertrude’s
Bakery—one	of	Lothbrook’s	most	iconic	locations.	Main	Street	hadn’t	changed	much
in	the	last	few	decades,	and	the	classic	“Leave	it	to	Beaver”	feel	of	the	place	drew	folks
from	all	over	Georgia.	Weekends	on	Main	Street	were	always	busy	affairs.
I	dodged	around	an	older	couple	feeding	a	parking	meter	and	pulled	my	phone	out
of	my	backpack	so	I	could	text	Maggie	and	 let	her	know	I	was	almost	there.	As	the
screen	lit	up,	a	weird	sensation	floated	over	me.	All	of	the	hair	on	the	back	of	my	neck
stood	up.	I	swallowed	and	looked	up	from	the	screen.
The	 blood-covered	 woman	 from	 the	 comic	 book	 shop	 was	 standing	 on	 the
opposite	sidewalk,	her	long,	dark	hair	blowing	in	the	breeze.	Her	sad	face	locked	on
mine,	and	the	amulet	around	her	neck	pulsed	like	a	heartbeat.
Lainey.
The	whispered	echo	of	my	name	boomed	in	my	ears	as	black	splotches	appeared	in
front	of	my	eyes.	I	blinked,	trying	to	clear	them	away,	but	it	didn’t	help.	In	seconds,
my	 entire	 field	 of	 vision	 was	 nothing	 but	 darkness.	 Before	 I	 could	 so	 much	 as
whimper,	the	darkness	shifted,	giving	way	to	a	cyclone	of	colors	that	swirled	in	front



of	my	eyes	and	spun	into	life.	The	swirl	took	shape,	and	small	bursts	of	recognizable
matter	exploded	into	the	darkness.
A	 cluster	 of	 tall	 trees.	 A	 red-tinted	moon.	 A	 strange	 symbol.	 The	 acrid	 tang	 of
smoke	stung	my	nose.
I	gasped,	but	as	soon	as	they	had	come,	the	flashes	were	gone,	replaced	again	by	the
familiar	sights	of	Main	Street.	The	woman	was	closer	now,	standing	in	the	middle	of
the	street	with	her	dark	green	eyes	trained	on	my	face.	The	look	in	her	eyes	made	my
stomach	twist,	and	I	staggered	backward,	accidentally	plowing	into	the	couple	at	the
meter.
“Oh	my	gosh,	I	am	so	sorry,”	I	said,	trying	to	find	my	balance.	“So	sorry.”	The	man
and	 his	 wife	 were	 both	 giving	 me	 disapproving	 looks,	 but	 they	 seemed	 pacified
enough	 with	 my	 apology	 not	 to	 scold	 me.	 As	 they	 pushed	 past	 me,	 I	 heard	 the
woman	mutter	something	about	teenage	drug	use.	Under	different	circumstances,	I
would’ve	 laughed,	but	my	 tongue	was	 sticking	 to	 the	 roof	of	my	mouth.	 I	 glanced
back	to	the	street,	expecting	to	see	those	intense	green	eyes	staring	back	at	me,	but	it
was	empty.
I	let	out	the	breath	I	was	holding.	You’re	just	stressed.	An	aftereffect	from	the	test

this	morning.	A	figment	of	your	imagination.
The	voice	of	reason	was	back,	soothing	me	with	exactly	what	I	wanted	to	hear,	but
the	 feeling	 coiling	 in	 my	 gut	 was	 hard	 to	 ignore.	 Just	 seeing	 things,	 the	 voice
whispered.
“Am	I?”	I	grumbled,	shaking	my	head.
Trying	 to	 ignore	 the	uneasiness	 that	wrapped	 around	me,	 I	 turned	my	 attention
back	 to	 my	 phone.	 I	 had	 barely	 swiped	 my	 finger	 across	 the	 screen	 when	 loud
shouting	 and	 the	 clanging	 of	 trash	 bins	 startled	me	 so	much	 I	 dropped	my	 phone
with	a	smack	on	the	concrete	sidewalk.
Hissing	under	my	breath,	 I	 scooped	 the	phone	off	 the	pavement,	 praying	 to	 the
Goddess	of	Expensive	Cellular	Products	that	the	screen	wasn’t	busted.	Thankfully,	it
wasn’t.	The	noise	was	coming	from	the	tiny	alleyway	in	between	one	of	the	antique
shops	and	Auntie	Marmalade’s	House	of	Fritters.
I	turned	to	see	what	all	the	commotion	was	about	and	caught	a	flash	of	white	as	a



body	went	 flying	up	 against	 one	of	 the	brick	walls.	 I	 gasped	 and	 rushed	over	 for	 a
closer	look.	I	glanced	around,	but	no	one	else	seemed	to	notice	what	was	happening.
At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 alley,	 there	 was	 a	 group	 of	 guys	 shuffling	 around,	 throwing
punches	and	cursing	loudly.	I	watched	the	majority	form	a	lose	circle	around	a	single
fighter	wearing	 a	 leather	 jacket	 and	dark	 gray	 t-shirt.	Three	 against	 one.	They	were
circling	around	the	boy	in	gray,	taunting	and	jeering.	It	reminded	me	of	how	a	house
cat	toys	with	its	prey	before	consuming	it.
The	boy	 in	 gray	 took	off	his	 jacket	 and	 tossed	 it	 behind	him.	He	 stood	with	his
back	to	me,	his	body	rigid	and	tense.	What’s	he	doing?	Why	doesn’t	he	run?
Before	 I	 had	 time	 to	 question	 it	 further,	 the	 boy	 launched	 himself	 into	 the	 fray
with	 a	battle-like	 cry	 that	 reverberated	off	 the	brick	walls.	 In	 less	 than	 a	 second,	he
punched	 his	 nearest	 opponent	 in	 the	 chin,	 sending	 him	 flying	 backward	 into	 the
chain-link	fence	that	blocked	off	the	back	entrance	of	the	alley.	Then	he	turned	and
jabbed	a	second	boy	in	the	stomach	before	delivering	a	quick	blow	to	the	boy’s	face.
The	boy	shrieked	as	blood	poured	from	his	nose.
I	couldn’t	move	from	my	spot	on	the	sidewalk.	I	was	glued	to	the	fight,	watching	as
the	 boy	 in	 gray	 whirled	 around,	 his	 movements	 lithe	 and	 graceful.	 He	 was
outnumbered,	but	far	from	outmatched.	In	fact,	he	seemed	to	be	enjoying	the	fight.
His	laughter	contrasted	jarringly	with	the	shouts	of	the	other	boys.
The	fight	continued,	the	other	boys	refusing	to	back	down,	though	it	seemed	they
were	 no	match	 for	 the	 boy	 in	 gray—despite	 their	 advantage	 in	 number.	 Suddenly,
two	 of	 the	 larger	 boys	 grabbed	 the	 boy	 in	 gray	 from	 behind	 and	 pinned	 his	 arms
behind	 his	 back.	He	 struggled	 but	was	 unable	 to	 pull	 free.	 The	 last	 boy,	 tall	 with
stringy	 blond	 hair,	 the	 apparent	 leader	 of	 the	 group,	 grabbed	 something	 off	 the
ground:	a	piece	of	 silver	 that	glinted	 slightly	 in	 the	dim	 light.	 It	 looked	 like	a	 sharp
piece	of	metal,	a	fragment	from	a	broken	pipe.
My	 stomach	did	 a	 somersault,	 and	my	 feet	were	 already	moving	by	 the	 time	my
brain	decided	to	catch	up.	“Hey!”	I	shouted.	“Hey!”
The	boys	at	 the	end	of	 the	alley	all	 turned	to	 look	at	me,	 their	 faces	a	mixture	of
shock	and	confusion.	“Shit,”	I	said.	Now	what,	Styles?
It	was	just	enough	of	a	diversion,	though,	and	the	boy	in	gray	took	advantage	of	it,



throwing	 his	 body	 weight	 backward	 and	 slamming	 his	 captors	 into	 the	 brick	 wall
behind	them.	The	blond	boy	lunged	forward,	swiping	the	piece	of	metal	through	the
air,	but	his	arm	was	easily	deflected	by	the	boy	in	gray.	The	two	began	to	grapple,	the
silver	of	the	pipe	slicing	through	the	air.
“Shit!”	I	said	again.	I	took	a	step	forward,	though	I	had	no	idea	what	I	planned	to
do.
Half	my	mind	was	already	 supplying	me	with	visions	of	 the	murder	 I	was	 surely
about	to	witness,	and	the	other	half	was	screaming	at	me	to	stop	staring	like	an	idiot
and	call	the	cops.
I	 had	 one	 foot	 poised	 to	 take	 another	 step	 when	 the	 back	 door	 to	 Auntie
Marmalade’s	opened	and	Auntie	Marmalade	herself	came	pouring	out	yelling	 like	a
banshee	and	swinging	her	rolling	pin	as	if	it	were	a	baseball	bat.
The	three	boys,	 the	 leader	with	the	pipe	and	his	 two	minions,	 scattered	 like	ants,
running	in	all	directions.	Two	of	the	male	servers	who	worked	for	Auntie	Marmalade
—they	looked	more	like	bouncers,	really—took	off	after	them.
The	boy	in	gray,	however,	was	standing	still	amid	the	chaos	staring	right	at	me.	He
took	a	step	forward	and	when	his	face	hit	a	patch	of	sunlight,	I	 let	out	small	gasp.	I
recognized	him.
The	boy	in	gray	was	Ty,	the	guy	I	had	met	two	nights	ago	at	the	comic	book	shop.
I	stood	there	staring	at	him,	not	knowing	whether	I	should	wave	like	we	were	old
pals	or	pretend	I	didn’t	have	a	clue	who	he	was.	He	was	taller	than	I	remembered,	and
I	couldn’t	help	but	admire	his	broad	shoulders	and	the	way	his	tangled,	almost	too-
long	black	hair	was	sticking	to	his	forehead	and	curling	around	his	ears	and	the	nape
of	his	neck.
He	didn’t	break	my	gaze,	but	one	corner	of	his	mouth	quirked	up	into	a	grin.	The
smile	 lasted	only	a	second	and	was	replaced	with	a	furrowed	brow,	but	 it	 still	made
my	heart	do	a	little	jig.
With	a	small	inclination	of	his	head,	the	boy	walked	right	past	Auntie	Marmalade,
still	brandishing	her	rolling	pin,	and	stalked	over	to	the	fence	at	the	end	of	the	alley.
Without	 a	 single	 look	back,	 he	 hopped	 over	 the	 chain	 link	 and	headed	 toward	 the
opposite	road.



I	blinked
What	 just	 happened?	Why	 did	Auntie	Marmalade	 let	 him	 pass?	Did	 she	 know

him?
“Are	you	all	right,	ma’am?”	One	of	the	servers	was	standing	at	my	elbow	looking
concerned.
“I’m	fine,	thanks.”
He	nodded	at	me	and	walked	over	to	Auntie	Marmalade.	“They	were	too	fast;	we
couldn’t	catch	them.	One	ran	down	Main,	the	other	two	hopped	in	a	car	a	few	blocks
away.”
Auntie	Marmalade	 grunted	 and	murmured	 something	 along	 the	 lines	 of	 “stupid
punks”	under	her	breath.
“What	about	the	other	guy?”	I	piped	up.
The	server	looked	confused.	“The	other	one?”
“Yeah,	 the	 one	 in	 the	 gray	 shirt.”	 The	 server	 gave	me	 a	 long,	 blank	 stare.	 “You
know,”	I	continued.	“Gray	t-shirt?	Black	hair?	Tall	with	broad	shoulders,	a	crooked
yet	mildly	seductive	smile	that	kinda	makes	you	feel	 like	a	popsicle	on	the	fourth	of
July?”	 I	 stopped	myself.	Geez,	 Styles.	Word	 vomit,	much?	“Ignore	 that	 last	 part.”	 I
indicated	the	server.	“He	walked	right	past	you.”
The	server	was	staring	at	me	like	I	had	sprouted	a	second	head.	Auntie	Marmalade,
who	was	 cradling	her	 rolling	pin	 to	her	 chest	 like	 a	baby,	offered	me	a	 sympathetic
smile.	 “You	poor	dear.	You	must	be	 in	 shock.	Come	 inside	 and	 I’ll	make	you	up	a
plate	of	nice,	hot	fritters.”
“Oh,	no,	thank	you,	ma’am.	I’m	fine,	really.”	I	thought	about	how	Ty	had	walked
so	casually	past	Auntie	Marmalade,	as	if	she	couldn’t	even	see	him	at	all,	and	hopped
the	fence.
“As	if	she	couldn’t	even	see	him,”	I	muttered,	under	my	breath.
“What	was	that,	dear?”
“Nothing.”	I	shook	my	head.
The	 servers	 followed	Auntie	Marmalade	 back	 into	 the	 restaurant,	 and	 I	was	 left
alone	in	the	alley	feeling	very	much	like	I	had	entered	the	Twilight	Zone.
On	 the	 ground	by	 the	wall,	 a	 lump	of	material	was	 lying	 in	 the	dirt.	 It	was	Ty’s



leather	 jacket.	 “Okay,”	 I	 said,	 picking	 it	 up.	 “So	 I’m	 not	 completely	 crazy.	He	was
here.”	I	wiped	the	dirt	off	the	jacket	and,	feeling	slightly	ridiculous,	folded	it	over	my
arm	and	continued	toward	the	library.
The	sidewalk	was	more	tightly	packed	with	people	now.	I	weaved	in	and	out	of	the
foot	 traffic,	 trying	 to	make	 sense	of	 all	 the	mayhem	 that	whirled	 around	 inside	my
head.	I	was	so	preoccupied	with	my	thoughts,	I	didn’t	notice	when	the	man	in	front
of	me	came	to	a	complete	stop.
Like	an	idiot,	I	slammed	into	his	back	and	fell	backward	onto	the	pavement.	The
man	whirled	around	and	gave	me	a	dirty	look.
“Sorry!”	I	squeaked,	trying	to	appear	demure.
He	 harrumphed	 at	 me	 and	 kept	 walking.	 The	 palms	 of	my	 hands	 were	 slightly
skinned	 from	where	 I	had	 landed	on	 them,	 and	my	 elbow	was	 throbbing.	 “Ow,”	 I
groaned,	rubbing	the	spot	gently.	I	stood	up,	assessing	myself	for	more	damage,	and
wiped	the	dirt	off	my	jeans.
When	I	straightened,	Ty	was	standing	in	front	of	me,	an	amused	expression	in	his
eyes.	The	 bruise	 on	 his	 cheek,	 the	 one	 I	 had	 noticed	 at	 the	 comic	 book	 shop,	 had
faded	to	a	greenish-yellow	color,	but	a	new	one	was	forming	around	his	left	eye.
I	started	a	little.	“How	long	have	you	been	standing	there?”
“Long	enough	to	see	you	wipe	out	on	your	ass.”
“I	 didn’t	 wipe	 out,”	 I	 said,	 matter-of-factly.	 “I	 was	 testing	 the	 sidewalk	 for
durability.	You’ll	 be	happy	 to	know	 that	 this	particular	patch	of	 concrete	 is	 in	 fact
safe	for	pedestrians.”	I	cocked	an	eyebrow	at	him.	“You’re	welcome.”
He	let	out	a	deep	chuckle,	and	my	cheeks	warmed	at	the	sound	of	it.	I	wasn’t	sure	if
he	 recognized	 me	 from	 the	 comic	 book	 store	 or	 not,	 and	 despite	 my	 initial
emboldened	 response	 I	 had	 absolutely	 no	 idea	what	 to	 say	 next.	Should	 I	 ask	 him
about	the	fight?
“Well,	 now	 that	 I	 know	 the	 sidewalks	 are	 passable,	 I	 better	 get	 going.	 See	 you
around.”
He	waved,	then	turned	and	starting	walking	toward	the	street.
I	stared	at	his	retreating	back.
“Wait!”	I	called	out.	“Wait!	So	that’s	it?”



He	 turned	 around	 to	 face	 me,	 walking	 backward.	 His	 face	 was	 lit	 with	 a	 grin.
“Were	you	expecting	something	else?”
“Well,	you	could	at	 least	give	me	a	high	five	or	something.	I	saved	your	 life,	after
all.”	And	I	wouldn’t	mind	knowing	how	you	managed	to	go	all	Harry	Potter	with	an
invisibility	cloak	back	there.
Ty	stopped,	his	features	suddenly	highlighted	by	a	patch	of	fading	sunlight.	“You
saved	my	life?”
“That	guy	had	a	weapon,”	 I	 replied	matter-of-factly,	pushing	back	my	shoulders.
“He	could’ve	killed	you.”	At	this	point,	I	wasn’t	sure	the	other	boys	actually	had	a	real
chance	 of	 killing	 this	 mysterious	 boy	 in	 front	 of	 me,	 but	 the	 fact	 remained	 that
without	my	 brilliant—okay,	 slightly	 stupid—interference,	 the	 fight	 could’ve	 ended
differently.
Ty	 walked	 toward	 me,	 each	 step	 slow	 and	 methodical,	 his	 face	 bright	 with
amusement.	“Trust	me,	he	couldn’t	have	killed	me.”
I	 rolled	my	 eyes,	 though	 I	 had	 to	 admit	 I	 was	 the	 tiniest	 bit	 impressed	 by	 how
certain	he	seemed	of	his	abilities	in	the	fight.	“You’re	kinda	cocky,	aren’t	you?”
“Not	at	all,”	he	said,	without	a	single	ounce	of	arrogance	in	his	voice,	as	if	he	were
stating	a	fact.	“And	why	don’t	we	just	call	it	even.	Had	any	more	troubles	with	Thor
lately?”
“So	you	do	recognize	me!”
“Of	course	.	.	.	babe.”
I	had	no	control	over	the	stupid	smile	that	crossed	my	face.	“We’re	even.”
“All	the	same,	thank	you,	Lainey.	It’s	not	every	day	such	a	pretty	girl	saves	my	life.”
He	winked	at	me.
He	remembers	my	name!	My	stupid	smile	got	even	bigger.
“Oh!”	 I	 turned	 around	 and	 walked	 back	 the	 few	 paces	 to	 where	 I’d	 fallen	 and
scooped	up	his	 leather	 jacket	 from	where	 I	had	dropped	 it.	When	 I	 turned	back	 to
face	Ty,	though,	he	was	already	rounding	the	next	corner	out	of	sight.
“Wait!”	I	called	after	him.	“I	have	your	jacket!”	But	he	was	already	gone.



“Geez,	Styles!	Where	have	you	been?	I’ve	been	blowing	up	your	phone	for	the	last
fifteen	minutes.	I	was	getting	ready	to	send	a	search	party.”
I	held	my	hand	up	and	tried	to	catch	my	breath.	After	Ty	had	disappeared,	I	ran
the	rest	of	the	way	to	the	library.
“I’m	so	sorry,	Mags.	I	got	.	.	.	distracted.”
Maggie	raised	an	eyebrow.	“Distracted?”
“Yeah,	on	the	way	over	here	there	was	this	fight	and	that	guy	from—”
“A	guy,	huh?”
I	rolled	my	eyes.	How	very	like	Maggie	to	completely	skip	over	all	the	other	details
and	go	straight	to	the	“guy.”
“It	wasn’t	like	that,	okay.	It	was	.	.	.	interesting.”
“Oh-kay.”	Maggie	stared	at	me,	but	decided	to	move	on.	“Any	news	on	the	ghost
front?”
My	face	fell.	The	fight	had	been	a	welcome	distraction.
“Actually,	 yeah.”	 I	 reached	 into	 my	 bag	 and	 pulled	 out	 the	 photograph	 of	 my
mom.	“See	the	necklace	in	the	picture?”
Maggie	nodded.
“The	 woman	 I’ve	 been	 seeing	 is	 wearing	 the	 exact	 same	 one.	 I	 saw	 it	 when	 she
appeared	the	first	time	and	then	again	today.”
“You	saw	her	again?”
I	hesitated.	The	voice	 in	my	head	urged	me	 to	deny	 it,	but	 instead	 I	nodded	my
head.	“On	the	sidewalk.	I	was	heading	here.	And	I	saw	.	.	.	something	else	too.	Flashes.
Tidbits	of	.	.	.	memory	or	something.	I	could	smell	smoke.”
“Weird,”	Maggie	said,	staring	at	me	with	wide	eyes.	She	took	the	picture	from	my
hand	and	stared	at	it.	“Any	idea	what	this	means?”
I	bit	down	hard	on	my	lower	lip.	I	had	an	idea,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	say	it	out	loud,
and	 the	words	were	 like	 peanut	 butter	 sitting	 on	my	 tongue.	 “I	 think	 she	 and	my
mom	are	connected	somehow.”
“Holy	crapkittens,	Styles.	That’s	.	.	.	that’s	just	crazy.”
“Tell	me	about	it.”
I	must	have	 look	panicked	or	wounded	 in	 some	way	because	Maggie	 leaned	over



and	gave	me	a	quick	hug.	“Look,	no	matter	what,	I’ve	got	your	back.	We’ll	figure	all
this	out	together,	okay?	I	promise.”
“No	offense,	Mags,	but	I	don’t	think	that’s	a	promise	you	can	keep.”
“Well,	I’m	gonna	try.”
I’d	always	admired	Maggie’s	determination—even	if	it	was	fueled	by	mule-headed
stubbornness.	In	this	case,	I	was	grateful	for	it.	I	took	a	deep	breath.	“So	what	now?”
Maggie	looped	her	arm	through	mine	and	steered	me	toward	the	double	doors	of
the	library.	“We’ll	just	have	to	April	O’Neal	this	thing	until	we	find	the	answers.”
“Just	like	that,	huh?”
She	grinned.	“Yup.	Just	like	that.”
“You’re	something	else,	Mags.”
“Is	that	a	nice	way	of	saying	I’m	totally	crazy?”
“Well	.	.	.”	I	smiled.
Maggie	shook	her	head	at	me.	“Oh,	Styles.	If	I	ask	you	to	hop	on	a	Nozgul	and	fly
into	 the	 fiery	depths	of	Mordor	with	me,	 then	 you	can	 call	me	 crazy.	But	 for	now,
let’s	just	go	with	cheerfully	optimistic.”
I	let	out	a	loud	laugh.	“Fair	enough.”
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