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  ForNevermore Season One: Books 1-6 (The paranormal serial begins!)


  



  From the writers of the groundbreaking post-apocalyptic serial Yesterday’s Gone, comes a dark new fantasy horror serial, ForNevermore.


  All 17 year old Noella Snow ever wanted was a normal life.


  But normal died with her mother, minutes after she was born. Then again when her father was murdered before her eyes on her seventh birthday. Now she spends her days in quiet misery, an outcast at school, harboring a secret crush on her best friend, Sam.


  Noella’s only happiness lies in her dreams, in a world where her father still lives and Dante, a mysterious stranger with a deadly touch, guards over her.


  Now those dreams have turned to nightmares as Noella begins hearing voices, witnessing murders she can’t possibly know of, and seeing the monsters from her sleep merging into her waking life.


  Noella doesn’t want to return to King’s Point, the psychiatric hospital where she was forced to go after an “episode” two years earlier.


  She tells herself she’s better.


  But then one night Noella sees the impossible... Dante, watching her from afar, as he has for centuries – nearly as long as he's loved her.


  Is Noella losing her mind? Or is she linked to a hidden world, destined to be normal ForNevermore?


  ForNevermore is a bold new paranormal serial, with awesome cliffhanger endings that will make you feel like you’re watching your favorite TV show right on your Kindle.


  ForNevermore Season One collects all six “episodes” in their entirety into one full-length book for the first time.


  



  * * * *


  



  


  


  Dedicated to the freaks, geeks, and misfits.


  This is for you.


  



  * * * *


  


  ::EPISODE 1::


  CHAPTER ONE


  



  Aurora Falls, New York


  Friday, October 26


  9:50 p.m.


  



  



  On the short list of things worse than what had already happened to Noella Snow today, being murdered was definitely one of them.


  It was her 17th birthday, and was officially her worst birthday in 10 years. Considering what happened on her 7th birthday, that was saying a lot.


  She was working the counter at Keefer’s Koffee, Aurora Falls’ pathetic excuse for an echo of Starbucks, and wondering why she’d even agreed to cover Tammy’s shift. She looked at the clock for the hundredth time. Ten minutes until closing. It seemed as if the clock was conspiring to keep her from the bed she couldn’t wait to fall into, where she could pull the covers over herself, and try to forget this day ever happened.


  Noella was wrapping unsold brownies in thin sheets of ice blue cellophane so they’d be “fresh” for the morning rush, while ignoring the urge to shove one, or five, in her mouth. Sure, it would dull the day’s pain . . . for a few minutes. But once she swallowed, the dull ache would return, stronger, accompanied by her old friend guilt.


  Treat yourself, it’s your birthday, girl.


  It was her birthday, and she had grown into a slim young woman, but neither changed a childhood of name-calling, with barbs such as Thunder Thighs, Chunky Monkey, and Patti Fatty, crushing trust and reducing her confidence to crumbs.


  Noella slid the tray of brownies into the cooler with a decisive shove, just as the front door dinged and split the silence of the nearly empty coffee shop. She looked up, and felt a cold snake of terror slither across her shoulders, then down her spine.


  Noella wasn’t sure how she knew, whether it was the voices she’d taken pills to silence, or a hunch, but she knew for certain that death had entered Keefer’s.


  The weird thing was that guy didn’t look dangerous.


  He was young and handsome, even in soft wash jeans and a moody-looking leather jacket. His blue New York Mets hat and thick mop of brown hair made him look like any one of the hundreds of guys who came into the coffee shop. But there was something in his eyes that bled into Noella’s, something that said:


  He is here to kill me.


  Most nights there were at least four or five people scattered among the 10 booths peppering the front arc of Keefer’s. They usually lingered around, hooked to the Wi-Fi, and taking a million years to leave, keeping Noella from closing and getting on with what little life she had. Tonight, of course, the place was tumbleweeds. She hadn’t had a customer in 15 minutes, punctuating both the loneliness of her birthday, and her new vulnerability.


  Tony, the shift manager, was out back taking the evening’s trash to the dumpster, though Noella knew he was really just sucking down yet another cigarette. Tony smoked more minutes than he worked, making him a generally useless co-worker.


  Useless or not, I could really use him right now.


  “Welcome to Keefer’s,” she said, trying not to sound nervous. “What can I get you?”


  Mets Hat said nothing as he drifted toward the counter, his eyes studying the menu on the wall above and behind her as if he were trying to figure out a menu written in Swahili.


  But his eyes weren’t really reading the menu. They were reading Noella.


  That wasn’t uncommon. Though Noella considered herself plain, that didn’t stop any number of creepy guys from coming in, undressing her with their eyes, and worse. Sometimes they’d comment on the faint heart-shaped birthmark on her left cheek, as if they were the first in the world to notice it, and wanted a medal for coming up with some lame come-on line involving hearts.


  Perverts were everywhere, and Noella had more or less learned to ignore the bore of their gazes. But this guy wasn’t a pervert. Or at least just a pervert. This guy was terror on two legs.


  Noella’s mind flashed to the recent reports which lit the maudlin smiles of every local TV news anchor for the past several months — 12 murdered or missing girls in the last half year. Unsolved crimes with no suspects or clue what the killer looked like. Another chill shot through her core and something whispered in her mind.


  He looks like this guy right here.


  Noella scanned the counter looking for anything she could use as a weapon. Her eyes settled on the closed drawer where she’d set the knives they used to slice bagels and sandwiches.


  Hurry up, Tony!


  Noella was aware of the murders, as it was impossible to live in the town and not be. This was upstate New York, not exactly a hotbed of crime, let alone serial murders, so corpses left in the streets tended to attract attention. Hardly a day went by in the shop where someone wasn’t talking about their connection, no matter how tangential, to one of the victims. But the murders weren’t anything Noella gave particular attention to, or worried about. Until now.


  Mets Hat stood silently in front of her, hands in his jacket and anxiety all over his face. The longer he stood there, staring, the more convinced she became that she was staring at the serial killer everyone was looking for.


  Where in the hell are you, Tony? It doesn’t take that long to smoke a cigarette!


  Noella wanted to flee, turn and run as fast as she could, out the back door without so much as a glance behind. But she felt foolish. Her logical side – the side the pills made stronger – whispered: He’s just weird, not a murderer at all. Also, serial killers aren’t usually cute, are they?


  If Noella ran from the store, she may as well draw another bull’s-eye on her head. She didn’t need to give the kids at her school yet another reason to make fun of her. And certainly word would get back to them if she ran out of the shop like a crazy person. So she stayed put, praying to whoever might listen that Tony would return and calm the crumbling walls of resolve around her. She glanced back through the door behind her, and into the storage room where the exit door was propped open.


  No sign of Tony, yet.


  Come on, man. You smoking the whole pack?


  Noella’s leg began to shake. She had to pee.


  “Find anything you like?” she asked.


  The man’s eyes looked past her, toward the back room. The side of her brain that the pills couldn’t calm began its chatter again.


  This is it. He’s got a gun in his pocket.


  Mets Hat turned his head in an odd way, as if he’d heard the voices in her head. Their eyes met again, and the hair on her arms went angry and standing. Noella glanced at the closed drawer with the knives, then down at the panic button on the floor, maybe four feet away, trying to decide which she should run to first. The knife would help her immediately, if she were able to defend herself. But the button could bring the police, and their guns, eventually.


  He stared at her as though he could read the conversation in her mind and feel the weight of her decision. His eyes went narrow, and Noella felt a sudden tear inside her mind. A violation. She wondered if he was really inside her head, or if it was only the side of her mind that never went quiet or stopped playing tricks.


  His eyes lit up in a manic glee, which eerily echoed that in the eyes of the man who killed her father 10 years ago tonight. You don’t forget those details, no matter how hard you try.


  This is it.


  He pulled the gun from his pocket before Noella could reach the panic button.


  She screamed as her foot stomped down on the button, anyway.


  “Shut up and give me all the money in your register!” he yelled, pulling a thin canvas bag from inside his jacket, and throwing it into her arms.


  Noella stared at the bag, her mind reeling as a fog of terror swallowed her ability to move.


  “Open the register!” the man growled, thrusting the gun inches from her face.


  Oh God, he’s not even wearing a mask! He’s gonna shoot me so there are no witnesses.


  Noella stood, frozen to the spot.


  Move, move, move, just do what he says!


  But she couldn’t. And she became certain that in her fear of doing anything which would get her shot, he would become frustrated enough to pull the trigger.


  “Now!” the man screamed again, and Noella jumped.


  Just stay calm, give him what he wants, and hopefully he will leave.


  Tony’s voice called from the back, surprising both her and the robber.


  “Did you say something?” Tony asked as he stepped from the back room, reeking of smoke, pulling white earbuds from his ears. Tony’s eyes widened in shock, bouncing from the gun to Noella, then back.


  He turned, and made it one hastened pace toward the back room before Mets Hat pulled the trigger and shot Tony in the back of the head. The gunshot thundered through the coffee shop and pierced Noella’s ears. She cried out, holding her hands over her ears, staring at Tony as he stumbled a few steps, then made a final sideways shuffle. He dropped, face cracking ceramic in a bloody crunch.


  Noella cried out, her voice and breath threatening to leave her.


  She stared at Tony’s dead body, and flashed back a decade, seeing her father die in front of her.


  No, no, no.


  She turned to Mets Hat, tears in her eyes. “Please don’t kill me,” she begged.


  He looked more surprised than Noella. She had expected him to pull the trigger since she first saw death in his eyes. He obviously hadn’t been planning to . . . until now.


  He opened his mouth but said nothing. The death in his eyes retreated, leaving behind a broken shell of emotion. “Oh my God . . . What did I do?”


  His eyes darted back and forth, panicked, trying to figure out what he was going to do now. He just killed a man. And now he had to determine whether to flee or take care of the only witness. Noella was frozen, not daring an inch, for fear of spooking Death to take another shot.


  He’s going to kill you.


  You saw his face. You saw him kill someone. He can’t let you live.


  Their eyes locked, and he looked down at the gun in his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, raising the gun to her head.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  Yesterday morning…


  Thursday, October 25


  



  



  Noella reluctantly woke to reality.


  She far preferred her dream world to this one. In her dreams, her dad was still alive, and she didn’t have to live with her Aunt Josie and Josie’s jerky boyfriend, Randy. At times, her dreams seemed solely designed to remind her how much of a nightmare her reality had become.


  She opened her eyes to the sliver of light spilling through her parted curtains, and thought of her father, Thomas.


  It had been 10 years today since his eyes closed forever, yet on mornings like this, in the lingering aftermath of the dreams, 10 years ago seemed like yesterday, and the wounds of grief still fresh.


  Noella faced the window, trying to work up the courage to start her day. Though she got six hours of sleep, it felt more like four. Her head was throbbing, again, and she was feeling groggy. Today was gonna be a long day. She reached for her bottle of pills, palmed one into her mouth, and then took a sip of water from the water bottle on her nightstand.


  A pill a day keeps the voices away.


  She lay back down, figuring she had about 10 minutes before she needed to start getting ready. Josie didn’t have to be to work for another hour, so Noella had time to maybe catch a catnap.


  She was debating whether or not it was better to just get up, or catch a few more Z’s, and have to go through the whole waking up thing all over again. A knock on the door bolted her upright in bed. She could practically smell the oh gross of Randy’s Old Spice on the other side.


  He pounded on the door again, then yelled, “You ready yet? I’ve gotta get to work. I’m taking you to school, and we’re outta’ here in five.”


  Noella’s feet hit the carpet. What? Nobody told me! She opened the door and poked her head into the hallway where Randy was standing, dressed in his uniform and ready to go.


  “I thought Aunt Josie was taking me to school, today. How am I supposed to shower and get ready in five minutes?!”


  “Nope, she’s come down with something and is laid up in bed, so now you get to ride with me in the cruiser.”


  Great.


  Just what she needed: to be driven to school with her aunt’s boyfriend in the police cruiser, again. Last time he dropped her off, she tried to keep her head down and sneak out of the car unnoticed. Randy, being the big jerk he was, waited until she was halfway out of the car and “accidentally” blurted the siren. Right in front of all the kids hanging out in front of the school. They all looked, pointed, and laughed. It was so humiliating! Given her history, and the events from two years earlier, the last thing Noella needed was to be brought to school in a cop car. It reminded people of the things she hoped they’d someday forget if she could manage to fly under the radar long enough.


  “I wish someone woulda told me I had to be up early,” she said.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Missy. I’ll tell Josie to try and schedule her sickness in advance from now on so Princess Noella’s not inconvenienced.”


  Princess Noella?! She hated when he said crap like that. She was about as far as you could be from a princess, especially given all the rich, stuck-up snobs in her school. Those girls are princesses!


  Randy’s voice cracked into a laugh. “Get up, giddy-up, and get in the shower. No one was ever around to wake me and I learned to unbury my head from the covers just fine. Five minutes is more than enough time. It’s not like you’ve got more than four outfits. Pick one, rub some Teen Spirit on your stink patches, and get downstairs before I turn the engine.”


  “10 minutes, Randy.” Noella growled. “You’re telling me you couldn’t have given me 10 minutes?”


  Anger flashed on his face and his voice went electric. “Excuse me? Is that how you talk to someone offering to do something nice for you? Sheesh, kids today are so ungrateful!”


  Noella stared at Randy, holding his eyes and making him gaze into the hate she could never voice. Sometimes, she wished he would just hit her, so maybe Josie would wake up and see what a jerk he was. But Randy had been too cool to ever let his anger get that out of hand. He somehow managed to snow Josie over, balancing his verbal abuse evenly with this charm, but Noella could see, maybe even feel, the monster lurking below, the monster that fed on their misery and drank theirs like a drunk in an alley. Between his erratic mood swings, obsessive compulsive attention to detail, and penchant for ruling the roost like a prison warden, their lives always revolved around not doing anything to set Randy off. It was like constantly walking on a carpet of eggshells. And for some reason this morning, she felt like dancing all over them and cracking them to powder, just to see if she could push him over the edge.


  His flash of anger vanished, replaced by a wide, faux smile barely masking his contempt. “Well, you could just take the bus,” he said, his smile a hook, waiting to see what it might catch.


  “You know I don’t like to take the bus,” Noella said.


  “That’s your fault. You just need to learn how to stand up to those bitches. Problem with you, Noella, other than your questionable wardrobe of funeral attire, is that you let life happen. Girls ain’t gonna pick on you if you do something to change it.”


  “Yeah, whatever,” Noella said. “What do you know about what I’ve gotta put up with?”


  “Oh, right,” Randy sarcastically nodded. “What do I know? I’m just a deputy. What would I know about handling violent people? Take the bus, and learn to stand up for yourself. Otherwise bullies are gonna be pushing you around forever. Mark my words, Missy.”


  Missy... another one of the things he said which had a way of crawling under her skin and burrowing into her brain.


  “Fine, I’ll take the bus,” Noella said to the biggest bully she knew.


  It was just as well. The girls on the bus were cruel, but at least the trip was short. Going to school with frizzy hair and feeling funky was not an option. She’d rather put up with a few minutes of catty crap than feel like crap all day. Besides, the girls on the bus were in the minor leagues when it came to her list of enemies. Her real enemies were far too popular to ever be caught dead on the bus. They either took new cars their parents got them, or rode with their boyfriends (in cars bought by the his parents). So maybe the bus wasn’t as bad as she remembered.


  “Well then, I’m outta here,” Randy said. “Remember, if you kill one of the girls, I’ll have to arrest you, but I promise you won’t get grounded at home. So try and keep it to fists and hair pulling, eh?” Randy winked, then disappeared down the stairs and out the front door.


  Noella rolled her eyes and shut her door, his Old Spice still lingering in her nostrils.


  



  **


  



  Noella showered and then texted Mako to let her know she would be joining her on the bus today. They didn’t get to see much of each other this year, since they only shared one class, so that would be cool. Noella checked in on Josie long enough to see her shape buried under the covers, and then raced from the house. The morning air was crisp and cold. Dark clouds hung over the street as if they’d been waiting for her to step outside.


  God, it better not rain... or snow.


  She considered going back inside to get her umbrella, but sometimes the bus liked to come early, so she locked the door instead. She turned around and stopped cold, surprised to see an extra long green and yellow moving truck blocking the house across the street, the one that had been vacant ever since her best friend Sam,moved a half mile away last summer.


  As though she had all the time in the world, Noella trotted across the street, then peeked around the back of the truck. It was locked up tight. By the looks of it, the house was, too. But the “For Sale” sign was gone, so someone was definitely moving into the place. She hoped it would be someone cool, though odds of that happening seemed pretty remote. In fact, other than Sam, fate had a rather dark sense of humor when it came to choosing her neighbors. Her block sometimes seemed like a Who’s Who of Weird, from the old man who liked to walk outside in nothing but his underwear, to the militant nut-job that always gave her the stink-eye and yelled racist comments at people who walked on his lawn, to the “family” that she was pretty sure was running a meth lab, to the creepy guy who seemed waaaay too interested in everyone’s business, she was glad she didn’t have to spend a lot of time outdoors.


  And then there were the kids.


  Kids around here, with the exception of her two friends, were either popular rich kids who looked down on anyone different than them, or testosterone-pumped steroid cases with raging homophobia. And in some cases, you got the worst of both worlds, steroid-case rich kids. While there were other groups, the artsy hipsters, the rockers, the emos and goths, the nerds, and a few other groups, she didn’t really fit in with any of them. Though most people looked at her and thought goth chick, she never really fit in with them, either.


  Noella was truly a unique freak, not belonging or fitting in with any group. Alone, as she’d always been. And most days she liked it. But her birthday was not one of those days.


  Noella looked up and saw Mako at the end of the block, tapping her foot impatiently.


  “Come on!” she said.


  “Sorry!” Noella yelled, throwing her arms around her in a big hug.


  Most days felt like a reunion. Noella and Mako rarely saw one another outside school. Randy was a jerk, and yanked the leash whenever he could, but the real problem was that Mako’s parents were ridiculously strict, even for old school Japanese parents. Most days, Mako could only leave the house for school or violin practice. Even though she and Noella lived just one block apart, Noella had only been past her front door a few times.


  Mako was a near slave to her violin, with 12 hours of practice per week, and a quarterly performance to prove the time, and money, was well-spent. She played like an angel, but half the time hated it like the devil, and played like she was trying to prove it. Mako called her style, Violince. Of course, she never dared to play like that for her parents, or they would freak the frick out out.


  Violince sounded like its name, violent strings, but there was a desperate, elegant beauty to Mako’s playing that made Noella want to happy cry.


  “So how’s it going on your almost birthday,” Mako asked.


  “Josie’s sick, and Randy was a jerk this morning.”


  “Is your aunt too sick to celebrate tomorrow?”


  Noella shook her head. “I dunno, she was under the covers when I left. She never stays home, so I’m guessing she’s feeling super crappy.”


  Mako nodded. “Ah, that’s why you’re riding the bus. And here I thought you just wanted my company.”


  “Yup, that and I wanted to see if there were new developments in peer humiliation since the last time I took advantage of the district’s transportation.”


  Mako laughed. “So are you doing anything tomorrow? Have any plans, other than taking care of your aunt?”


  “Probably gonna stare at the wall for a few hours,” Noella said with a grin. “You know how I am on my birthday. And besides, tomorrow is 10 years since …” Noella trailed off, not wanting, or needing, to finish the sentence. Mako knew Noella as well as anyone could.


  “What about Sam?” Mako asked. “Maybe the two of you could do something together? Maybe you can finally ask him out. You don’t have to wait for the boy to ask, ya’ know?”


  “Shut. Up,” Noella said, shooting daggers at Mako. “I don’t like him like that.”


  Mako laughed.


  Noella wished her heart didn’t beat faster every time she was around Sam. She hated crushing on her best friend. It made for way too many awkward moments. But the longer she knew him, the more she felt for him. In a world of jerks, jocks, and creepers, Sam was like no other guy she knew.


  First, he was cute, with a light complexion and a thick mop of long brown hair that matched his eyes. He wasn’t exactly a hottie, but he had the cutest dimples, kindest smile, and the best insides of anyone she knew. Sam was also artistic, with an eye for color that made Noella long to know the world through someone else’s eyes. And to round out the package, he was also funny, hysterical really, with a wry, observational wit that made Noella sigh.


  The most unbelievable thing about Sam, however, was that despite being a nice guy, and incredibly smart and talented, he was also semi-popular. Guys as authentic as Sam weren’t generally popular, at least not in her school. Usually, being popular involved some kind of brain transplant with chimps. And not even the smart chimps, but rather the ones that spent their days flinging poop.


  Noella was sure Sam would’ve been one of the school’s crowned elite if not for the completely ridiculous whispers that he might be gay. While his questionable sexuality didn’t hurt him in drama club, where he really shined, there was a strong undercurrent of homophobia and racism among the most popular guys. If they ever found reason to believe Sam was gay, he’d be an outcast just like Noella in a matter of hours.


  Thinking of Sam made her smile a big, goofy grin. And a big, goofy grin was as out of place on Noella as it would be on Eeyore.


  Mako caught the grin, and laughed, “Yeah, you don’t like him at all.”


  “No!” Noella said, lying to Mako and herself.


  Not liking Sam would be infinitely easier in the long run. She’d feel less awkward. She’d feel less vulnerable. And it would remove the constant question in the back of her head: When will Sam leave me?


  She would never voice the fear out loud, but a small part of her was certain that Sam would eventually grow even more popular and turn his back on her just like Becca had done. And it was this part of her, the fear, that made her sorta glad people thought he was gay. After all, if he climbed too high up the social ladder, he’d no longer have time for her. She felt awful thinking like that, but couldn’t help her genuine feelings.


  The bus pulled to the curb, and Noella and Mako climbed up the stairs. As they searched for seats, hisses and whispers snaked throughout the bus.


  “Lesbos.”


  “Who let her out of the psych ward?”


  “She’s nuttier than an Almond Joy.”


  “Oh, look, Scarella crawled out of her coffin.”


  As she and Mako found a seat toward the front of the bus, pretending not to hear the venim, Noella realized she was wrong. She would much rather go to school feeling like a vagrant, with frizzy hair and a layer of filth, even being driven by Randy.


  Almost anything was better than the girls on the bus.


  



  **


  



  Noella opened her locker and pulled her Biology AP book from inside, then dropped it into her black battered book bag, which she swung over her shoulder. She slammed her locker shut, pretending she was doing so on one of the bus bitch’s heads.


  Sam appeared from behind, “You seem mad.”


  Noella looked back, surprised to see him. “Not mad,” she said, “just sadly angry.”


  “Ah, didn’t notice the distinction,” Sam said with a smile.


  His charm won over her desire to stay in a bad mood.


  Noella laughed. “Besides, I don’t do mad. I’m a happy, smiley girl. All sunshine and rainbows.”


  Sam looked at the patches adorning her backpack, skulls, broken hearts with razor blades, monsters, and other cool designs she’d gathered over the years, and arched an eyebrow and laughed.


  God, I love his smile.


  Sam said, “Do you have birthday plans for tomorrow?”


  Noella shook her head, “Not that I know of. Why?”


  “Wanna go somewhere? My treat, and I promise not to make you look at any of my drawings, either. We could do a movie and dinner. I’ll even let you drag me to that godawful chick flick that just came out.”


  “I love your drawings,” Noella said. “That’s your own insecurities. But a movie sounds awesome, and because it’s my birthday, that means you have to pick!” She tingled at the thought of even a half-date with Sam. He probably didn’t like her in the same way that she liked him, not with Becca and the rest of the gaggle fawning over him all the time.


  But what if he does?


  There probably wasn’t a better day on the calendar than her birthday to find out. If she made a fool of herself, she could at least blame it on the sappiness of her birthday or something.


  “Cool,” he said. “Do you want to leave right from school? I already asked if I can borrow the car.”


  Oh wow! He even planned in advance!


  Her heart started to flutter, and she tried to keep it from pasting a stupid smile on her face.


  “I’ll let you know. Gotta check with my aunt, make sure she didn’t plan dinner or anything. If so, we’ll have to just do the movie.”


  “Ah, gotcha,” Sam smiled, “Okay, text me and let me know tonight. I’ve gotta get to class. See ya,” he said and gave her a hug.


  He smells yummy.


  She melted in his hold, then quickly recovered, hoping nobody saw the stupid smile she couldn’t keep from her face as she turned and practically skipped to biology class.


  



  **


  



  Mr. Mahr was a vibrant teacher who paced the class and used all of his body when he talked. He made biology fun for Noella; well, as fun as any class could be.


  Yet as much as she liked science and appreciated Mr. Mahr, she was also tired. Noella only lasted a few minutes in class before her eyelids grew heavy. With no space between one moment and the next, she felt herself fall, then jolted awake, shocked to find she was no longer in Mr. Mahr’s class.


  The room was the same, but different, as if she’d woken in some future dark and decayed version of her classroom. Desks were strewn in gargantuan splinters. Dust motes floated on long slants of sunlight streaming through holes in the windows, which had been blacked out with dark brown paint, or . . . blood. And the walls and roofs were missing huge chunks, replaced by shadows and debris.


  Noella gasped, then cried out.


  Oh, God, not again.


  She hadn’t had a hallucination in more than a year, ever since Dr. Foster put her on the new pills. And she hadn’t had one in school since the incident two years ago.


  No, no, no.


  She turned, trying to find her way back to reality, trying to remember what Dr. Foster had instructed her to do when she had another episode.


  “Sit down and close your eyes. Focus on something positive. Relax.”


  She couldn’t sit down, as the chairs were all destroyed. So she stood and closed her eyes, trying to ignore the crumbling world pressing in around her.


  The thing about hallucinations, or at least the ones she had, was that they weren’t like the movies where someone would realize they were hallucinating and then boom, they’d stop, and reality would show itself again.


  It was much harder than that for Noella. She likened it to trying to wake up, but being under a powerful sedative. Or perhaps, a more accurate description would be like trying to force yourself to fall asleep. The harder you tried, the harder it was.


  Finding her way back to the real world required intense concentration, while shutting out her growing fear.


  She listened for something that would tether her to the real world, the sound of a classmate, or Mr. Mahr, or even the sound of the school’s air conditioning, anything she could mentally grab to pull herself back.


  But the world around her was quiet, save for the creaking of the dilapidated structure sounding like it might collapse on her at any minute.


  She strained to listen above the groans of the building. And that’s when she heard the faint sound of whispers. She tried to tune in the whispering, turn it up in her head, and follow it back to reality. She struggled to make out words, or identify the voice. She needed to get a handle on who it was or what they were saying, or she’d be unable to follow it back to reality.


  The whispers grew louder, indecipherable, but made up of many voices, all seeming to speak in another language.


  She focused until they coalesced into one voice.


  “I’ve found you,” the sinister voice whispered.


  Noella’s eyes shot open and she saw that she was no longer alone.


  Crawling through the wreckage of the classroom, surfacing from the shadows of the rubble, and into the beams of sunshine, were two of the creatures.


  The creatures that had haunted her dreams and waking nightmares for years, were back after a year’s absence.


  The nude, emaciated monsters looked like something out of old photos she’d seen of concentration camp corpses, sunken features, bones pushing sharp through pale skin. Like ghosts of humans, but these things weren’t human, at least fully formed humans. For one, they had no genitals. And instead of eyes, their eyelids had been sewn shut with dark cord. And then there were their claws, long jagged crags of fingernails curling like commas at their fingertips.


  The worst thing about these things, though, was their mouths. The skin had been peeled away, exposing bone and sharp, rotting teeth that looked ready to tear into flesh.


  The two monsters shuffled through the room, inching their way toward Noella, raising their noses as if trying to pick up her scent. They sniffed like dogs, in quick bursts, as they drew closer, arms fumbling blindly in the darkness searching for her.


  Noella whimpered loudly and stumbled back, her foot getting tangled in debris. She slipped and fell back, landing hard on her ass.


  A razored talon wrapped around Noella’s arm, and its bony finger dug into her flesh. The thing whispered, dozens of voices impossibly coming from its mouth, none of them making sense.


  “Nooooo!” she screamed, breaking free and crawling back on all fours as they rushed at her. Though the rational part of her brain told her that none of this was real, the rest of her body was convinced that if these things killed her in her dream, she’d die in the real world.


  Must get away.


  The monster closest to her, swung its clawed hand at her face, coming within inches of slicing her. She screamed and pushed herself back and something hard slammed into her back.


  She turned and looked up, suddenly blinded by light as the decrepit room around her vanished and was replaced by her classroom and classmates.


  She was on the floor, her back up against Evan Harrison’s chair, with every eye in the classroom glued to her.


  “Oh God,” she said, swallowing her ridicule as laughter erupted.


  Mr. Mahr rushed to her side and helped her up.


  “Are you okay?”


  Becca and Vicky, who sat in the row behind her, were staring at her as if she’d stripped nude and ran through the classroom starting fires.


  Noella wanted to melt into the floor. Hide in the closet, climb in the sewer, anything. She hadn’t lost herself like that since the incident. She looked around in a panic, making sure she hadn’t hurt anyone.


  Everything seemed normal, except for herself, of course.


  “I’m fine,” she said, and then, feeling the scrutiny of the entire class, she decided that she had to get out of there. Now.


  “I need to see the nurse,” Noella said. She grabbed her bag and left the classroom before Mr. Mahr had a chance to write a permission slip.


  Noella bypassed the nurse’s office, and instead went to the girl’s room closest to her classroom, then into the farthest stall, and sat on the toilet and collapsed into tears.


  She’d thought these pills were working. She should’ve known something was wrong a few weeks ago when the nightmares started coming back. She tried to tell herself that they were just regular nightmares like everyone else had. It wasn’t like they were bleeding into her real life like they had done for so much of her childhood. Nor had she heard any of the voices that usually came with them. Other than the nightmares, things had been okay.


  Until now.


  Why did the pills stop working?


  Dr. Foster spent months experimenting with different pills until they found one that both worked, and didn’t leave her feeling like a zombie. The pills had been a godsend, allowing her to live a somewhat normal life for the first time in years. But now, for some reason, they just stopped working.


  She’d have to go back to Dr. Foster. More tests, more scans, and more medication.


  Another six months of being a guinea pig, hoping they’d find a way to make her feel normal again. She should’ve known better.


  Normal died 10 years ago.


  



  **


  



  



  Somewhere on the way from the bathroom and to the nurse’s office, Noella had a change of heart.


  She decided that so long as Mr. Mahr didn’t tell anyone, neither would she. And maybe she could avoid telling Josie and Randy, also. Because the last thing she wanted in her senior year, was to become a walking zombie again.


  So she’d just keep today’s episode to herself, and hope she didn’t have another incident that would get her locked up.


  



  **


  



  Though she might be able to keep the biology class freakout from her family, the school was another story.


  As she went from class to class, whispers grew louder and the pointing more obvious. People gave her a wide berth in the hallway, and she could practically hear them thinking, “Oh no, Noella’s gonna blow.”


  



  Gym was mercifully quiet, and as Noella was changing from her gym shorts to her jeans, she began to think that maybe people would just drop the matter. Then the unique cruelty of locker room laughter slapped her in the face.


  The echoing giggles came from a clustered circle at the end of her row of lockers, half the girls in the class gathered, staring at something Noella couldn’t see. The other half were looking up, staring at her as she approached the circle, some pointing and all of them laughing.


  It was Vicky in the middle – Becca’s new B.F.F., a bleach blonde cheerleader who was as vicious as she was beautiful – passing her cell phone from girl to girl. Noella knew what was on the video, even before she heard herself screaming. Funny, she hadn’t even noticed Vicky recording her when she had her little episode during Biology.


  That bitch!


  Noella had no idea how long the video was, but one of the girls, Jenny, had it in her hands and was scrubbing the player back and forth and filling the locker room with Noella’s screaming on repeat.


  Mako was rounding the opposite row of lockers, coming from the restroom. Vicky turned toward her, took the phone back from Jenny, then held it up for Mako to see.


  “Look, Mako, your best friend is on YouTube!” Vicky held the phone up and pressed play.


  The Noella in the video screamed.


  “You delete that!” Mako shouted, stepping into the huddle until she was just inches from Vicky’s face.


  “Or what?” Vicky said, taking a step forward. She was easily six inches taller than Mako, and athletic while Mako was petite. The number of girls swelled around them at the prospect of a fight.


  Noella ran to Mako. “Forget about it,” she said, pulling Mako from the crowd. “This bitch isn’t worth it.”


  Noella turned and walked back to her locker, holding Mako’s hand behind her. They made it halfway there when Vicky said, “I bet they’re gonna sneak back to the showers together. Boys don’t want them, but at least they have each other! She love her long time!”


  Vicky laughed hysterically. The chorus of sheeple echoed her mania, and the cork finally popped from years of Noella’s bottled rage.


  Noella’s fists curled into balls, her lip twitched, and she could feel the rage stirring deep in her gut. An inhuman growl fled her lips as she turned toward Vicky, then ran at her screaming, knocking her cell phone to the floor, and punching her hard in the face.


  “Becca’s not here to save you this time,” Vicky screamed, rubbing the splotch of crimson on her left cheek for a second before shoving Noella back and into the lockers. As Noella fell back, Vicky jumped her.


  They fell to the ground, swinging, scratching, and kicking as the girls around them shouted, “FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT!!!”


  The crowd receded, giving the girls room to roll around on the floor, as an evil trinity of Vicky’s girls held Mako’s arms and kept her from jumping in or stopping the fight.


  But no one was holding Coach Carla, who rushed at the girls and pulled them off one another and split them apart. Coach Carla tossed them each toward opposite lockers, and yelled at the other girls to get to class.


  Vicky had a nasty bruise on her left cheek, and a good scratch right next to it. The back of Noella’s head throbbed where Vicky had landed two punches, but other than some hair pulling, Vicky hadn’t hurt her too bad. If there was a winner of this fight, it was Noella by a landslide.


  Though, whatever pride she felt at getting a few good hits in faded when she saw Coach Carla’s eyes.


  Coach Carla gave Noella a sympathetic look, and Noella wasn’t sure which stung worse — the look of pity, or the look of disappointment which followed. Coach Carla sent them both to the dean’s office.


  



  **


  



  Noella was silent as Dean Dinnen read her the riot act, and simply nodded when he asked if Coach Carla’s story was true. Per school policy, Noella was sent back out to the office to wait for her parent or guardian.


  Vicky’s mom appeared just before sixth period, petting the back of her daughter’s head and showering her with baby talk, while shooting Noella the evil eye as if to say, “How dare you hit my precious baby?”


  Noella had to wait until 45 minutes after the final bell for Josie and Randy to show.


  Josie’s eyes were bloodshot and leaking, though it probably had a lot more to do with her near-constant sneezing and rattling cough than the call from the dean. If anything, Josie seemed sad and slightly hollow, silently sorry for the life of misery Noella was forced to endure. But there was also a look of relief when the dean told her about the fight. Noella wasn’t sure why, but the dean failed to mention what started the fight — an almost repeat of the incident, which must’ve been a huge relief to Josie.


  If Josie had compassion in her eyes, Randy had whatever the opposite was. She had gotten in trouble and wasted his time, and despite his morning advice, he would damn well make Noella pay.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  



  Silence cloaked the inside of Randy’s cruiser as they drove home, nobody saying a word, yet saying much in glances out the window, to one another, and in the rearview mirror.


  Randy dropped the girls off in the driveway with barely a breath, then backed his cruiser into the street, and hit the gas like he was mad at the pedal. “Great,” Noella said. “When he doesn’t say anything, that’s when he’s really mad.”


  “Everything will be fine,” Josie said, fishing in her purse for the keys, then turning to Noella. “He just needs time to cool off, that’s all. It isn’t easy leaving the station, then getting back into the groove of his day. Let’s just clean the house and make a nice dinner for when he comes home. Everything will be fine,” she repeated as if saying it twice would make it true.


  “Yes, of course” Noella nodded, “we must make sure everything is perfect for the King.”


  “That’s not fair,” Josie said, opening the front door. She turned back to Noella and gave her a helpless look that flooded Noella with guilt.


  Noella followed Josie into the house, then tossed her backpack onto the couch. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings, Jo. I know you love Randy, but you deserve better. He’s mean to you and makes things hard on us. And he’s going to make things worse for me, like he always does.” Noella bit her lip and tried not to cry, like she always did when saying the same things her aunt refused to hear.


  Josie looked Noella in the eye. “You know how he is,” she said. “It always passes. You just have to be patient. He’s a good guy, Noella. You’ve seen enough of him to know that side of him, too. Think of the good things he’s done for us, the things he’s done for you.”


  Noella dropped her voice to a non-argumentative mutter. “Yeah, but how long should he coast on the things he used to do? When’s the last time he did something nice for you?”


  Josie looked lost trying to come up with an answer. Perhaps there was even a bit of realization in her eyes as she came up blank.


  “I dunno. I don’t write these things down,” Josie said, walking to the kitchen, trying to cut the conversation off.


  “He’s mean, and you know it,” Noella said, following her. “Not to mention, he’s a ginormous control freak, and jealous of everything you do. Sure, he was nice, but only at first. Just look at how much life has changed in the last two years. When’s the last time you saw John or Michael or even your female friends?”


  Josie stared at the floor.


  It had been at least six months since she’d seen either of her two best friends. Before Randy, the three of them had gone to art shows together all the time, but Josie wasn’t allowed to have any male friends since Randy put a stop to “the mingling.”


  Josie rubbed her temples, then looked back at Noella. “He wasn’t always like this,” she said. “And he won’t be like this forever. He’s going through a rough time right now. You have no idea how hard it is to be a cop, let alone one of the main cops in the town. Especially now with all the murders. People are upset and scared, and he’s absorbing a lot of that stress. The papers, Channel 6, that stupid Aurora Falls blog, a bunch of crazed citizens, they’re all up in his grill all day, and that can gnaw at a man in ways neither of us can understand. It’s my job to put Randy back together, and do all I can to make things easier on him, so that everything’s easier on us. And it’s your job to help me.”


  Noella shook her head. She didn’t even know how to respond to Josie. Our job to put Randy together? What kinda sexist crap is that?


  Josie looked hard at Noella and paused until Noella met her eyes. “You gotta admit, Noey, it was a lot harder before he got here. He helps to pay the bills, and helped us get back on our feet.”


  Noella crossed her arms. “He’s not nice to you. And I’d rather eat Ramen every night than live with someone who makes your life a living hell. And besides,” Noella added, “there’s nothing worse than not knowing what to expect. Just this morning he told me to stick up for myself and not let the girls bully me. Tonight, he’ll probably yell at me even though I was doing just what he said, sticking up for myself!” Noella’s bottom lip trembled, but she managed to hold back a second round of tears.


  Josie wrapped her arms around her niece, then pulled her tight as she pet the back of her head. “I understand why you did what you did in the locker room,” she said. “And I’m sure Randy does, too. You’ll see. Everything will be better.”


  Josie kissed Noella on the heart-shaped birthmark on her cheek, then sent her upstairs to do her homework.


  



  **


  



  Later . . .


  



  Of course, Josie was wrong.


  Randy returned home right on schedule. He slammed the door behind him, kicked his shoes into the corner, and yelled, “Dinner ready?”


  That was pretty much all he said until the dishes were in the sink. Josie tried to ask him how work went, but all she could get was, “I spent all day around dirtbags, except for the hour I lost taking care of Noella’s unexpected crap.” He turned his glare on Noella, made it last long enough to hurt, then turned back to Josie and finished with, “So how does it sound like it went?”


  Josie said nothing.


  When the plates were mostly empty and utensils finished clinking, Randy pushed his chair from the table, turned his eyes to Noella and said, “You need to go sit in your room and wait for me. Your aunt and I have punishments to discuss.”


  Noella silently stood, took her dishes to the sink, rinsed them off, and set them in the dishwasher, then trudged up the stairs. She stared out the window at the moving truck across the street as dusk settled outside, casting the world into a dark violet hue.


  How does he get the right to punish me? It’s not like he’s my dad or something. The minute I graduate, I’m getting the hell out of this house and this godforsaken town!


  As she dreamed of life outside of Aurora Falls and her past, Noella found herself sitting at her desk, still gazing out the window. She was staring at the sky, with thoughts of flight, at first. But then she found her gaze drifting to the truck in front of the house across the street.


  This truck was blue, different from the one from this morning. The family had to be pretty big if it took two giant trucks to move all their stuff. Or they were a small family of very dedicated hoarders that would someday be found buried beneath mounds of old newspapers, magazines, and dead cats.


  Noella laughed at the image, wondering why every single hoarder you saw on TV always had a bunch of cats living in their home.


  Maybe you shouldn’t laugh. That’ll be you in a few years, you freak ... the weird cat lady down the road.


  Noella was about to search for her binoculars to get a closer look when a single booming knock on the door sent a shock through the room. Randy didn’t wait for an answer. He threw the door open and turned his gaze on her.


  Noella sat in her chair as Randy paced her room, delivering Speech #27, the one about personal responsibility.


  “This nonsense has to stop,” he said, waving his hands in the air. “If you want to act like a butthead, well, then your butt will stay locked in your room. You need to get it together, Noella, and you need to get it together now. You’re almost 17, and you’re too old to be getting into fights.”


  “But you told me to fight back!” Noella said.


  “I didn’t mean to literally fight back. I meant to stand up for yourself. Don’t back down. But that didn’t mean I wanted you to throw punches like some sorta barroom hussy.”


  “No, I’m pretty sure you told me to hit them,” Noella said.


  “Girl, don’t tell me what I said. I know what I said, thank you.”


  “But...”


  “No buts, Missy. I don’t wanna hear it.”


  Randy sat on the edge of her bed, and she hoped he wouldn’t leave her faux down comforter reeking of Old Spice.


  “Stupid behavior requires a strong, smart response. You know that, right? We’ve talked about it before.” He looked at Noella like he wanted a response. But Noella knew he didn’t, so she kept her mouth shut.


  “Raising children is tough,” he continued, as if he had the first clue about raising a child, “but we have to get you back on track, Noella. Otherwise it’s back to Dr. Foster’s office. Do you understand?”


  Noella nodded, silently thanking God that the dean didn’t mention what precipitated the argument: the video of Noella having another episode. The dean wouldn’t of left that fact out of the story unless he’d not known it, which meant that neither Coach Carla nor Vicky told the dean. Noella wasn’t sure why nobody said anything, but she was glad. If Randy knew what had happened, she’d be in Dr. Foster’s office tomorrow morning.


  Randy stood, stepped toward the door, then turned back with his hand on the knob. “Cancel all your plans for the next two weeks,” he said. “You’re on full blackout.”


  My date with Sam!


  “But it’s my birthday! I have plans to go to the movies with Sam tomorrow!”


  “You should’ve thought about that before you got into a fistfight,” Randy said. “And besides, when did you start going on dates? I don’t recall us discussing the matter.”


  “It’s not a date. He’s my friend. We’re just friends!”


  “Well, tell your ‘friend’ you can’t go out tomorrow. And next time you’re sticking up for yourself, try not to ruin my day in the process, eh?” Randy left the room and shut the door behind him.


  Full blackout?


  She couldn’t believe that Randy would be such a jerk on her birthday, of all days! So much for Josie saying things would be okay. Now Noella had to call Sam and tell him the news, and hope he’d still wanna take her out in two weeks.


  She picked up her cell and dialed Sam’s number, waiting for him to pick up, and hoping like hell she wouldn’t melt into tears while giving him the bad news. After four rings, his voicemail message began.


  “Hey, it’s Sam. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you after I get back from Skyrim.”


  She laughed, knowing that the video game had already sucked up 150 hours of his life, if not more since he got it. She loved how sweet he sounded even in something as plain as his voicemail message. She could listen to it a million times and it would bring a smile to her face each and every time.


  She was halfway through leaving a message when Randy burst back into her room and yelled, “And no phone for two weeks! Blackout means blackout!”


  Noella was too humiliated to finish what she was saying. She whispered, “Bye, Sam. See you at school,” then turned the phone off and handed it to Randy.


  “And the laptop. No Facebook or email for you either.”


  Randy waited as Noella unplugged her computer and handed it to him reluctantly.


  “Thank you,” Randy said, and left her room, closing the door behind him.


  



  **


  



  Sometime after her second pint of tears, Noella fell asleep.


  Though her father had been gone for a decade, Noella felt some comfort in knowing that he was never farther away than her dreams. No matter how bad things got, he was always there to listen to her. And he always had the right thing to say. Of course, it wasn’t her real dad. It was some dream version, maybe even another facet of her mind, Dr. Foster had suggested. But that didn’t lessen how much she looked forward to seeing him, and how real he felt to her while she was in the dream world.


  She wondered, if she had created her dad, why hadn’t she also created a dream version of her mother. Perhaps it was because her mother died minutes after she was born, so she’d never gotten to know her. And though her father, and Josie to a lesser extent, tried to paint a picture of what her mom had been like, the image they painted was still a stranger to her.


  While hundreds of different people populated her dreams, there were only two regularly featured: her father and her boyfriend, Dante.


  Dante had been in her dreams for as long as she could remember.


  He was 19 or 20, she guessed, with olive skin, perfectly sculpted muscles, and long dark hair hanging over piercing gray eyes. He was gorgeous. Her subconscious had a pretty good bead on the kinds of guys she was attracted to. He also had the most beautiful, kindest smile this side of Sam’s. And though she didn’t know much about him, she felt a connection with him, a love for him, that made sense in the weird dream logic that ruled her sleeping world. They shared a long history of memories, laughs, and tender conversations, even if none of them actually happened in the waking world.


  In some ways, Dante was like Sam. They’d been close, and though she loved him, and she thought he loved her, they’d never kissed or been romantic in any way. Again, weird dream logic that made sense when she closed her eyes, but fell apart in the reason and ration of daylight.


  Dante first appeared in her dreams when she turned eight, about six months after her father showed up. Maybe that was why they’d never been romantic. Maybe he still thought of her like a little girl. Despite having never touched or kissed him, or even having seen him in more than a year, she felt closer to him than any other man she’d ever known, real or imagined. So calling him her boyfriend, even if only in the context of the dreams, made sense. And made her feel a little bit less alone.


  She hadn’t told Dr. Foster about Dante. She wasn’t sure why, if she were embarrassed, or if she felt she should keep him secret for another reason. She suspected a bit of both.


  Unfortunately, the pills that made her nightmares, hallucinations, and voices go away, also made Dante vanish around the same time.


  It was a small price to pay, but had been worth it. Besides, seeing him all the time had made her sad, just as waking up without her father had. After long nights with Dante, she woke time and time again to the reality that she had no real love. And sometimes that hurt as much as not having a father.


  But now, following the past two weeks of nightmares and hallucinations, she began to wonder if perhaps Dante would also return. She wasn’t sure if she even wanted him to, because in recent months she’d grown more attached to Sam, so seeing Dante would only confuse things. While the logical part of her brain easily separated reality from dream, her emotional side couldn’t. As crazy as it seemed, she felt a commitment to Dante.


  As she waded further into her dream world, and one landscape gave way to another, she found herself in front of her old house, the one by the sea, where she usually met her father. Anniversaries were always the toughest when it came to seeing him, and even tougher to wake up from.


  The sun kissed her skin as she approached the house and stepped inside. The house had no furniture. It never did. The glass doors in the rear were open, and she saw him standing on the balcony overlooking the sea. She went outside to join him. Only it wasn’t her dad on the balcony, but rather Dante. He turned, his dark hair blowing in the salty wind. He smiled, but there was a sadness in his eyes.


  “You’re here!” she said, wanting to run to him and hug him, hold him, and never let him go. But for some reason, he never let her touch him. As if doing so would cause him to vanish.


  “Noella,” he said, “You can see me?”


  “Yes, of course I can. It’s been so long,” Noella cried. “Where were you, and where have you been?”


  “You didn’t need me.”


  How can he say I didn’t need him? Doesn’t he realize that I always need him, and missed him when he went away, like winter waiting on a summer sky?


  “But you’re back now?” Noella asked, confused and terrified by whatever he wasn’t saying.


  He nodded.


  “Why?” Noella whispered.


  “Because now you need me,” he said. “They found you. They’re coming for you.”


  “What do you mean? Who’s coming?” Noella asked, fear growing in her gut.


  Dante never answered. He was gone, and Noella was suddenly bobbing on her back in an endless ocean, the sky churning above her in dark swirling clouds. Lightning pulsated behind the clouds like strobe lights, almost blinking a pattern. Thunder exploded above her, so loud it scared her and she momentarily went under. She surfaced, spitting salt water from her mouth, as the sky’s light show sped up.


  It is a pattern!


  But what does it mean?


  Another explosion rocked the world, and she went under again. When she came up, she was back in her bed, bladder about to burst. She ran into the bathroom and peed what seemed a gallon.


  Noella crept back to bed, still half asleep, though suddenly alert at the sight of the house across the street. A light was on in the upstairs room directly across from her — Sam’s old room.


  Someone was inside.


  Not just someone . . . he was inside.


  She rubbed her eyes and blinked at the impossible.


  Dante was in the house across the street, staring right back at her, real and in the flesh.


  No way!


  She looked down at her bookcase in search of the binoculars she hadn’t used in more than a year. Her hands found them and removed the caps, then brought them to her eyes to focus on the house across the street.


  The light went out and Noella was suddenly in the dark, alone with the impossible.


  She had to be seeing things.


  Tears flooded her eyes, convinced that she was losing her mind . . . again.


  Noella pulled the curtains closed, then crawled back into bed, terrified.


  He isn’t real.


  He can’t be.


  Things were about to get bad. Her dreams were invading her world again. Even though it was the last thing in the world Noella wanted to do, she decided that she’d have to tell Josie tomorrow, so they could call Dr. Foster.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  



  



  Friday, October 26


  morning


  



  Day one of Noella’s blackout fell on her birthday, which meant waking up miserable, just as she’d spent every birthday since she knew what miserable meant. Each year seemed to be worse than the one before, though nothing could be worse than the first, except for maybe the seventh.


  Noella pushed herself from her funk and tried not to mope through the house as she made her way through the usual chores, giving extra elbow grease to every line on the list since Randy would come home looking for any reason to make her start again at the top, or hand her a new list altogether. That meant hospital corners on all the beds, an extra layer of Liquid Gold on the wood, and pointy triangles on every fresh roll of toilet paper.


  As weird as it was, Noella liked doing housework. It was one of the few times that she could focus on something other than her constant internal chatter. Concentrating on doing housework meant not having to dwell on things.


  However, as much as she put into her work, nothing could keep her eyes from drifting across the street every time she passed the front window.


  The moving truck was gone, and in its place, a midnight blue and gray Honda Element. Since it was daytime, she couldn’t see what was happening behind the open blinds in the windows of the house. Other than the Element, the property looked every bit as vacant as it had with the “For Sale” sign decorating the lawn.


  “Curious about the new neighbors?” Josie said, sneaking up behind Noella and following her gaze across the street.


  Noella leaned on the broom and turned to Josie. “Yeah, just wondering what sort of family’s moving in.” Of course, Noella said nothing about how the mysterious stranger who had haunted a lifetime’s worth of dreams, was staring at her from the bedroom a dozen or so hours before.


  “What makes you think it’s a family?” Josie asked.


  Noella shrugged, “Seems like they’ve got a lot of stuff, so I just figured they have kids. Have you seen anyone yet?”


  Josie shook her head. “No, I heard the truck pull up yesterday, but my head was in the crapper. After that, I crawled back into bed.” Josie wrapped her arms around Noella, then pulled her into a gaze. “I have to work tonight, okay?” she said, apology pulling at the edges of her mouth.


  “There’s nothing I can do about it. Lindsey’s daughter has pneumonia, so I’ve been assigned to cover her shift. I know it sucks, but we’ll celebrate your birthday tomorrow, I promise. I’ll be home around 11, if you want to wait and have cake then, but it’s probably better to wait until tomorrow. Besides, that gives Randy one more day to cool off, and that has to be a good thing, right?”


  Though Noella hadn’t wanted to do anything on her birthday, she certainly didn’t want to spend it at home, alone. Or worse, with Randy.


  “I know your birthday is already starting out in Suck City,” Josie said, sensing Noella’s sadness, “but we’ll celebrate extra tomorrow and it will be great. We can eat anywhere you want.”


  “I dunno. Randy will probably say we can’t go out since I’m on blackout.”


  Josie hugged Noella tighter. “I’ll take care of Randy,” she said. “I promise!”


  Noella buried her face, deep in the chest of the closest thing she’d ever had to a mother, and held her close for several minutes, until Josie kissed her on the forehead and went into the kitchen to boil some water for tea.


  Noella continued to Hoover, Windex, and Tidy-Bowl, setting her stare across the street with every pass in front of the window. Somewhere between her morning bowl of cereal and her afternoon ham and cheese, the phone rang – Tony calling from Keefer’s to tell Noella that Jamie was calling in sick.


  Of course, Jamie was calling in sick. Just like she had on Halloween, when The Smoldering Coals were playing the Palace, and a dozen other times when she wasn’t really sick, showing Noella how insignificant her social schedule was in comparison.


  “Can you work?” Tony asked.


  Noella could hear the clanging of cups and the whir of the espresso machine on Tony’s end reminding her of how busy Fridays were.


  She wanted to say no. Especially since Tony didn’t even acknowledge it was her birthday. But there was only one thing Noella wanted to do less than pull a shift at Keefer’s on her birthday, and that was be home when Randy got home. She told Tony to hang on and turned to Josie, “Looks like everyone is calling in today. Tony wants me to work tonight. Think Randy will mind?”


  “No, he’ll probably be happy to have you out of the house, what with the guys coming over to watch the game. If you really wanna work on your birthday, go ahead.”


  “Sure,” Noella said into the phone, “What time do you need me?”


  “Five to closing?” Tony asked, surely afraid that she’d change her mind once she heard the word “closing.”


  Closing sucked on Fridays because Keefer’s was one of the few places for teens to hang out in the town, and they’d always push their luck, lingering as long as they could. Closing at nine meant you might not get out until an hour or hour and a half later, sometimes.


  Noella said, “Sure, whatever,” then started moving through the list, and the house, at double speed. She wanted everything barracks-neat before she left. Fridays with Randy were as predictable as the rest of the week. He’d get home from the station sometime around 5:00, with his buddies arriving around a half hour after that. By 7:00 they’d all be rowdy and half drunk.


  Most of the men were harmless, and while they made cracks here and there to annoy Noella, it was mostly for sport. In front of company, Randy was as charming as a prince. It was only under his breath, or just out of earshot, when Randy took the gloves off and bruised Noella’s soul. And it was always worse when Josie worked late or wasn’t there to protect her.


  By the time Noella was finished with her chores and was freshly showered, Josie was cleaned up and ready for her shift at Sunset Senior Center. They climbed into either side of Josie’s nine-year-old Camry, then drove 16 blocks to Keefer’s.


  Josie kissed Noella on the cheek and said, “Happy birthday, Noey. I love you.”


  Noella told Josie that she loved her, too, then climbed from the car and onto the curb and gave her aunt a final smile, before swallowing hard and entering the coffee shop for a shift that promised to be slightly better than the hell at home.


  



  **


  



  Noella didn’t mind working Keefer’s Mondays through Thursday, but she hated Fridays and Saturdays with a white hot heat, and tried to work them as seldom as possible.


  EnvyUs, the ridiculous name the most popular clique in school had given themselves, had other places to be on Monday through Thursdays. On Fridays and Saturdays, though, they made Keefer’s their own private club, and when Noella was working, she was their poor servant girl. They gave her a hard time when placing orders, with long sequences of complicated directions, sending things back without cause, always smiling at Noella, through thin lips pursed to make her feel small, behind eyes lit with the delight of her squirming.


  Something was wrong when girls like them had all the money in the world, while hardworking, nice people such as Noella and her aunt, had to slave away just to make their frayed ends meet.


  The bell on the door clanged as she pushed her way into the shop.


  EnvyUs was already occupying a table, with Becca and Vicky sitting next to each other on one side and two other members, Britt and Jason, on the other, sipping lattes and comparing downloads on their Nanos and iPhones.


  They mercifully ignored Noella for the first half hour of her shift, though she could never forget they were there, like she could never forget Randy was in the garage. She kept one eye at their table while her mind drifted to the mystery man she’d seen last night, who may or may not have been a figment of her imagination.


  The door dinged and Sam stepped inside.


  Their eyes met and Noella smiled. Sam walked to the counter, “Happy birthday,” on his lips as Noella ran around to the other side of the counter and threw her arms around him. He hugged her hard, but retreated quickly, then handed her a small square wrapped in pink paper, with tiny cupcakes of every color scattered all over the front.


  Noella peeled the paper, already smiling. In an iPod world, Sam was the sort of guy who still burned CDs, and loved making his own album art. For a cover, he drew a picture of Noella’s face, her hair flowing into long, twisting strands which stretched into the sky where they spelled out her name. She pulled the CD case closer to admire his intricate line work and crosshatching skills.


  It was easily the best gift she ever received.


  “I love it!” she said hugging him. “It’s beautiful!”


  “Best. Playlist. Ever.” Sam pointed at the bright blue CD inside. “Been working on this one a month. If you can think of a way to make it perfecter, I’d love to hear it.”


  He smiled, and Noella smiled at the word “perfecter.”


  He pointed to the book beneath the jewel case. “That book has the 100 best album covers of all time, or at least the best 100 according to the authors, but it’s hard to argue with most of their choices.”


  Noella slipped the jewel case behind the book, then flipped the pages, slowly making her way through everything from Sgt. Pepper’s, Houses of the Holy, and Sticky Fingers, to Joshua Tree, License to Ill, and Nevermind.


  “Thanks!” Noella said. “I love it! I haven’t even seen some of these.”


  “You’re gonna love the CD,” Sam said. “Just wait until you hear it.”


  The bell on the door dinged and a customer walked to the counter. Sam stepped aside, and Noella silently cursed Tony for taking what was probably his 20th smoking break since she arrived.


  “Well, see ya’,” Sam said. He smiled at Noella, then turned toward the EnvyUs.


  Noella was happy Sam had come into Keefer’s and given her a gift, but it was hard not to feel rejected, blown off for the cool table at the first excuse, where he could slip on his mask and play his part in their party. She didn’t blame him. As much as Noella hated herself for knowing it was true, she would probably wear the mask with him, if they would let her.


  As she made a vanilla latte for the girl in front of her, she found herself staring at Sam, acting so happy to be hanging out with EnvyUs. She damned Randy for forcing her to cancel the date. Now she had to sit and watch Sam hang out with the cool kids, including her former close friend, Becca.


  Noella wasn’t sure which made her sadder, that Sam remained friends with Becca after Noella and she had a falling out, or the fact that Becca had changed so much.


  Becca moved to town last summer, and Noella met her at the library. Though Becca looked born to be popular, beautiful, and blonde with a body that most guys wanted and most girls would kill to have, she was nothing like the stuck-up girls that populated the upper echelon at Aurora Falls High.


  Becca was from Alabama, and had the accent to boot. And she was one of the sweetest, most sincere people Noella had ever met. Like Noella, Becca was a huge reader and movie buff. They spent the summer hanging out, watching movies, and bonding. Becca was the girlfriend Noella had been longing to have since she moved to the town almost 10 years earlier. Someone with no prejudice against her, that didn’t know her as the weird girl with the weird birthmark, the chubby girl, the crazy girl who nearly killed someone, or any of the other categories Noella had been placed into by her classmates over the years.


  Becca was the first person outside of Mako (who didn’t count, because she was never able to hang out) and Sam to accept Noella as she was. Things had been so perfect.


  And then when the school year began, everything changed.


  Becca joined the drama club and the cheerleading squad, and fell in with Noella’s enemies. And now, as Noella watched them laughing and having a good time, she couldn’t help but linger on the moment when everything changed.


  Becca was signing up for drama and tried to get Noella to join with her. The last thing Noella wanted to do was stand on a stage and call more attention to herself, though, so she said no. Becca begged Noella, saying it would be fun. Noella said no, letting fear guide her decision, instead of taking a chance and trying to change her life by stepping out of her comfort zone.


  While Noella had said no, Sam surprisingly loved the idea, and signed up.


  Over time, things got weird between Becca and Noella, and they drifted apart. Though Sam was a common friend, he didn’t really involve himself in gossip or drama, and likely remained ignorant of how much Noella hated his new friends.


  Noella couldn’t help but feel that her whole life shifted on that one decision. That decision in which she let her fear call the shots. Now she was on the outside looking in, and Sam was right there with them.


  And more than she hated Vicky and some of the other girls in the group, she hated herself for allowing fear to rule her life.


  Sam sipped from his Becca’s cup, his eyes moving around the group, and occasionally to Noella. She wondered what he was thinking, what it was he saw; wondered what it would take to make him get up from the table and leave them behind. He had to hate some of what he saw, the way the rest of EnvyUs reached into their bags and pulled out their candy and corn nuts, leaving torn wrappers strewn about the table and floor for Noella to clean.


  Every time Noella came to clean the table or pick up the wrappers, she’d endure another whispered chorus of mocking laughter, and the added insult of Sam believing they were laughing at something else.


  She would have left their wrappers until they left, but if the manager, Mr. Cleary, came in for a surprise visit, and saw the mess, she’d probably get fired on the spot. Mr. Cleary was mean, too. A little like Randy, but thankfully, he kept his visits to a few minutes a week, at most.


  Noella ignored the table for the most part, but it was hard to swallow and even harder to turn away when Britt said, “The only thing worse than being on all-out nerd patrol is picking up trash for money! I mean, really, what’s the point of being smarter than everyone else if you’re always stuck cleaning their garbage? Makes you wonder who the smart one really is.”


  Noella was just far enough away to pretend like she didn’t hear the comment. She had to strain to hear it in the first place, though she wished she was closer so she could hear what Sam said to defend her. He sounded harsh, and his bark was followed by a moment of silence. But it faded fast and then friendly chatter erupted, quickly growing louder than ever. Apparently Sam hadn’t been offended enough to get up and storm out of the shop.


  Dante wouldn’t put up with that crap.


  Yeah, but Dante’s not real, idiot.


  Between customers Noella stocked the dairy shelves in the fridge, rotated the breads, and filled all the bean bins for the following day. Eventually, the chatter died to nearly nothing, and the next time Noella looked over, she expected to see the table half gone.


  She didn’t expect to see Becca sucking Sam’s face, or Sam’s lips letting it happen.


  Their kiss seemed painfully long before it suddenly broke. Sam’s eyes met Noella’s, then flooded in shock. She swallowed her tears just as Tony returned from one of his smoke breaks.


  “Bathroom break,” Noella said, tossing her apron onto the counter and brushing past him and into the employee restroom in the back of the shop.


  Noella closed and locked the door behind her, then sat on the toilet and quietly wept herself empty.


  How can I be so stupid?


  Why would he like me when he can have someone like Becca? Someone just like me, but beautiful, rich, and popular.


  Noella wondered if that was their first kiss or if Sam had been seeing Becca for a while and had kept it from Noella. It didn’t matter, the result was the same. She was about to lose Sam to EnvyUs, just like she lost Becca. Only this time, she was losing a longtime friend, and someone she’d fallen hard for.


  Third worst birthday ever.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



  When Noella came out from the bathroom, the members of EnvyUs were all gone.


  Of course, Tony had done nothing to clear their area, so Noella started clearing the wrappers, throwing away their empty cups, and wiping her damp rag across the table.


  It looked as though one of the girls, probably Britt, had cleaned out her backpack and left crumpled papers, along with some assorted trash and backpack lint in a small lake under the table.


  Bitch!


  As Noella was cleaning the mess, she found a paper folded neatly like a note, and smiled at the thrill that maybe she’d found something she wasn’t supposed to see. She grabbed it, looked around the shop to make sure Tony wasn’t watching her — he was outside smoking again — and opened the note.


  Except it wasn’t a note.


  It was a crude drawing in black ink of a girl with long dark hair, and a heart-shaped birthmark on her cheek. She was holding a knife that was dripping with blood, and wearing a lunatic’s smile.


  Noella crumpled the paper hard enough to feel her nails dig deep in her flesh, then dropped it in the bag along with the rest of their garbage.


  You’ll always be a freak to them. And to Sam, too.


  EnvyUs had been in the shop for three hours, plus the time before she got there. They’d bought a total of six drinks between them, and hadn’t left a tip, unless you counted the seven pennies and one nickel they left on the table.


  She wondered if Sam or Becca had known about that, had to believe the answer was no. A yes would simply hurt too much. Though Becca and Noella weren’t friends, they weren’t enemies (though that might change after today). They were more like a divorced couple who acted cordially, even though the love had gone. Becca wouldn’t have let the others stiff Noella on a tip if she’d been paying attention.


  Though Becca hadn’t been cruel to her, she hadn’t defended Noella, either. She tried to remain neutral, which wasn’t exactly something a real friend did. Real friends defended you. It’s what Noella would’ve done, anyway.


  Maybe Becca and Sam are a perfect match, after all.


  Once the EnvyUs left, the energy in Keefer’s died. There was a final handful of customers scattered across the next hour, mostly single cups of decaf, though one ridiculously high-strung woman came in and ordered an overly complicated latte that Noella had to make three times while Tony chuckled behind her.


  The last 40 minutes passed like molasses, until Noella was setting the day-old brownies in the cooler and Death in a Mets Hat came in to shatter the quiet at Keefer’s.


  



  * *


  



  Aurora Falls, New York


  Friday, October 26


  9:55 p.m.


  now...


  



  



  He’s going to kill you.


  You saw his face. You saw him kill someone. He can’t let you live.


  Their eyes locked, and he looked down at the gun in his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, raising the gun to her head.


  Then the impossible happened.


  She heard the man in black seconds before she saw him seemingly appear from nowhere.


  “No!” the man in black screamed as he grabbed Mets Hat by the back of his head, shoving him face first hard into the counter.


  The would-be thief dropped his pistol and fell limp to the ground as the man in black fell on top of him, gripping his face with his bare hands, as if he were squeezing his skull as tight as he could. The gunman’s body shook violently, like he was having an epileptic fit, as his flesh began to burn. The man in black held tight, his face hidden beneath long dark hair, his hands almost fused to Mets Hat’s face.


  And that’s when Noella realized what was happening. The man in black was somehow burning the man alive.


  She gasped, unable to turn away, watching as Mets Hat’s flesh blistered, turned black, then almost to ash.


  Noella opened her mouth to scream, but all that left was a gasp.


  The man in black heard her gasp, and looked up, intense gray eyes meeting hers. They weren’t the eyes of a stranger, though, but rather the eyes of the man from her dreams — Dante.


  No, he’s not real.


  You’re dreaming. This isn’t real.


  The doctors were wrong. I’m not better. Not if I’m seeing this.


  The man who wasn't real stood up, staring at her as if he’d known her all her life.


  No, this is just a dream.


  Just a dream.


  But it wasn't.


  He held their gaze for a full minute, neither of them saying a word, both of them barely breathing. She stared down at the burned corpse, wondering if she saw what she thought she saw — him sucking the life from the man with the gun.


  “How?” was all she could get out.


  When Dante finally spoke, all he said was, “You’re safe, Noella.”


  Those words were enough to blur her reality beyond reason.


  Her knees went to jelly and she fell to the floor.


  



  **


  



  Noella woke to a police officer’s voice several minutes later, asking her if she was okay.


  Her head was throbbing. She looked around. Tony still lay in a pool of blood, and Mets Hat was still a withered corpse.


  Dante was nowhere to be found.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  



  



  The sheriff’s deputies questioned Noella for more than 30 minutes before Randy showed on the scene. When he arrived, Noella was exhausted, eyes tired, and she just wanted to go home and collapse.


  Randy stood by for about 10 minutes, arms folded across his chest, before stepping in to save her from the questioning.


  Detective Avery said, “We’re not done yet,” then looked up at Randy.


  Randy pulled her from the chair where Sam had been sitting just a little over an hour before. “Yes, you are,” he said, “She’s already told you everything she knows. You have our number if you think of any more questions. You know where to find me. But for now, we’re outta here. She’s been through enough tonight.”


  Randy stared at Detective Avery until the man relented. Randy put an arm around Noella and led her from the coffee shop.


  As they walked to the car, Noella found herself surprised by Randy’s kindness. She wanted to cry at how kind he was when he told the detective, “She’s been through enough.”


  Maybe Josie wasn’t completely wrong about Randy after all.


  It seemed like the meaner he was when she expected it, the nicer he got when she didn’t. The radio was playing Adele’s “Someone Like You.” Randy shut it off, looked over at Noella, who was staring out the window into the darkness. Though she saw him out of the corner of her eye, and could tell that he wanted to talk, she continued staring out at the mocking moon above. All she wanted to do was go home, tell Josie what happened, and then go to bed.


  “I’m sorry you had to see what you did,” Randy said. “I mean, after seeing your dad murdered, this must’ve brought back a million memories. And on your birthday of all days.”


  He shook his head and brushed his hand across her shoulder, an awkward attempt by someone who was rarely physically affectionate.


  “Yeah,” she said.


  Noella was numb, shocked, and trying to pull sense from the senseless.


  She couldn’t believe that Tony was dead, couldn’t believe that it had happened right in front of her. Couldn’t believe that Dante had pulled her from the arms of certain death.


  He couldn’t have. It’s impossible.


  Worse than impossible . . . it’s crazy.


  You need to go back to Dr. Foster. Now! Tell Randy what happened. He and Josie will get you the help you need. You can’t let this get out of hand again.


  “I heard some of what you were saying to Avery,” Randy spoke slightly louder, as if to let Noella know he wanted an answer. “You say you passed out when the perp pulled the gun from his jacket, but that you don’t remember anything after that, right?”


  “Nothing,” she said. “Next thing I knew after that, Officer Crispin was waking me up.”


  “And you have no idea how the guy got French fried to a crisp?”


  “No idea,” Noella shook her head.


  Randy stared at Noella instead of the road, as if trying to separate fact from fiction, truth from lie. He had good instincts for when people were lying to him. He could sense the truth she was hiding. He finally returned his eyes to the road, shaking his head. “That’s some weird stuff. More than weird, it’s downright bizarre. Lucky thing you weren’t hurt.”


  Noella wasn’t sure what Randy was getting at, but the cold weight in her chest and the warm lump in her throat made her wonder if he were trying to draw a link between what happened at the coffee shop and the nightmare from two years ago.


  No, I can’t tell him the truth.


  I can’t tell Randy about the man from my dreams.


  Noella didn’t know what was happening, but she knew enough to realize she was falling into something beyond her comprehension, something she could never let anybody know about.


  



  



  **


  



  midnight...


  



  Noella opened her eyes to the dream that wasn’t really a dream.


  In many ways, this dream felt more real than reality.


  There were the regular dreams, like the ones everyone had, a jumble of sound and images, flashing memories and random thought.


  But these dreams were different, and Noella had been able to feel the difference since forever. Maybe everyone had both types of dreams, Noella had no way of knowing. She figured they probably did, but they couldn’t recognize them. But then again, maybe she was crazy. It was certainly possible. Dr. Foster may not have said it on his clipboard, but he said with his eyes more times than she could count.


  Except crazy people didn’t think they were crazy, and half the time Noella thought she was as looney as a toon. At least that’s how she felt in the daylight. Dreams were different.


  Dreams were like liquid forever, where she could walk through walls of eternity, staring at all that ever happened and everything that ever would. Where she could step into memories like a body through water, moments rippling in every direction. The Forever in her dreams felt like home, though it wasn’t. Just like the father in her dream felt like home, but wasn’t. Not really. Nor was Dante.


  Tonight’s liquid forever had led her into a pitch black room. On the other side of the wall, she heard the muffled cries of a girl. They weren’t cries of sadness, though. They were cries of torment and fear.


  She pushed through the darkness and found a doorway which led to a room beyond hers, a seedy hotel room dimly lit by an old TV, tuned to static.


  Then she saw the source of the crying strapped to a chair, her hands and legs tied with rope, mouth gagged, eyes blindfolded by black fabric.


  Though the girl looked like she’d been through hell, and was blindfolded, Noella recognized her almost instantly. It was Katie Blanchard, a cheerleader who hung at the fringes of the EnvyUs. Katie had gone out of her way to be cruel to Noella on several occasions. However, Noella couldn’t help but wince when she saw the raw lashes running across Katie’s wrists and forearms, from the rope binding her to the chair.


  Noella looked around the rundown motel room, searching for whoever had done this. Katie was alone, tied up in a powder blue prom dress maybe 20 years out of style.


  Katie’s cries intensified as if she’d sensed Noella.


  She began to shake in her chair, struggling with the ropes, and cried, sounding like she was begging to be set free.


  “Shh,” Noella whispered, not wanting Katie’s cries to bring whoever had done this to her. Noella looked around the room, both the front door and bathroom door were closed, but she could see a light on in the bathroom. Shadows played across the floor.


  Whoever did this is in there!


  Noella moved quickly, to untie Katie before the bathroom door opened. She was too late.


  The door opened, and light spilled into the room, the man appeared in the doorway. His features were a blur, cloaked in shadows which traveled with him as he moved toward them.


  Oh, God! He sees me!


  Noella turned to run out the door, but couldn’t move.


  The man moved closer, but ignored Noella. Either he couldn’t see her, or didn’t care if she watched.


  The shadows swirled, giving way to limbs, one of them holding a knife, as he stepped forward. He ran the blade from the nape of Katie’s neck, along the side of her face, then curled it around the bend of her ear and then down into and through her throat.


  Noella screamed.


  The shadow turned, as if he’d heard Noella, and met Noella’s eyes with his hollow ebony pits, a geyser of blood erupting behind him.


  He moved closer, opening his mouth impossibly wide, and a swarm of darkness swirled from his mouth, tendrils reaching out to seize Noella.


  



  **


  



  She woke gasping for breath, back in her bedroom, shaking and covered in sweat.


  Oh my God, that was so realistic!


  She muffled her terror, clasping her hands to her mouth, and breathing heavily into her fingered cup. Noella slowed her breath and stared across the street, hungry for the savior she could feel waiting for her on the other side of the dark gulf.


  Her heart sped up when she saw Dante standing in the window again, lit by the moon above.


  She jumped out of bed and ran to her window, waving, desperate to get his attention. She had to see him up close. She had to ask him what happened at the coffee shop. Had to know what he’d done, and what he was.


  No human can do that.


  She had a million questions, chief among them, whether he was real.


  He stepped back into the darkness of the room and vanished.


  Noella cried out, “No. Don’t go.”


  The darkness outside grew darker, and Noella felt something outside, watching her. But it wasn’t Dante. It was something else. Something deadly, smearing her air with the taint of a threat, made the hairs on her arm stand in a wave. She swallowed hard and yanked the curtains closed.


  Noella returned to bed, and sank deeper beneath the covers, shaking. She wasn’t sure if she was still dreaming, or if she was having another hallucination. Her heart pounded fast, and she felt that old familiar fear creeping over her. She had to get a handle on it before something bad happened.


  What’s happening to me?


  The clock read 3:11 a.m. She had to calm down and get back to sleep. She remembered Dr. Foster’s advice on calming down the attacks. She counted backwards from 100, waiting for sleep to claim her, and hoping no nightmares waited.


  



  **


  



  



  Saturday, October 27


  9:04 a.m.


  



  Noella woke to an eerie stillness, as the crust of her dreams continued to crumble.


  It felt like Randy was gone from the house, which on a Saturday morning meant something really bad had probably happened. Maybe he got called in to help on her case.


  Noella rubbed her eyes and massaged her temples. Her skin was damp and clammy. She pulled the covers over her head, turned toward the wall, and replayed the nightmares, real and imagined of the past 24 hours.


  Her head was throbbing. She reached to her nightstand, popped the cap off her pills and took one, praying it would work today.


  She forced herself to get out of bed, and do something, anything, to get her mind to stop thinking on everything. She brushed her teeth, showered, got dressed in a tee shirt and sweats, and headed downstairs to find Josie and see how she was.


  Josie was sitting in the living room, Kindle in her hand, but eyes on the TV news.


  Why is the news on this late on a Saturday?


  “Did you know this girl?” her aunt asked, eyes fixed on the TV. The news flashed a picture of Katie Blanchard with the words “AURORA FALLS SLASHER VICTIM 13?”


  The weekend anchorwoman, Colleen Shaw, stared gravely into the camera, asking the reporter on the scene, Shane Billings, to update the audience.


  



  “School officials are shocked at the discovery of Katie Blanchard’s body this morning in front of Aurora Falls High School. Groundskeepers found her body at 7 a.m., and immediately alerted the police. While Public Information Officer Timothy Bilson has not yet confirmed that Katie is a victim of the slasher, sources tell us that a note from the slasher was found on the girl’s body.”


  “Why aren’t they releasing more information?” Colleen asked.


  “The Sheriff’s Office is saying that they’ll release more details at a noon press conference.”


  “This is believed to be the first child victim of the Aurora Falls Slasher, right?” Colleen asked Shane.


  “Yes, the victim was 16. The Slasher’s youngest known victim prior to today was 35, so as you can guess, the Sheriff’s Office is very concerned, and wants to rule out that this could be a copycat type murder.”


  



  “Did you know her?” Josie asked again.


  Noella’s voice was a prisoner in her throat. She took a long horrible stride backward.


  No, it can’t be.


  No.


  Josie repeated, “Did you know her?”


  How is this possible?


  Noella took another step back and lost herself to another whimper. Then she swallowed hard and said, “Yes, I knew her.”


  Josie turned from the screen, then stared into the horror of Noella’s face. “Oh my God, honey, are you alright?”


  Noella started to cry. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered.


  How did I know Katie was dead? Did I see it actually happening?


  Was I actually there?


  Josie jumped from the couch and ran to Noella’s side, hugging her tight and telling her everything would be fine. Noella stared at nothing, letting Josie believe she was mourning a fellow student’s loss rather than her own sanity.


  



  **


  



  Noella felt like a ghost, simply going through the motions as she sat at the breakfast table, poking her eggs with a fork and an absence of appetite.


  Josie entered the kitchen, dressed in her smock and ready for work. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay alone?”


  “Of course,” Noella nodded. “I’m fine.”


  Josie smiled at Noella, as though she knew exactly how untrue that actually was, then pulled Noella into a giant hug. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t go in, but they’re already shorthanded and I can’t call in on such short notice. You’re still owed a birthday,” she said. “I haven’t forgotten. I’ll be home by 4 and we can hit the Olive Garden. How’s that sound?”


  That was almost enough to make Noella smile. She loved The Olive Garden, but Randy hated it. The last time she’d asked to go, he said, “Olive Garden is crap, crap, and mega crap. How they can even call it Italian food is beyond me. The only decent thing they have are the bread sticks and salad. All the rest is crap. You want Italian food, find a restaurant with some Italians in the kitchen. Otherwise you two can drop me off in the alley and I’ll go dumpster diving while you eat the trash inside.”


  “We don’t have to go to the Olive Garden,” Noella said, since Randy had been so nice last night. “How about Red Lobster?”


  Red Lobster wasn’t one of Randy’s favorites, but he didn’t hate it like he did Olive Garden, and there was a steak on the menu he could tolerate fine.


  Josie said, “Sounds perfect!” then kissed Noella on the cheek, grabbed her keys from the hook, threw on her jacket, and pulled out of the driveway a minute later.


  Noella went into the living room, picked up the remote, then plopped onto the couch, pointing the remote at the screen on her way to the cushion.


  But she didn’t care what was on the screen a bit.


  The remote fell from her fingers as Noella slowly rose from the couch, then raced toward the living room window. The Element was back in the driveway across the street which had been naked just a moment before.


  She had to see him.


  She had to stare in the eyes of her dreams.


  She had to know if she was insane, or whether the whispers inside her were real.


  Someone had saved her. She’d seen someone in the bedroom window across the street. If not Dante of her dreams, then maybe some other version. But he was real, and the morgue had a dead body to prove it.


  Now it was time to find out who was watching her. Who her guardian was.


  Noella ran upstairs and threw on her best sweater, then traded her comfy sweats for jeans, then back downstairs and outside.


  She trotted across the street, nervous but eager.


  She wasn’t sure how she’d introduce herself if anyone other than Dante appeared in the door. “Hi, does the man from my dreams with some kind of magical powers live here?”


  No, that probably wouldn’t work.


  Noella couldn’t explain any of the things that were happening, inside her head or behind the walls of her life. She had a million questions and no answers. But if anyone did have answers, it would be Dante, or whoever it was that lived across the street from her.


  She headed up the walkway and to the front door she’d been by a hundred times if not 200, when Sam lived there.


  Every answer was just beyond the door.


  Noella rang the doorbell, anxiously rubbing her hands against her sides as she stared at the red door and waited.


  The door swung open a second later. A small brunette girl, maybe eight, with bright blue eyes stood in the doorway, looking up and smiling at Noella. Behind her, stood a woman with long dark hair who appeared to be the girl’s mom.


  “Hi,” the girl said, smiling a big, friendly smile.


  Noella swallowed, then said, “Hi, I’m Noella. I live across the street.” She turned and pointed to the blue house with the white trim, where she’d lived since the day her world moved from nightmare to permanent midnight. “I just wanted to come over and say hi, meet our new neighbors and, you know, welcome you all to the neighborhood.”


  “Hi,” the girl’s mom said, stepping forward, and shaking Noella’s hand. “My name is Jen, and this is my daughter, Tori.”


  “Is it just you two?” Noella said, looking at the girl. “I thought I saw a guy here yesterday.”


  The little girl looked confused, and the woman downright baffled.


  The woman shook her head. “Sorry,” she said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. No one lives here but the two of us.”


  



  TO BE CONTINUED . . .


  



  The story continues in Episode 2


  ForNevermore: Episode 2


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007H44TRM/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007H44TRM/


  



  or get the full season at one low price:


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  * * * *


  



  Want a sneak peek at next week’s episode? Sign up for our ForNevermore mailing list and get exclusive first looks and bonus content before anyone else.


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/joinfornevermore


  



  Check out the latest ForNevermore video trailers at:


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/fornevermorevideos


  



  and tell a friend!


  


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  



  



  Welcome to the first episode of ForNevermore.


  This book would never have happened if I’d been popular in high school. I was painfully shy and was different from the “cool kids.” In middle school, I was picked on and bullied. In high school, I was more or less just ignored.


  It was an often painful existence, outside of time spent with a handful of close friends who made things okay.


  It was during this time that I retreated into my own little world — my writing.


  I loved writing weird, dark stories. At first, I wrote them for myself, aping the shows I enjoyed on TV and the scary stories I liked to read. Though I wrote different kinds of things, they usually had one thing in common — they almost always ended with the words, “To be continued…”


  You see, I love cliffhangers. Whether it be on shows like LOST, Carnivale, True Blood, The Walking Dead, The Wire, or even further back, comic books.


  I love serialized fiction. There’s nothing better than continuing stories with characters you love, hate, or love to hate, and the constant feeling of wanting to know what will happen next. I loved to leave readers hanging, even when I was the only reader.


  I’m not sure why, but at some point, other kids in my classes started taking notice that I was writing like a madman in the back of the classroom while everyone else was either reading or doing classwork. Soon, a few of them wanted to see what I was writing. I was embarrassed at first, thinking surely they’d hate the stories. Looking back, I’d say the stories were probably amazingly bad. But I had ideas, and I was working to get better. And it was these ideas that they responded to.


  I loved watching people, especially people I had nothing in common with, reading my stories. The look in their eyes, the excitement when I finished a new “episode,” and the shock when I left them hanging — it was all so amazing.


  I had spent so many years trying to be what other people thought I should be. But it was only when I stopped worrying what others thought of me, and learned to be myself, that I found a way to connect — through my writing.


  They were enjoying words I’d written, worlds I created.


  And for a young person with little self-esteem, that was a powerful thing. I’d always wanted to create worlds that people would get lost in.


  



  FLASH FORWARD…


  



  I kept writing, working to get better, and eventually got a job as a reporter, which lasted a few years until the newspaper I worked at folded. That’s when I met my writing partner, Sean Platt, someone who enjoyed writing as much as me, and loved serialized fiction. We love collaborating and have created some great stuff together.


  We talked about how awesome it would be if we could write a serialized book like Stephen King had done with “The Green Mile” a few years back.


  Of course, this was before the Kindle and eBooks started to take off, so it seemed next to impossible.


  But then, last year, digital publishing took off, opening doors to writers that had always been closed. Suddenly we could write the kinds of books we wanted without worrying whether a publisher would buy them.


  We could write serialized fiction. The only thing was, we weren’t sure if there were as many readers as us who REALLY LOVED the serialized format.


  So we took a chance with an adult post-apocalyptic thriller called Yesterday’s Gone, and it did phenomenally well! We were thrilled. We found a group of readers who loved our stuff, and we’re still writing that series.


  But now we’d like to try serialization in another format — Young Adult.


  While I’m sure some adult readers will enjoy ForNevermore, we purposely wanted to write for the young adult reader. ForNevermore speaks more to a special time in everyone’s life, the confusing high school years that seem to shape us more than any other. For many of us, those years can be painful. But it’s in that pain that we find our strength and inspiration to rise above the limitations that others put on us.


  It’s in the pain that we find ourselves, learn to believe in ourselves . . . and use that pain to create better worlds.


  



  Thank you for reading,


  David Wright


  



  



  P.S. By the way, if you’re young, DO NOT READ Yesterday’s Gone. It’s chock full of cursing, scary stuff, sex, and violence. If it were a movie, it would probably be Rated R, so use that as a guide. It’s not for the young or easily offended.


  



  P.P.S. If you love ForNevermore, and we find our readers, we’ll likely write more Young Adult titles.


  



  * * * *


  


  ::EPISODE 2::


  CHAPTER 1


  



  



  Sunday, October 28


  3 a.m.


  



  



  Noella woke in a panic.


  She couldn’t open her eyes, or move a muscle.


  Why can’t I move?


  It was as if part of her had awakened, but her body had not.


  Fear coursed through her, pushing her instincts to move, get up, run, anything. Her body refused to obey, leaving her paralyzed as though someone had severed her brain’s ability to control her limbs. Noella lay choking on her dread, a prisoner in her flesh.


  What if I’m dead? My body died but my mind is still alive?


  She wanted to scream — cry out for Josie — but her mouth was gummed shut.


  Oh God, what’s happening to me?


  She heard a rustle of movement, clothes swishing somewhere beside her.


  Oh my God, who’s in here? Who’s in my room?


  Noella felt exposed and defenseless. And horribly alone.


  Get up, get up, get up.


  But Noella may as well have been a million miles from her body. Though she could feel the warmth, like an oven beneath her blankets, and the bed and pillow, that is where her connection with her sense of touch ended.


  “You sure she’s out?” a man’s voice whispered from somewhere on her bed’s left. A second later he whispered again. “I don’t think she’s out.”


  No!! Who is that?


  Four icy fingers wrapped around Noella’s right wrist, then picked up her limb and dangled it for several seconds before dropping it without ceremony. Noella felt a subtle bristle of movement, but only that, and just barely.


  “Yes, she’s out,” another man’s voice. The one on her right who had dangled her wrist.


  What are they doing in my bedroom?


  What do they want with me, and why can’t I move?


  Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey, Noella. Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  Noella wanted to scream, to lash out in rage at her body’s violation in the sanctity of her space. These men were in her room, and they had done something to her to paralyze her. She wanted to hurl punches at the men lurking in her room and plunging her deep into terror.


  But Noella could only lie in her bed, still as a corpse.


  One of the men pulled the covers down, past her chin and then down to her waist.


  Oh my God, what are they gonna do to me?


  Thoughts strobed through Noella’s mind of the hundreds of horrible things that might happen. She thought of the serial killer and Katie. What if there wasn’t just one killer, but two that worked together. And they’d now targeted her? Maybe they knew that she’d seen the murder and wanted to silence her. And after her, might they move on to Josie?


  Oh God, no!


  She wanted to cry, or scream, or punch, or kick, or whatever would get her away, but her brain still refused to work with her body.


  One of the men grabbed the top of Noella’s head, then yanked it sideways, exposing her neck. Though she could see nothing, her mind’s eye saw her neck stretched out, long, ready for a blade.


  No, no, no, no!


  Get out, get out!


  RANDY!! HELP!!


  Noella screamed — in her mind, anyway — but the scream died as a thought.


  Fingers probed the back of her skull, pressing into her flesh in a punctuated line, as though feeling for something. All at once, three fingertips pressed harder into her flesh. Noella cringed, wincing as she imagined the knife that would be slicing her throat, or maybe slip into her stomach and end her life’s misery in a slippery pool of goo.


  She may as well have been dead, there was nothing Noella could do to stop the violation.


  Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  Nothing.


  “Well, is she ready?” the man to her left asked.


  Ready?


  Ready for what?


  What are they going to do?


  Fingers pressed into her skull, rougher than the first time. The man to her right said, “Almost.”


  “How much longer? We’re running out of time.”


  The man to her right turned her head the other way — a medical exam with a monster’s bedside manner.


  “Maybe a month, maybe two,” he said.


  “Not good enough,” the man to her left said.


  Noella heard her personal world’s most familiar rattle, pills shaking in a bottle to her left. The man who had been to her left now had her orange-colored bottle in his hands, the bottle filled with the pills she’d been prescribed to make her dreams and hallucinations disappear. It was a fresh bottle she and Josie had picked up at Walgreens the day before.


  Noella heard the twisting of the cap as the man unscrewed it, and the horror of not knowing what they were going to do pushed her like fire in her mind.


  What are they doing with my pills?


  The bottle rattled again, and Noella heard the pills spill into the man’s palm. And then silence.


  What are they doing?


  Nothing was making sense, and again, she had the distinct feeling that she’d died. These were medical examiners in her bedroom and her brain had somehow remained alive, for a little while anyway. But if that were the case, why would they say she wasn’t ready yet? Ready for what? Moments later, she heard the pills fall back into the bottle, then the cap being screwed back into place. Then he slid the bottle back into place on her nightstand.


  Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  The fire spread throughout her body, pushing from her brain to her limbs, thawing the numbness as it flowed.


  Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  To Noella’s shock, her brain won and her body finally obeyed. Her eyes opened and she shot straight up in bed. The two men stood just feet away, dressed head to toe in black suits — complete with pants, shirts, and old-fashioned bowler hats — like traveling salesmen working for Satan.


  They stared down at her, their surprised eyes a sudden echo of her own.


  “She’s awake!” the man to her left nearly shouted.


  Noella tried to leap from her bed, but was immediately met by two shockingly strong hands, shoving her back to the mattress. The man on Noella’s right slapped his hand over her mouth, then leaned in and whispered, “Relax. It will all be over soon.”


  No!!


  Noella bit down hard on his fingers, kicking wildly with her feet, looking for any leverage she could find. But he didn’t release his grip. Instead, he pressed harder into her flesh as the man to Noella’s right reached into his suit jacket to get something.


  Oh no, a gun!


  But it wasn’t a gun. It was a small, glowing orb, the color of sky and the size of a tennis ball. It hummed, louder as the man brought it closer to her face, until it sounded like a hundred bees buzzing in whisper.


  The man holding her down pushed her deeper into the mattress and said, “Shhh, just relax,” pressing harder against her shoulders to keep her pinned.


  Noella tried to shove him away, but the blue ball was so . . . so beautiful.


  Noella couldn’t help but smile as she stared at it, and she certainly couldn’t look away. It was as if the ball was whispering to her core, soothing her insides and promising that everything would be all right, forcing her to surrender her defenses and succumb to the beautiful eternity waiting for her in the middle of all the blue.


  So peaceful.


  The hum grew louder until it was the only thing she could hear, and her entire body went limp. The man holding Noella softened his fingers, allowing her to go numb again. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. The man looked down at Noella, not angry, but confused.


  There was something weird about his eyes. They were as bright and blue as the orb. Unnaturally blue. Almost like an LED light. But that wasn’t the weirdest part. There was something more. Something Noella couldn’t quite place, though it was hauntingly . . . familiar.


  He looked up then over to the other man, “How did she wake up?”


  “I don’t know. But don’t worry,” the man curled his long fingers around the icy blue ball as he placed it back into his suit. “She won’t remember a thing.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  



  Sunday


  10:14 a.m.


  



  



  Noella woke up feeling as if a hundred hammers were slamming her head.


  She closed her eyes, attempting to wade her way through a thick fog of dreams she couldn’t recall. She could feel the night’s memories at the far edge of her mind, but too far to reach. Noella felt a lot like she had when she awoke in the dentist’s chair after getting her wisdom teeth pulled, but without the woozy, wonderful comfort that followed the painkillers.


  This was the second time in a week that Noella had risen from sleep in such serious pain. She felt like she’d slept with her limbs in a vice and her cheek on a rock, rather than resting on her favorite faux down pillow — the comfy one Josie bought her at Target after Noella finally decided she had fully outgrown her Pillow Pet.


  It must be the pills.


  Dr. Foster had explicitly told Noella to report any side effects of the pills, but if she wasn’t going to tell him about the hallucinations, vivid nightmares, or the mysterious man who raced from her dreams to kill the coffee shop robber, she wasn’t about to complain about her headaches. She would simply add it to the long list of crazy that she would have to keep quiet about.


  Noella curled into her comfy pillow, cuddling it close to her body, raising her knees to her chest, then turning her face toward the wall.


  She wished she could just stay in bed. Josie and Randy were both home, and would be all day. Josie had felt guilty for having to work the day before, one day after Noella’s near murder, so she had called the Sunset and told them that she was staying home today. Noella appreciated the gesture, the reinforcement, and the not having to be home alone with Randy all day by herself, but she didn’t feel like talking to them, or anyone, about what happened at Keefer’s. And she was sick and tired of answering Randy’s suspicious questions, the same ones he kept asking her over and over, as though he couldn’t hear or didn’t like her answers.


  Noella already insisted that she didn’t remember what happened more times than she could count. What more did Randy want her to say? What more could she say? Did he think she somehow killed the robber herself — burned him to a crisp, no less — and then somehow passed out? Probably not, but Randy was a cop, and that meant he was trained to sniff out the stink of lies and buried truths. And Noella was keeping a secret. A big one. She had seen the man who killed the thief. She’d known him — if you could call their dream relationship knowing — for most of her life. How could she tell Randy that Dante stepped out of her dream world and into theirs?


  She couldn’t.


  Not only would he not believe her, Randy would have her committed to Kings Point Psychiatric Hospital by sundown. And Noella could never go back to King’s Point. She’d rather be dead than be in that “hospital.”


  She reached to the nightstand, grabbed her bottle of pills, picked it up, unscrewed the cap, and popped one of the light blue pills into her mouth. She washed it down with the bottle of water she kept on the nightstand, then set the bottle back down. Noella bristled as the pills rattled in the bottle, the normally innocuous sound sending a sudden disquieting chill through her body. It felt like Déjà vu.


  She pulled the covers back over her head, then rolled over, wondering how long she would be able to stay in bed before Josie would come into the room and tell her there were pancakes waiting downstairs. She squeezed her eyes shut, still exhausted and determined to find her way back into at least another hour of sleep. Two would be better, and three might force her killer headache into retreat.


  But sleep didn’t want Noella to find it.


  The moment she closed her eyes, violent images of Katie began to flicker through her mind. Katie was strapped to the chair, dark welts flared on her wrists, screaming from where the rope dug into her flesh. She was gagged, and crying in torment as the unseen killer toyed with her.


  The witness of Katie’s murder: yet one more secret Noella would have to keep to herself. She couldn’t even imagine telling Randy that she’d witnessed a murder while sleeping, saw the impossible truth from the midst of her dreams. The same murder that had dominated the news cycle, along with the string of missing women which was believed to be related. The unsolved murders that the sheriff’s department had been pouring most of its resources into. At first, Noella was tempted to tell Randy. Though she didn’t like Katie, she didn’t want to see the girl dead, and wished she could have somehow saved her. She wanted to see the killer caught. But Noella couldn’t tell anyone what she’d seen.


  They wouldn’t just commit her, they would throw away the key as well.


  The choice might have been more difficult if she thought she’d seen anything that would help solve the cases. But she hadn’t. So, keeping her mouth shut was the best thing she could do.


  Noella jiggled her right leg — something she’d been doing as long as she could remember to ease herself to sleep.


  No matter how hard she tried to think of anything else, Noella couldn’t stop thinking about Katie’s murder or Dante’s appearance. All of her thoughts were tangled together. And what really thickened the knot, was Noella’s certainty that all the recent nightmares, both in her waking life and in her dreams, were somehow connected by intersections she couldn’t see. Noella turned the events like keys in her mind, but no matter how many times she tried to fit them in the lock, the truth wouldn’t open and the pieces wouldn’t fit.


  What am I missing?


  The visions of murder finally started to fade, and Noella began to drift, leaving her body and hearing herself from somewhere below, as she hovered above and lightly started to snore. Noella cuddled her comfy pillow closer to her, and prepared to set eyes on her father again, or perhaps, even better, Dante.


  The knock on her door was like thunder crashing through her sleep.


  Noella bolted awake and sat straight up.


  “You okay, honey?” Josie asked.


  “Yeah,” Noella blinked her eyes, slowly focusing on her aunt, as Josie stepped into the room wearing her usual look of maternal concern.


  “Just have a massive headache,” Noella said. “It’s pretty bad, and I didn’t sleep well.”


  “Want me to get you some ibuprofen?”


  “Thanks,” Noella sat up in bed, rubbing her temples. “That would be great.”


  Josie returned with the bottle and Noella spilled three of the small brown pills into her hand, then washed them down with a gulp of water.


  “Listen,” Josie said, “Detective Avery is coming over in a bit. He wants to talk to you some more about the shooting.”


  Noella closed her eyes and sighed. “I told him everything I could remember. What else do they want from me?”


  “I know, I know,” Josie said, running her fingers through Noella’s hair and her thumb across her cheek. “And I’m sorry. But we don’t have a choice. We have to answer the detective’s questions. Don’t worry, Randy won’t let him pester you, at least not too much. Detective Avery just wants to show you a video, to see if it jogs any memories.”


  “A video?” Noella said, her stomach feeling like an elevator that suddenly plummeted 20 floors. At first, she thought of the video that Vicky had shown the girls in the locker room. Had that video found its way to Randy or the sheriff’s department?


  “Yeah,” Josie continued stroking Noella’s hair. “They pulled the security footage from Keefer’s. Avery wants to show you the video to see if it helps you remember.”


  A river of ice ran through Noella. She wondered why she hadn’t remembered Keefer’s video cameras before now. There were three, strategically placed throughout the coffee shop. Two up front and one in the back. Detective Avery must have seen the footage already since there was no way he’d come over to her house and watch it for the first time in front of Noella. And if Detective Avery had already seen the security footage, then that meant he knew Noella was lying. Not only had Noella witnessed the murder, the murderer had spoken to her. He had even said her name, meaning that she knew him. And if she knew him, she was involved, and things were about to get complicated.


  “Did they see anything on the video?” Noella asked, trying not to sound guilty or overly concerned.


  “I don’t know. But Avery will be here soon, so you’ll probably wanna shower and get yourself ready.” She smiled at Noella. “You get ready, and I’ll make some pancakes, okay?”


  Noella nodded, hugged her aunt, then headed toward the bathroom and turned on the shower, waiting for the water to get warm as she undressed. She could prepare for Detective Avery’s arrival, but it would be impossible to prepare for the truth captured on Keefer’s cameras.


  



  **


  



  Detective Avery was already standing in the living room, waiting for Noella when she crept down the stairs. He stood beside Randy, sipping a bottle of IBC root beer. “She’s here,” the detective said, looking up and smiling at Noella as she stepped into the living room. “Good morning, Noella.”


  Noella half-smiled, said good morning, then walked to the edge of the couch and sat.


  Detective Avery set his IBC on one of Josie’s coasters, the one that said: Give me the coffee and no one gets hurt!, then pulled a small square envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to Randy.


  Randy pulled the DVD from the envelope, then glanced at Noella, then Josie. He slipped the DVD into the player, pressed ‘play’, then turned his eyes to Detective Avery and nodded.


  Noella’s heartbeat was the slow, clicking terror of a roller coaster’s climb to the top.


  She stared at the black screen as the DVD player made a series of defeated chugs and whirs. Something was wrong with the player, or maybe the disc. The DVD was spinning, and Noella was grateful for their cheap, off-brand Blu-ray player for the first time ever. Josie had bought it at Target on Black Friday the year before for $69.99, and while it played Blu-ray discs okay, it had a terrible time with regular DVDs. Sometimes the machine refused to play DVDs altogether. Noella sat on the couch with her fingers braided, praying this would be one of those times. Not that she’d get free of the interrogation altogether, especially if Detective Avery had already watched the security footage, but at least she would be able to buy herself some time, and maybe think of a better story than the nothing she had right now.


  Once the spinning disc started spilling its truth, there was no telling how that truth would change, or even ruin Noella’s life.


  Yet, for all the risks of her lie exposed, Noella couldn’t help but feel a twinge of excitement for the answers she might see on the video. Sure, she would get caught red-handed with her lie, but she would also get the chance to see whether or not the man who saved her was the same man from half a lifetime’s worth of dreams, and not her brain subconsciously weaving some construct to maintain a lie.


  Noella had read plenty about how malleable human memory was. She had seen a study from years before where a group of researchers showed people an identical video of a robbery, appropriately enough, then asked individuals from among the separate groups to recount as much information as they could about the robbery. Results proved that not only did most people remember the details incorrectly, their memories were easily influenced, and redirected by others’ recollections.


  The simple power of suggestion caused participants in the study to catalog erroneous details as correct. Noella wondered if she’d only imagined that the stranger who saved her was the same as the devoted visitor from her dreams because she desperately wanted him to be.


  Just like you imagined him being in the window across the street, you loon.


  But in her heart, the part that knew a truth her brain couldn’t yet comprehend, she was also certain that Dante had saved her. And if the video proved Noella right, it meant she wasn’t crazy, or at least not as crazy as Dr. Foster and his prescriptions insisted she was. Even if the man who saved her wasn’t Dante, he had said her name. Of that much she was certain. And that had to count for something weird going on which had nothing to do with her sanity.


  Randy was cursing the disk, the Blu-ray player, then Target, and all of China in that order, when he slapped the player on the top a final time, and it finally jerked into a simple title screen with a screen capture of the front of Keefer’s.


  Randy pointed his remote at the Blu-ray player, pressed play, and the security footage started to play. Josie sat beside Noella on the sofa, pulling Noella’s fingers into the cradle of her hand, eyes at the verge of tears, horrified at seeing the full-color reality of her niece in danger’s way.


  Noella considered quickly changing her story before the video turned her into a liar forever. Perhaps she could pull ahead of her fabrication and avoid the deepest depths of trouble. The truth was rising from her throat, past her tongue, and almost out of her mouth, but then Noella caught Randy staring at her from the corner of his eye and decided to swallow her honesty instead.


  Stick it out. Worse comes to worse, you blacked out. Maybe you hit your head, and you could say you didn’t remember. No matter what’s on the video, they weren’t there, and they can’t get in your head. They can never prove you don’t remember!


  She watched as Mets Hat pulled the pistol from his jacket.


  Josie squeezed Noella’s hand tighter, and a high-pitched cry slipped from her lips. “Oh God.”


  Randy and Detective Avery stared at the TV watching, waiting.


  Noella’s heart raced as the video continued. Mets Hat took Tony’s last breath as the gunshot sounded like a dull pop in the video. Noella heard herself scream, then plead with the man for her life.


  Josie’s face was soaking wet as her sobbing turned to a steady heave. She wrapped her arm around Noella and pulled her closer, “I’m so, SO sorry,” she whispered. “You are not going back to that place. I’d rather have you home, where you’re safe.”


  Noella leaned closer to her aunt, but her eyes never left the TV, glued in terror, waiting for the coffee shop door to swing open and let her guardian in.


  Is it really him? Is he real or did I imagine him?


  The video kept playing, but the door never opened.


  Suddenly, Mets Hat flew forward as though shoved from behind. His face was a broadcast of shock and terror, as some unseen force scooped his body inches off the ground, then shoved him violently forward into the counter.


  Noella’s eyes widened in disbelief, her heart a few hard beats from explosion.


  Detective Avery fixed his eyes on Noella, but she barely noticed. She was staring at the video, watching as her attacker fell to the floor, twitching and shaking, then burning to a whisper of ash in front of her, with no sign of another soul anywhere in the coffee shop.


  What the...?


  Noella’s mouth was a capital O, her breath barely there, eyes fastened to the video’s record of the impossible truth that had turned her memory to a mockery of reality.


  The video went grainy and static for a second, then crackled back to life and inched toward its ending. Noella drew slowly closer to Mets Hat, where Dante should have been, and still was in her memory.


  The video version of her whispered, “How?” Moments later, she dropped to the ground.


  Noella felt a tsunami of sick crash in her stomach, sloshing the impossible her mind had no way to reconcile. She continued to stare at the TV, eyes wide and unblinking, until the footage finally went dark.


  Oh my God, I’m crazy.


  I did that to him. I did it.


  I did that . . . just like two years ago.


  Detective Avery nodded to Randy, who pointed the remote at the player, and clicked ‘eject.’


  Detective Avery looked more sad than accusing, as he slowly approached Noella. He gestured at the corner of the coffee table, as though silently asking for permission to sit.


  Noella nodded and Avery sat, loosening the knot on his tie and placing his hands on his knees. He drew in his breath as though deciding on the best possible words, then said, “I’m sorry you had to watch that, Noella.”


  His face was as kind as his eyes. The detective looked down for a beat, then back at Noella. “Now, can you tell me what happened? Do you have anything to add to what you’ve already told me?”


  Noella battled the churning sickness in her stomach and waged war on her mounting tears, as Josie squeezed her hand and cried quietly beside her. Noella stared down at her aunt’s hand, wrapped around her own, then put her other hand on top, as though three hands together might protect her from the madness of the morning.


  “I don’t know,” Noella said, shaking her head. “I don’t . . . I can’t remember.”


  “Bullshit,” Randy said sharply, taking a step toward Noella and causing both she and Josie to flinch. “You just saw the video, same as we did. There was nobody there, Noella. So how did you do it?”


  “You think she did that to him?” Josie cried, her voice cracking. “Do you know how crazy that makes you sound?”


  Noella saw the curl in Randy’s lip and the burn in Josie’s eyes, making her think that this wasn’t the first argument they’d had about Noella’s sanity, or her threat.


  Detective Avery raised a hand to calm Randy, “Let’s everyone relax. I’m not accusing anyone of anything. Something weird happened. We can all see that. But just because something happened that we can’t explain doesn’t mean Noella is to blame.”


  “Like she wasn’t to blame two years ago?” Randy practically snarled.


  Noella’s tears spilled, and she wiped them with the long arm of her oversized sweater, not wanting to give Randy the pleasure of making her cry.


  “That was different,” Josie said. “That was an accident! She didn’t kill that girl, and certainly didn’t burn her alive!”


  Randy shook his head, “Then what the hell happened, Josie, huh? Because the way I see it, there were only three people in the shop, Noella and the two victims.”


  Josie glared at Randy, “Victim? Victim?! Are you crazy? Noella is the only victim here! That man was going to kill her, just like he murdered that poor boy, Tony! I don’t know what happened, but thank God it did, or Noella would be dead right now. Is that what you want, Randy? Would you prefer to be standing over Noella’s dead body?”


  Randy opened his mouth, but Detective Avery stepped in between Randy and Josie to wall off his rage. “Please, Randy, can you just … just give me some space for a minute?”


  Randy looked like a wild dog reprimanded, and took a single step backward, his breath heavy and agitated.


  Josie sat, holding Noella tight, slightly shaking.


  Noella stared into Detective Avery’s eyes, “I have no idea what happened. I swear. And I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t even know how to do that. It’s mutant.”


  “No, I don’t think you did it, either. It’s not like you’re that girl from X-Men, right?” Detective Avery gave Noella an awkward laugh. Noella tried to match it, but couldn’t.


  “Listen, Noella, I’m not looking to hang this on you. Even if you somehow had done it, you and I both know it would have been self-defense. I’m showing you this video because I’ve never seen anything like it, and I’m hoping you can illuminate something, and help out by telling us everything you know.”


  “I swear, Detective Avery, I don’t remember anything other than what I’ve already told you. I wish I did. I’m just as shocked as anyone. More so, probably.”


  “Okay,” Detective Avery said, his hand on her shoulder, “Hang in there, kid. Everything will be okay. Now,” he stood, “I have to ask you all to keep this between us. The media is already hawking all over us, and the last thing we need is talk of ghosts or telekinesis, or whatever people will wanna call this. A suit named Jensen from the FBI called on this already. Seems like they may want to talk to you, but as far as I’m concerned, we’re not investigating you.””


  Detective Avery handed Noella his card. “But I’m always here. If you remember anything, anything at all, no matter how trivial or irrelevant it may seem, please, give me a call anytime, day or night.”


  “Thank you,” Noella said, taking his card and trying not to cry.


  Detective Avery left, and a shroud of silence fell over the room.


  Randy stewed, simmered, then cooled, before finally turning to Noella. “Listen,” he said, “I’m not saying you did anything bad, at least not intentionally. Maybe you did something and don’t remember you did it. I dunno. I’m just trying to figure out what happened so I can help you.”


  “Enough!” Josie said, with a barb to her voice that Noella hadn’t heard in years, if ever. “No more, Randy! Now you’re being cruel. Leave her alone.”


  Randy’s nose flared as he stared hard at Josie. His face was red, and blue eyes crazed. He looked to be a half-inch from finally snapping and smacking Josie, like Noella always knew he would eventually do. Noella had recently wished he would finally snap so that she and Josie could be rid of him forever, but now that it seemed just seconds from happening, she was filled with an icy terror. It wasn’t enough that he was stronger than both of them, but he also had access to a gun.


  He inched closer, breath heavy, like it was when he was drunk or mad. Randy was close enough for Noella to smell the Old Spice when he yelled, “Screw this! I got enough crap without dealing with you two looney broads!”


  He grabbed his belt and gun from the chair in the corner, stomped out the door, then slammed it behind him so hard, two framed photos on the wall fell to the floor.


  Josie jumped at the sound of the shattered frames, then stared, eyes wide, at the front door. Randy’s car roared to life, and he was gone, leaving behind another black memory.


  Noella noticed that one of the photos which fell was the last one of her and her father, taken at a carnival two days before his death.


  



  * *


  



  6:28 p.m.


  Anthony’s Italian Restaurant


  



  Noella bounced her menu on the table, moving her eyes from appetizers to desserts, while drooling at all the pastas in the middle. Anthony’s was about 10 years too old, and half its size too small, but the family-owned Italian restaurant had the best pasta in town and had become a tradition for many families over the years. She didn’t like their bread so much, which was odd since everything else on the menu was so great, but there was always Olive Garden when she was in the mood for a dinner of bread and Alfredo dipping sauce. But everything else was awesome, from their zesty marinara sauce to the authentically Italian cooking staff who could often be heard in the kitchen singing in Italian.


  Even better than the promise of amazing pasta pomodoro, Noella was excited that dinner was just her and Josie. All three of them had gone to Red Lobster the previous evening for her belated birthday, but it was only to satisfy Randy. Noella wasn’t especially hungry, and all the stress had sat in her stomach like a gallon of seawater. Though she was just as stressed-out tonight, Noella was hungry enough to eat everything on the menu, and with Aunt Josie in an equally “let’s pig out” mood, she just might give it a try.


  Josie told Noella to order whatever she wanted, so she did, starting with fried zucchini for their appetizer. All the appetizers at Anthony’s were great, and normally Noella wouldn’t have ordered something as TGI Fridays as fried zucchini, but Anthony’s used oversized zucchinis and cut them in flat panels instead of the usual spears. The breading was amazing, and they added a hint of lemon to the ranch dressing. Yummy.


  “You decide yet?”


  Noella said, “You bet!” then told Josie her choices in an excited cloud of words, gestures, and fingers on the menu: fried zucchini to start, pasta pomodoro for dinner, and a raspberry truffle for dessert. Josie suggested they order bruschetta, in addition to the zucchini, and that maybe they should try the DIY Cannolis since they came with a carousel of fillings and that sounded like fun.


  Josie seemed desperate to catch up, and though Noella wanted to talk, too, it was nearly impossible to keep her mind on the conversation with the morning’s video projecting itself in an endless loop on the screen of her mind.


  Josie stayed cool, steering the conversation away from the video, Detective Avery, and Randy. Instead, she asked how Mako was doing.


  Noella said that Mako had played the best violin of her life, and recently placed fourth in the entire state in a competition. Mako wanted to celebrate, but her parents said that parties were for first place, and maybe second and third. Never for fourth.


  Noella answered every one of Josie’s questions, and even managed a few of her own, but she was mostly running on cruise control, swimming inside her mind, turning over the truth she saw in the video and wondering if she was completely insane.


  What really happened?


  Did I imagine everything?


  Did I kill Mets Hat? If so, how?


  How did I see Katie’s murder?


  There were too many weird things happening, and what happened in the coffee shop was too similar to the incident two years ago.


  The incident that nobody would let Noella forget, and which graduated her from standard-issue dork to special-edition freak show, had started with an episode in class when Noella was in the darkroom with a few of the girls in her graphic design class.


  



  Noella was working on the photos she’d taken of the school’s West Side Story production, when her world suddenly collapsed.


  The switch was instant, like a sudden scent snaking through the air. The dark room was already under a blanket of black and red, but the inky walls around Noella started blurring, almost oozing.


  The room turned icy cold. The equipment, and the girls around her, disappeared. The walls collapsed and endless stretches of nothing took their place on either side. Noella listened to the rise and fall of her breath, as she tried to find her way through the darkness. This was the first time she’d had a hallucination in school. And it was far more terrifying than the ones she’d had a few times during the years.


  She put her hands out, searching for the door to the darkroom, hoping it was still there, when her hand touched someone. Or, judging from what she heard next, something.


  A loud, high-pitched shriek filled the darkroom, something neither animal nor human. The single screeching turned to many, and suddenly, all at once, dozens of eyes lit up in the darkness, like small yellow lights, surrounding her.


  They closed in on all sides, all at once, their bodies brushing and bumping into hers as their hands grabbed her, trying to force her down to the ground. Noella kicked out, screaming, and her hands flailed out into the darkness. Her hand found a knife on the ground. She gripped it tight, and brought it up, desperate to cut through the horde that was upon her.


  Her blade found one of the creatures in front of her. Though she couldn’t see its eyes, or even its shape, she felt it, and stabbed into the darkness. The blade punctured two, three, four times, as the creature screamed out in pain. Noella kept stabbing, slowly silencing its screams until the creature finally stopped crying.


  Suddenly, Noella was back in the real world and the glow of the red light above illuminated the carnage below. Jessica Shaw lay on the ground, clutching her bloody stomach. Her eyes looked up at Noella, like a wounded, scared animal.


  The other two girls raced from the room, screaming in terror.


  



  “Help! Somebody get a doctor!”


  “Noella stabbed Jessica!”


  



  Noella stared down at her bloody hands, and then at Jessica, as confused as the girl she’d stabbed.


  Jessica was rushed to the hospital, and Noella was brought to Kings Point, screaming about monsters the entire trip, and then for two days after.


  Noella swore she never stabbed Jessica, insisting that she didn’t have a knife to stab anyone, even if she had wanted to, which of course, she didn’t. Things would have been a lot worse for Noella, but no one ever found a knife or weapon of any sort.


  Teachers were on the scene immediately, and the police just minutes after that. Teachers and police tore apart the darkroom, and the surrounding classrooms, in search of the weapon. Meanwhile, Jessica was lying in a hospital bed, recovering from stab wounds made by a weapon that no one could find. The knife had simply vanished.


  If it had ever been there at all.


  Fortunately, Jessica recovered, and the girl’s parents didn’t want to press charges, since Jessica and Noella had been friendly. Noella missed months of school and had to take summer school classes to catch up. Though Jessica moved out of town shortly after the incident, and before Noella ever had a chance to see her to apologize, the students never forgot, and her nickname Scarella was born


  Though Noella hadn’t physically grabbed Mets Hat, much less attacked or burned him, she couldn’t help but feel there was a distinct connection between the two events. Something she felt like she should understand, but didn’t.


  Josie said something which pulled Noella out of her thoughts. The drinks and fried zucchini had arrived.


  “What?” Noella asked, taking a sip of her Diet Coke.


  “So is Sam wearing an EnvyUs tee-shirt and matching panties?” Josie said.


  Noella laughed. “No, not yet,” she said. “But I think there’s hope for him. I keep thinking that the guy who mixed Springsteen, White Stripes, and Andre 3000 together will wake up and smell the plastic.”


  Josie scrunched her nose and leaned closer to Noella. “Sometimes boys suck,” she said. “Sam will come around. It just might take a while. But he’s a smart kid.” Josie smiled at her niece, then added, “I’m going to make a giant batch of white chocolate macadamia cookies for Mako. Four dozen for earning fourth place. You take them to school and tell Mako to keep them in her locker. And you tell her that I said ‘congratulations.’ She earned them!”


  Noella smiled. “Thank you, Jo. I will.”


  “You’re welcome,” Josie said. “And happy birthday.”


  “Not just thanks for my birthday, and for the cookies. Thanks for sticking up for me with Randy this morning. That meant a lot.”


  “Of course, Noey.” She shook her head. “No way was I going to let him say all those things to you, especially not in front of Detective Avery. Wrong is wrong, and you’ve gotta stick up for family. You’re all I’ve got, kid.”


  “You too,” Noella said, feeling a happy cry coming on. “Do you think he’ll come back?” Noella asked.


  Josie shook her head. “I honestly have no idea. Things have been sorta weird between us, anyway. Nothing to do with you, just weird, grownup stuff that would make you weep with boredom. But yeah, I could see Randy throwing his arms in the air and taking off, figuring working things out with us girls just isn’t worth it.”


  “Maybe that would be best,” Noella said, half as strong as she wanted to, though twice as strong as her usual plea.


  “Maybe,” Josie said, breaking from Noella’s eyes, and looking past her as she dipped her flat-paneled zucchini into the lemon-laced ranch.


  



  **


  



  They ended up ordering both the truffle and the DIY Cannolis, just as Josie suggested, leaving only a few bites behind, along with a generous tip. The service wasn’t especially great, but Josie seemed happy to be out for an evening alone with Noella, and was probably grateful to have someone serving her for a change.


  They laughed the whole way home, with Noella nearly forgetting the horrors her brain was harboring for later. She even joined Josie in a deafening and horribly mangled version of LMFAO’s, “I’m Sexy and I Know It.”


  They pulled onto Oak Lane, and moments later, Josie’s lights illuminated Randy’s cruiser, pulled to the front of the driveway, its nose nearly nudging the closed garage door.


  Josie’s jaw set, then jutted out as though she were trying to settle on an expression somewhere between relief and fury. They exchanged a glance, then Josie said. “Well, it was fun while it lasted. Looks like things are going back to normal.” Her smile was half its strength, and only half there, but she gave all her strength to her voice and leaned in close to kiss Noella on the cheek.


  Noella said, “It’s okay, I promise.”


  Josie smiled, then stepped from the car. Noella swallowed, then followed her aunt inside.


  Randy was sitting on the couch, open bottle of beer on the coffee table, flipping the channels on the TV. He turned toward the door as soon as it opened, smiled at the girls, then jumped from the sofa to greet them at the threshold.


  “Hi there, ladies. Did you go out to dinner?” He pointed his nose in the air, then said, “Smells like garlic. Does that mean Anthony’s and leftovers?”


  Josie held up a brown bag of sausage rigatoni. Randy took the bag from her hand, then disappeared into the kitchen, emerging a minute later with two matching bouquets, a dozen roses each, the kind from the grocery store, with bright colors, big heads, and a whole lot of petals.


  “These are for you,” Randy said, handing them each a bundle. “I’m sorry for this morning. I didn’t mean to be an ass. No excuses. I did what I did and I’m sorry as hell. Just tell me what I need to do so we can forget about it.”


  He hung his head, then walked up to Noella, eyes like a puppy. “I was only worried about you, Noey. You know me and you know that. I’m really sorry. I know protecting you ain’t the same as yelling at you, and I won’t be doing it again.”


  Noella thought, sure, yeah, I’ve heard that before, but said nothing. Randy took her silence for a pardon, then hugged her tight and said, “I’m sorry, Noey,” one more time.


  Great, I’m gonna smell like Old Spice for days.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  



  A week later…


  Monday morning, November 5


  First day back to school


  



  Noella woke to another raging headache.


  She glanced at the clock. It blinked 12:00 a.m. three times before she finally registered the meaning.


  Oh no, I overslept!


  Noella sat up too quickly. Vertigo blurred her mind and forced her back to the mattress where she lay breathing for several beats before swinging her legs from the bed and trying to stand.


  Her head was still swimming, but Noella managed to open her door and step into the hallway. Josie was walking from the bathroom to her room, in her faded robe, with her hair wrapped like a turban in terrycloth, looking like she did just an hour from work.


  “Back to school today, eh?” Josie said, smiling.


  “Don’t remind me,” Noella said. “What time is it? Am I late?”


  “A bit after six,” she said. “You’ve got time. And don’t worry about going back to school. Everything will be fine.”


  “How can I not worry about school?” Noella said, “This is my first day back, and I don’t think I can even look at Sam. I’m so embarrassed.”


  “You never called him?” Josie said, looking at Noella.


  Noella shook her head no.


  “You should’ve called him. Sorry, but it’s true.”


  Of course, Josie was right. Even though Noella was on “blackout” for two weeks, Josie snuck her cell phone to her so she could hear Sam’s pile of voicemails. The messages had started out simple and friendly, “Hey, we need to talk.” As days passed, their frequency increased, as did the pain in his voice. “I’m sorry, Noella. I don’t know what happened. It just sorta did. Please, call me back.”


  He stopped calling on Friday. Noella was worried that since he probably didn’t know she was on a full blackout, and punished from using the phone, he took her silence as a sign that she didn’t want to talk to him. Maybe ever again. Josie had offered to let Noella use the phone to call him, a few times over the weekend. Noella wanted to every time, but as soon as she started dialing his number, something inside her froze.


  What do you say to the person who broke your heart?


  The worst part was that Noella didn’t really have any right to complain that Sam had kissed Becca, or Becca had kissed Sam, or however it went down. It wasn’t like he knew Noella had fallen for him.


  Noella had nothing and everything to say, but given the opportunity to call, she chose the coward’s path. Avoiding the conversation was easy, and the safest way to keep herself from feeling like an idiot. Unfortunately, her plan had expired. In another hour she’d see Sam at school, and with two classes together, there was no way to avoid him.


  Noella was already thinking it a second before Josie said, “It’s not too late. You want to call him now?”


  Noella looked around for Randy. “Isn’t Randy home?”


  Josie shook her head. “He had to go in early today, so if you wanna call Sam and get it out of the way, now’s your chance.”


  Noella looked down. “No, I can’t. I don’t even know what to say.”


  Noella hugged Josie, thanked her again for being so great and always looking out for her, then promised that she’d try to make things better with Sam at school. Josie assured her that everything would be fine.


  Noella went to her room to get ready. She grabbed her pills from her nightstand, opened the orange bottle, popped a pill in her mouth, then, out of water in her bedside bottle, went to the bathroom to fill a paper cup to wash the pill down. She turned off the faucet, caught her reflection, then took a startled step back.


  For a split second, it felt as if someone else was on the other side of the mirror. Someone who looked like, but wasn’t, Noella. She inched closer to the mirror, then raised her hand to the glass, half expecting her reflection to stay still. But Noella’s reflection mirrored her movement.


  She breathed in relief. Noella hadn’t had nightmares, that she remembered anyway, or hallucinations since last week’s events. In fact, she hadn’t dreamed of anything at all, at least so far as she could remember. While she missed seeing her father, and Dante, in her dreams, Noella felt the reprieve from her nightmares was an even exchange.


  Noella went through her morning motions slowly, preparing for school at a crawl as her mind turned the twisted pieces of her reality’s puzzle over and around in her head.


  She was lost in a world where nothing made sense. The video showed that there was no man, but even if there had been, even if that part was true and the video was a lie, it couldn’t have been Dante.


  But he said your name. He knew you!


  Yeah, sure, like you didn’t imagine that, too.


  I didn’t imagine him burning a man alive with his hands! The sheriff’s department has a body. That’s proof that something happened!


  Noella finished getting ready, then pulled her sweater over her head and ran downstairs to wait for Josie by the door. Josie was downstairs a minute later, and they were in the car, driving to school a few minutes after that. As they drove, rain began to drizzle again. Noella stared out the window at the ugly morning, soaking in gray.


  Josie pulled to the school’s curb. Noella thanked her aunt, said goodbye, then stepped from the car, hoping for a return to normalcy. And hoping not to run into Sam.


  



  **


  



  Noella was three feet from Josie’s car when her eyes fell on Katie’s memorial, as the scent of a hundred carnations curled into her nose. The memorial was set in front of the school’s main entrance — right where her tortured body had been found. A giant portrait of the pretty young girl, last year’s class photo, rested on an easel in a forest of flowers, teddy bears, cards, and posters with various scribbled versions of In Memory Of...


  One of the posters was more than a one-liner. Noella read it and started to cry:


  



  “We think of you in silence


  And now when we say your name


  We will long to hear your voice


  And see your face again”


  



  Rain splattered the memorial. The poster that made her cry had been written in thick blue paint, which spilled like blood onto the grass. Noella slowly approached the largest of the photos, drawn toward it like metal to magnet as her mind served visions of Katie tied and screaming through her gag.


  Noella’s pace quickened as eyes on her started to multiply. Noella looked at the crowded front steps, then to her left and right, trying to escape the glare from the swarming students, who were ignoring the rain to watch her. The sudden surveillance of what felt like the entire student body made her nauseous.


  She gave the picture of Katie a final glance, then turned her eyes once more to the We think of you in silence poster. Bile rose in her stomach and threatened to spill from her mouth.


  Noella ran into the school, down the first hall and around the corner, right into the mercifully empty girl’s restroom.


  She threw open the handicapped stall door and puked into the toilet. Then Noella puked again and again, until four retches left her empty. She locked the stall door and wiped her mouth with toilet paper, as the sound of shuffling of feet entered the bathroom, along with giggles and chatter. Noella climbed to the top of the toilet to hide her feet, then held her knees to her chest, squatting above the swirling vomit below.


  “Did you see her?” a girl’s voice said, inches away on the other side of the stall. “Looks like Scarella de Crazy is back.”


  “Maybe she came to finish kicking Vicky’s ass,” a second girl said, laughing.


  Noella smiled. She may be Scarella, but at least a few people thought Vicky got what was coming. Maybe Noella would even be a hero to all who hated Vicky.


  “Or stab her,” the first girl said.


  The two girls broke into laughter.


  Noella had a canyon-sized urge to see terror light the laughing girls’ faces. So she hopped from the pot, flushed the toilet, then unlatched the door and swung it open so hard that the door smacked the next stall door.


  Noella emerged from the stall, and stepped between them, then stared in the mirror, grabbing some paper towels to dry her face and hair. The girl on her left looked down, while the one on the right tried to read the fine print on the hand dryer. Noella had seen them around, but didn’t remember their names. They seemed like freshmen.


  The girl on the left said, “Hi, Noella. We’re glad you’re okay.”


  Noella used her nostrils instead of words, letting them flare as she washed her hands and held their gaze in the mirror, daring them to look away. She dried her hands, waiting until the dryer stopped, then pushed the silver button turned the blower up, and dried her hair. When the dryer stopped, she left the bathroom without a word, stepping back into the hallway to hunt for Mako.


  As Noella walked the hall, absorbing stares from half the student body, she slowly started to realize that she was front page, just as much as Katie. Though Katie had been murdered, Noella had witnessed two at the coffee shop.


  Though the news hadn’t named her, since Noella was still a minor, anyone who went to her school knew Scarella de Crazy was on duty that night at Keefer’s. The news referred to Noella as a “worker found passed out on the scene.”


  Some of the students’ eyes seemed filled with sorrow, a handful with anger, a few with suspicion, and most with confusion. Noella could tell that many of the students wanted to approach her, some even wanting to see how she was doing and make sure she was okay. Maybe they were even sorry for calling her Scarella. But Noella didn’t have it in her to talk to anyone, so she stared at the carpet and walked to Mrs. Wilson’s art room, which was Mako’s first class, as fast as she could.


  Sure enough, Mako was standing just outside art, waiting for the Noella, and for the bell to ring. Because of Noella’s blackout at home, and Mako’s crazy strict parents, they hadn’t spoken at all since the incident.


  “Everyone’s been asking about you,” Mako said. “I mean like everyone, and about everything. You know how you’ve been wanting everyone to get over the Rebecca thing for forever and a half? Well, they have. Katie’s death is big, but this is bigger. You’re the news, sister, and the rumors are all over the place.”


  “Like what?” Noella was hoping to hear something that might make sense of the confusion.


  “I don’t even know where to start,” Mako said. “Since no one knows anything, everything sounds equally ridiculous.”


  “Give me the worst of it,” Noella said.


  Mako raised one eyebrow. “Worst I heard is that you killed two people, then tried to get rid of one of the bodies before the police got there.” Mako quickly added. “Like I said, ridiculous. And it’s not like anyone actually believes that. They just like to say things like that because they suck.”


  The bell rang. Noella hugged Mako goodbye and headed to biology. As she passed the connecting hall, she saw Sam and Becca walking, hand in hand.


  Sam called out, “Noella!”


  Noella kept going, pretending she hadn’t seen him.


  



  



  **


  



  As hard as it was for Noella to believe, the remainder of her school day passed with little incident. As the day pressed on, many of Noella’s fellow students found the courage to ask her about what had happened. It took her until the day’s third bell to realize she already had the perfect response.


  “I can’t remember a thing, and it hurts too much to try.”


  That seemed to shut everyone up, both students who meant well, and those who didn’t. Somehow the news had missed the part about her attacker being burned alive. Thank God for small miracles. Noella figured the sheriff’s department must’ve had a reason to keep the details from the public, or maybe they’d done it to protect her. Either way, it was a blessing, and a pleasant surprise.


  Sam didn’t show up to either of their two classes. Rumor was that he’d gone home sick. Of course, Becca also coincidentally went home “sick.”


  At first, Noella was annoyed that they might be spending the day together playing hooky. But then she felt relieved not to have to see either of them.


  



  Mako had violin practice after school, so Noella took the bus home alone, and everyone left her alone. She stepped from the bus, ignoring the whispers behind her, then slowly approached her empty house, glancing across the street and wondering how she could have possibly thought she saw Dante staring at her through the window.


  Randy’s cruiser was gone, even though he should’ve been home. She entered the house and found a note on the table:


  



  “Got called in. Gonna be at the station late. You’re on your own until Josie gets home. Try not to make any bad guys disappear. HAHA!”


  



  Randy ended his note with one of his smiley faces wearing a trucker hat, to let Noella know he was only teasing. Noella rolled her eyes, crumbled the note, and tossed it in the trash. She walked to the fridge to pour herself a glass of chocolate milk and saw the pink Post-It with a note from Josie:


  



  “Remember: Monthly Appointment with Dr. Foster Tuesday 9:00 a.m.


  Don’t Forget!


  xoxo


  Josie”


  



  Noella gulped. What should she tell Dr. Foster this time? What could she tell him?


  She shouldn't say anything, she decided. Her meds were finally working. There was no reason to make things worse, or make anyone think she was stuffing any more crazy inside.


  Noella poured her chocolate milk, then took it to the living room, sat on the couch, and turned the TV to VH1 and an inexplicably hypnotic episode of Behind the Music where Vanilla Ice was trying to explain how he didn’t steal the main riff of “Ice Ice Baby” from Queen and David Bowie. No matter how hard she tried to turn the channel or turn the TV off, she stay tuned through segment after segment, not even flipping channels when the commercials came.


  Noella watched a few more TV shows, the entire time, unable to concentrate for long on anything. She held the cordless phone in her hand, running her finger up and along the handset, debating whether or not to call Sam.


  She felt bad for blowing him off, and wanted to apologize and make everything better. If he were really sick, it would be nice to call and cheer him up. But if he were just skipping school to hang out with Becca, then Noella would feel foolish. Besides, who needed cheering up when you were dating a cheerleader?


  Should I call?


  She picked up the phone and dialed the first three numbers, but the doorbell rang and stopped her thumb on its way to the fourth.


  Noella felt a chill, probably just anxiety from a day’s worth of stares and a week’s worth of terror, then tossed the phone on the couch and walked toward the door as the bell rang a second time. She looked through the peephole and saw Jen, her new neighbor from across the street, standing on the other side.


  Noella opened the door to a barrage of words. Jen said, “Hi there, Noella. We met last week. I’m Jen from across the street. And I’m so, so sorry to do this to you, and it’s totally not like me, but I really need your help.”


  Jen looked at her, eyes pleading and waiting for Noella’s face to soften. She smiled, and the woman continued.


  “I have an emergency and I need your help. I need a job, like bad. I have more drama than you have time, so I won’t talk your ear off or bore you, or tell you what led here me to The Falls. But I will tell you I’m a damn good paralegal, and that they just accepted my application at one of the seven law firms I applied to since moving here. I have an inside tip that might help me nab the job tonight, but I have no one to watch Tori. If I don’t meet my friend right now, then my inside track expires and one of the other applicants will probably get the job.”


  Jen folded her fingers together, then made her eyes beg and said, “Please, Noella. I have no one else. Tori’s an easy kid, and you’ll love her. I promise. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”


  “You don’t have to make it up to me,” Noella said, looking past Jen and over at Sam’s old house. “Let me leave my aunt a note and then I’ll be right over.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  6:10 p.m.


  



  



  “Thank you soooo much,” Jen said, inviting Noella into their house as she was getting ready to go.


  Noella stepped inside, and a nostalgic feeling overwhelmed her, reminding her of all the hours she and Sam spent in the house hanging out. Though the house looked different from when Sam lived there, it was still similar enough to pull on her heartstrings and make her miss him all the more.


  Noella found Tori sitting cross-legged on the couch, eyes glued to an episode of Phineas and Ferb.


  It was Noella’s favorite episode: Phineas and Ferb's Quantum Boogaloo, the one where Phineas and Ferb travel to the future and find a 35-year-old Candace who follows them back to their own time so she can finally bust her brothers, which, of course, sets off a chain reaction that turns the entire future into a dystopian society. Very Back to the Future II-ish.


  Tori kept staring at the TV, her mouth dangling wide enough to catch an army of flies. Noella said nothing, just sat beside her, and then during a commercial leaned over and said, “Have you seen this episode before?”


  Tori nodded. “This is my 11th time,” she said. “I used to have it on DVR at our old house, but when we moved, we had to give the DVR box back to the cable company, which stinks because I had saved all my favorite episodes on there. This episode is on right now. So I need to start my collection all over.”


  “This one is my favorite,” Noella said.


  Tori looked over at Noella, as though seeing her for the first time. “You watch this show too?”


  “Yeah,” Noella said, “Although I don’t think I’ve seen it 11 times!”


  “This episode is awesome, but not as good as Summer Belongs to You!”


  “Which one is that?”


  The eight-year-old leaped to her feet and started pacing in front of Noella. “It’s the one where Phineas and Ferb plan to travel around the world on the longest day of the year so they can create the ‘Biggest, Longest, Funnest summer day of all time!’”


  Tori jumped up and down, laughing out loud, her love for the show contagious.


  Noella laughed, “Yeah, that one is pretty good.”


  “Aren’t you a little too old to watch Phineas and Ferb?” Tori raised an eyebrow. “A bunch of kids at my old school used to make fun of me for watching it because they said it was a baby show, and I’m way younger than you.”


  “The kids at your old school are dumb,” Noella said. “Phineas and Ferb is smarter than a lot of grownup stuff. I was 12 when the show started, but it was like my favorite show after the first day. I love all the songs and the recurring jokes, and I love watching Candace try to bust her brothers. The show always made me laugh, and I used to watch it with my friend, Sam, and last summer I even watched it with my old friend, Becca.”


  “Yeah, I like how Candace is always trying to bust her brothers,” Tori agreed, “but I like the newer episodes better because she’s not as into busting, and they do different stuff.”


  Tori barely looked up as her mom kissed her on the cheek and said she’d be back as soon as the interview was over. Noella and Jen traded smiles, then she flew from the house and left the girls to their conversation. After they exhausted the subject of Phineas and Ferb, they naturally fell into conversations about 30 or so other subjects. Noella found Tori surprisingly easy to talk to, considering she was only eight years old.


  She didn’t seem eight, at least not like Noella remembered eight for her or any of her friends, back when she had more than a pair.


  Most girls at eight liked to talk about themselves, the things they were into, and were busy seeking approval from peers, or those a bit older than them, and just starting to create a sense of identity. Tori didn’t. The only things Tori said about herself were in response to questions Noella asked. It seemed as though Tori would have been perfectly fine to talk about Noella and her life the entire time, even though Noella found the subject supremely boring.


  From what little Noella did discover about Tori, she liked her a lot. Her favorite movie of the year had been Harry Potter and the Deathly Hollows, of course. And she wasn’t one of the fan girls who insisted that the last book shouldn’t have been split in two. They could have split the book in three and that would’ve given Tori one more movie to love. Tori’s good taste went beyond movies, too. Her favorite new song was “Pumped Up Kicks,” by Foster the People, and her favorite book, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, which Noella found slightly horrifying, both that she loved it and that she’d read it.


  “You’ve read that?”


  “Oh yeah,” Tori nodded. “My mom says if I can understand it, I can read it.”


  “And you still like Phineas and Ferb?”


  “Of course I do, and so do you!” Tori reminded her.


  Noella was glad when Tori said she hadn’t seen The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo movie. She said, “Do you want to see it?”


  “Totally, but my mom said just because I can read it doesn’t mean I can see it. So I have to wait until it’s on cable and she’s asleep.”


  Noella laughed, impressed that she already had a plan. Noella then changed the subject. She didn’t ask Tori about her dad. Maybe she’d get there next time, but there was no reason to touch a topic that might be painful, even if it would explain her family’s sudden flight to Aurora Falls. Noella let Tori navigate nearly the entire conversation. After dancing around a dozen or so questions Noella could tell Tori didn’t really care about, she finally got to the one which she did.


  “So, do you like any boys?” Noella asked.


  Tori laughed, “Ew, no way.”


  “Take my word for it, you’re way too young.”


  Tori shook her head. “I don’t think I’m too young. I just think all the boys I’ve known have been yucky. If I met a boy who wasn’t suck a jerk face, I might like one. Apparently, I’ll eventually go boy crazy whether I like it or not. Unless all the books and movies have been lying to me.”


  Tori laughed, then pressed the question. “So do you have a boyfriend?”


  Noella thought of both Sam and Dante. One real and unavailable and the other imagined, and almost always there, in her head anyway.


  “There is someone,” she said, “But he doesn’t think of me like that.”


  Tori smirked, “Well, isn’t that the oldest story in the book?”


  Noella threw a couch pillow at her. “You’re not even old enough to know about the oldest story in the book.”


  “Seriously, he doesn’t like you at all?” Tori’s eyes were wide, as though she truly cared about Noella’s answer.


  “Well, he likes me, but only as a friend. And now he’s making a lot of new friends, and I don’t think he finds me terribly interesting, at least not like he used to.”


  “He’ll get bored of the new friends soon. Then he’ll remember that you’re interesting,” Tori said, again surprising Noella with her junior wisdom.


  “What about you?” Noella said, “Have you made any friends since you moved in?”


  Tori shook her head. “Nope, zero friends for Tori. Exactly one less than I had in St. Louis.”


  “No, you have one friend,” Noella said, squeezing her hand. She waited until Tori met her eyes, then added. “I’ll be your friend, I promise.”


  “Does it get easier?” Tori asked. “You know, making friends.”


  Noella gave Tori a sad smile. “I think it’ll get easier when you’re a grownup, but for girls like us, with a lot of smarts and not a lot of tolerance for stupid, the teenage years can be a little tough.”


  Tori agreed, then asked Noella if she would play a game of Uno. Tori went to get a deck from the game trunk in her play room, while Noella went to the kitchen for a glass of water, and to try to shake the odd feeling of the house. Part of her was swimming through years of stored nostalgia, remembering time spent with Sam in the same rooms where she was now sitting on the floor with Tori. Noella wondered what Sam’s old room was being used for. Maybe it was Tori’s room, or an office for her mother.


  That’s Dante’s room.


  No, Dante’s not real, idiot. Stop it, already. Keep your mind on right here and now.


  Tori returned with the cards and the two of them sat at the kitchen table. Tori shuffled the deck like a pro, then dealt two piles of seven and gave Noella the order to go first. They were only three cards into the game when Tori said, “Hey, why did you think there was a boy living here?”


  The way Tori asked made Noella think that the girl had been holding onto the question for a while.


  “I was just being silly, I guess,” she said. “I saw a guy when you two moved in, though now I realize he was one of your movers. I thought I saw him again later that night, but it was super dark outside and you know how your mind can start playing tricks on you. I looked through my window and the way the branches hang over the upstairs window, it made it look like a guy with messy hair was staring at the window! After you guys told me there was no guy living here, I felt pretty dumb.”


  “Wow,” Tori said. “That sounds creepy.”


  “It was.” Noella kept the Draw Four Wild card that would end the game in her favor and drew from the deck instead.


  Tori won two moves later, as well as the next two games after that. Instead of starting a fourth, Tori suggested that she and Noella play a game of hide-n-seek.


  Noella loved the idea immediately, capturing her chance to slip into Sam’s old room, as if she might find Dante hiding in there. Crazy, perhaps, but being inside the house gave Noella a weird feeling like anything could happen.


  “Want me to count first?” Noella offered.


  “Nah, that’s all right. It’s my house so I already know where all the best hiding spots are. You’re at a handicap, so you should definitely hide first.”


  Noella smiled and said okay, deciding that if she ever told Tori that her house was where her best friend Sam used to live, it would have to be another time.


  Tori went to the front door, which was also home base, then buried her face in her arms and started counting, “20...19….18...17…”


  Noella crept up the stairs, down the hallway, and slipped into Sam’s old room, which was now the playroom Tori had mentioned earlier. Other than its dimensions, nothing about the room was remotely the same.


  “14...13…12...11…”


  The walls had been painted a butter yellow, and the hardwood floors were covered in light blue carpet. A miniature piano sat in the corner, bookcases lined every wall, and a small table centered the room, with an old iMac on one side, with a stack of paper and several boxes of crayons on the other side.


  “6...5...4...3…”


  Noella slipped into the closet, packed with boxes and clothes, but found enough room to hide.


  “Two...One... Ready or not, here I come!”


  Noella slid the door shut, turning the world to black.


  Something was immediately different inside the closet, starting with the smell. Tori’s playroom smelled floral and girly, but the moment Noella climbed inside the closet, she was swallowed by the strong scent of cedar.


  Noella threw her hands around the dark closet, trying to find her way. All the boxes and clothes which had nearly crowded her out were all gone. The only thing she felt was an empty shelf, empty space below, and a naked wooden bar where rows of clothes should have been dangling. And she felt that familiar vertigo that came with the hallucinations.


  It’s happening again.


  Noella pressed her ear to the closet door, but heard nothing. There were no sounds of a happy child running wildly through the house in search of Noella.


  Noella was suddenly terrified, imagining what she might find on the other side of the door, as her memories fell to the darkroom with Jessica. Then she remembered the creatures and couldn’t keep her slight whimper inside.


  Oh God, don’t do this now. No, no, no.


  Noella flashed on Jessica’s body on the floor, blood on Noella’s hands.


  She couldn’t bear the thought of having one of her episodes and hurting Tori.


  No, no, please. Not now.


  She slid down along the back of the closet, and then to the floor, her knees to her chest, fearing what would happen next. She hoped Tori would open the door and tell her she was it. She strained to hear anything which might bring her back to her world.


  Noella gathered her courage and finally stood. She went to slide the closet open, but it was no longer a door on casters. Instead, the door had a knob.


  She turned it, cringing, and stepped into the room that was no longer Tori’s and definitely not Sam’s.


  There was a bed against the wall, but it was large and oddly sized — fatter and longer than any other bed Noella had ever seen. The sheets were crimson with waves of shadow which grew and retreated along with the flickering candles which lined a large wooden dresser beside her.


  This isn’t happening.


  Noella swallowed something thick in her throat, and was about to cry out for Tori, but she drew in her breath instead, then inched toward the door and placed her ear against the wood.


  She listened for Tori, but heard nothing.


  How do I get back to my world?


  Noella was deciding whether to call for Tori or go back inside the closet to see if that might send her back from where she came, when she heard footsteps outside the door, heavier than Tori’s, and on hardwood rather than the carpet that was supposed to line the hallway floor.


  The door opened and Noella gasped.


  Oh my God.


  Dante!


  He stood dressed in what looked like tan-colored riding pants, tucked into tall black boots, with a crisp white shirt and a high collar. He also wore a black vest with a straight-edged fabric and pointed corners.


  Noella wanted to shake the oddly dressed stranger, and demand that he prove his reality. She fell backward instead, stumbling toward the closet, the moment’s horror caught in her mouth.


  “Noella, wait!” he commanded.


  She froze, staring back at her guardian in shock.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “No, you’re not real,” Noella shook her head. “This isn’t happening.”


  She closed her eyes, trying to imagine him away, while taking another step back toward the closet door.


  “Did anyone see you come in here?” he said, running to the window, staring out the glass, and looking up and down the street, then closing the curtains and turning back to Noella.


  “I don’t even know how I got here!” she insisted. “Where am I?”


  “You mean you really don’t know?” Dante said, eyebrows rising in surprise.


  Noella stared at him, wondering if she’d gone crazy, but was lost in the depths of his eyes enough to not care. His eyes went deep and were instantly familiar, like looking into eternity and knowing it was home.


  None of this is happening.


  I’m stuck in a moment that cannot exist.


  This is exactly what the pills were trying to stop.


  She had to escape, and in the meantime, she could try and figure out what in the world was happening.


  “I don’t know anything,” Noella said. “I thought I was going crazy. I didn’t think you were real, but here you are, right in front of me. Where am I? And who are you?”


  Dante stared in her eyes and moved one step closer, but kept his hands fastened to his side. “You don’t remember me?” He kept staring at Noella in disbelief.


  “I see you in my dreams,” Noella said. “All the time. But I have no idea who you are.”


  “I’ve known you for centuries, Noella.”


  “What?!”


  The horrible fissure between fact and fiction threw Noella from her balance and sent her to her buckling knees. Reality had already ripped, but the tear grew bigger. Noella felt her body grow lighter, preparing to leave one world so it could bleed to another.


  Tori’s voice, a mile away but growing closer, rang through the air as though an echo of the past, “5...4...3...2...”


  Noella didn’t want to leave. She had to know more. She tried to fight the feeling of vertigo. Tried to do something she’d never tried before, to stay.


  But she couldn’t.


  “One. Ready or not, here I come.”


  “Wait!” she called, reaching out to touch him, as if he might be able to hold her and keep her there. He recoiled, “I can’t touch you,” he said. “Ever.”


  Dante whispered the word ever like a death sentence.


  Noella tried to hold onto the world collapsing around her, but couldn’t. The candles flickered to black, and the crimson sheets turned hard as a computer appeared atop them.


  Something between her ears started to scream.


  “Wait!” she called once more. Dante was only half there, though his eyes were still clear and staring right at her. Eyes that stared into some part of her that nobody else had ever seen. Eyes that moved the world beneath her feet.


  The room went electric and the moon outside meant nothing. The closet door hung ajar, packed with boxes and rows of clothes hanging on hangers. The bedroom door flew open, and a giggling eight-year-old appeared on the other side.


  “I found you!” Tori yelled, pointing at Noella.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



  Later...


  



  Noella’s dreams spun in a loop, as if she weren’t dreaming at all, but rather watching the day’s events play out over and over.


  Her dream started with a replay of this morning with her waking up feeling late, then readying herself for school at a snail’s pace, then arriving just before the bell, in time to see the horror of Katie’s memorial, along with the cruelty of her fellow students.


  Noella watched as Sam and Becca walked hand in hand through the crowded hallways. She answered the same exhausting questions through the span of the same tired day, then sat on the same bus which dropped her a block away from her empty house, where she sat and watched bad television before the knock on the door that sent her across the street to watch the little girl who played in Sam’s room.


  Though it wasn’t really Sam’s room now. It was Dante’s.


  Every time she saw Dante, then heard the “Ready or not, here I come!” from the other side of the reality, she went back to the beginning, waking up feeling late, as though her mind wasn’t satisfied with what she had seen and needed her to see it all over again.


  Noella lost count of how many times she went round and round the circle. And while she couldn’t say she knew for sure what her brain was hoping she’d find, she felt as though she was right at the edge of discovery. But seeing the same things over and over, had become annoying. She wanted to just wake up, reset herself, and hoped to go back to sleep to dream something else. She tried to wake up.


  Tried. But couldn’t.


  A familiar panic crackled through her body. Noella’s hairs stood on end as she tried to fight through the fog. She twitched her fingers but they wouldn't move, then she tried to make a fist, but her palm stayed flat as a pancake.


  Noella was paralyzed, a marionette in her bed, with her eyes shut and the strings above her severed.


  An icy chill hung in her room, matching the freeze that held her in place.


  Why can’t I move?


  Noella wanted to scream, but her lips were sealed. She heard breathing behind her and suddenly realized she wasn’t alone in the room. Though Noella couldn’t see a thing, she could hear everything with a thundering echo, turning the rustle of fabric into a racket in the otherwise silent room.


  Oh God, who’s in here?!


  She tried again to twitch her fingers or move her limbs, but nothing happened.


  The rustling behind her turned into words. “She’s waking up again. This is getting regular.”


  Another voice said, “It’s okay. We’re prepared this time.”


  Four icy fingers circled around her right wrist, then held it in the air for a moment before dropping it back to the mattress. Panic swelled in her.


  What’s happening to me?


  But some part of her recognized that this wasn’t the first time she’d felt this sensation.


  “She may be surface dwelling,” said a new man’s voice, “but she’s not above ground enough to be a threat.”


  Surface dwelling?


  Threat?


  Must open my eyes.


  I have to see who’s in here.


  Must get away.


  Noella wanted to wake up and destroy the men who were terrorizing her in the sanctity of her bedroom. She felt one of the men draw closer, could smell the slight sour of his breath above her.


  Noella’s mind raced through a list of horrors the men might inflict upon her, then raced through a catalog of things in her room that could be used as weapons to protect herself . . . if she could just wake up.


  One of the men grabbed her by the face and turned her cheek roughly left and right. She screamed, but only in her mind. There were suddenly fingers everywhere on her, and Noella was certain she was about to die.


  There was nothing she could do to stop it. She begged her brain, but it continued to ignore her.


  Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  “You still think it will be a month?”


  There was a long silence, then a new voice spoke. A deeper voice. A familiar voice, “No, definitely not. I believe we need to act soon.”


  Noella’s throat filled with barbed wire, as she suddenly placed the voice behind her.


  Dr. Foster!


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  



  The story continues in Episode 3


  ForNevermore: Episode 3


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007JLU65M/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007JLU65M/


  



  or get the full season at one low price:


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  * * * *


  



  Want a sneak peek at next week’s episode? Sign up for our ForNevermore mailing list and get exclusive first looks and bonus content before anyone else.


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/joinfornevermore


  



  Check out the latest ForNevermore video trailers at:


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/fornevermorevideos


  



  and tell a friend!


  



  



  


  ::EPISODE 3::


  CHAPTER ONE


  



  



  Dr. William Foster’s Office


  Aurora Falls, New York


  Tuesday morning, October 30


  


  



  “How about this one?” Dr. Foster said as he pulled another inkblot card from the pile and held it up to Noella from the other side of the table. It felt like the hundred millionth card he’d shown her, just today, displayed with the same warm but mostly empty smile. “What do you see?”


  “A crab?” Noella said, as unsure of her answer as she always was, just like she was unsure of what the stupid test had to do with anything anyway, or how it was helping her at all.


  Noella had taken the inkblot test five times in the last two years, each one different than the prior, and Dr. Foster had yet to give her a good reason as to why. He told her that the test was similar to the Rorschach test, but his own variation on it, which he used to “monitor her progress.” She wasn’t sure if it was standard practice for shrinks to create “their own version” of tests, but something told her it wasn’t common. So she figured Dr. Foster was either a bold innovator, or a quack.


  No matter how many times she asked, or begged, Dr. Foster wouldn’t tell her if she were getting any of the answers right.


  “There are no wrong responses,” he would usually say, before scribbling something in his notebook. Maybe there were no wrong answers, but if she had been getting them right, she had a feeling that she wouldn’t have to take the test so frequently.


  Dr. Foster held up another card. “A tornado,” Noella said, chewing her lip as he laid the card in the growing pile on the right, scribbled in his notebook, then pulled a fresh card from the left.


  Like her answers, Noella had no idea whether Dr. Foster’s scribbles were good, bad, or indifferent. The only thing she knew for certain was that the exercise made her feel uneasy, though it wasn’t like she could ever feel truly comfortable in a windowless room, empty except for the large wooden table between them with a single chair on either side. It felt like an interrogation room — cold enough to feel glacial, and as oddly out of place as everything in Dr. Foster’s office, located in an otherwise homey old Victorian house.


  Most of the doctors in town had moved to the recently finished medical center, or the new hospital, but Dr. Foster kept his office in the historic district. Built in 1890, as the plaque on the porch proudly announced, the house was as beautiful as it was old. Though the house was certainly large enough, he didn’t live there. He couldn’t have needed more than a few of the rooms, and there were no other doctors sharing the space. Noella didn’t see why he kept the house/office unless it was to make patients like Noella feel at ease — patients who didn’t want to see him at his Kings Point Psychiatric Hospital-based office.


  Noella loved the house, inside and out — hardwood floors, old and winding wooden stairs wrapping around an ornate banister, beautiful arches, and what looked like lots of secret little rooms. In a picture-perfect postcard town, the doctor’s office fit right in.


  “Now what do you see?” He held up a card that looked vaguely like two faces.


  “Justin Bieber,” Noella said smiling.


  Dr. Foster scribbled, apparently oblivious to the joke.


  “No, not really Justin Bieber!” Noella laughed. “It looks like two women. Two sad women.” She felt stupid for laughing, and suddenly as icy as the empty room, imprisoned across from Dr. Foster’s expressionless scribble.


  “And how does this one make you feel?” Dr. Foster asked, looking at Noella through the coke bottle lenses of his thick-framed glasses.


  Dr. Foster looked like he was in his mid-50s, with salt-and-pepper scattered curls sprouting from his permanent case of bed head. His eyes were dark but kind, and his face reminded Noella of the sad you see in a basset hound. His sad face made it easier for her to trust him, especially when he was scribbling her prescriptions.


  Dr. Foster continued to stare at Noella, patiently waiting for her answer.


  “I dunno,” she said. “Why are we doing this again? We’ve already done it a million times! I don’t see how telling you what I see helps. It’s just ink. I could easily see something different today than I did last week.”


  “Exactly,” Dr. Foster said, holding the card steady. “This gives me insight into your current thoughts, and is absolutely necessary. We will continue with the exercise until it no longer has value. I promise it’s for the best and that I have no desire to waste your time any more than I care to waste mine.” He smiled, cleared his throat, then added, “Let’s finish the test, and then I’ll answer any questions you have, okay?”


  Noella nodded and said, “Okay.”


  Dr. Foster held up the next card.


  The card looked sexual and Noella felt a flush of embarrassment. She said, “A bearskin rug?”


  Dr. Foster scribbled on his pad, then set the card facedown on the right and pulled a fresh one from the left. The next card wasn’t an inkblot. It was a glossy photo of Mets Hat’s ashen corpsep; a crime scene photo.


  Noella’s eyes went wide and she started to choke, turning away from the image while coughing.


  “What do you think of this one?” Dr. Foster asked, his voice even and hands steady on the image. “How does it make you feel?”


  Noella couldn’t look.


  “Why are you showing me this?” she asked, pushing the question past the lump in her throat. “How did you even get it?”


  Dr. Foster laid the photo facedown on the right, starting a new pile just above the old one. “Your uncle told me what happened.”


  “He’s not my uncle,” Noella said, annoyed.


  “Why didn’t you tell me about the robbery?”


  “Tell you what? There’s nothing to tell. I blacked out.”


  “So you don’t remember seeing what happened to the robber? How he was somehow thrown to the counter and burned alive in front of you?”


  “I didn’t do it,” Noella said, leaning forward on her elbows. “This isn’t like what happened two years ago. And I don’t need you putting me on different pills. The ones I’m on are working just fine.”


  Dr. Foster stared at Noella, his eyes still kind and his basset hound face still sad. “So you haven’t been experiencing any symptoms?” He said it like a question, even though it wasn’t. Noella paused, uncertain of what she should say.


  I can’t tell him the truth, can I? If I start with one thing, I’ll end up having to tell him everything: The hallucinations, Dante, Katie’s murder. Sticking with the lie is easier than spilling it all and having Dr. Foster mop up the mess in my mind with a brand new prescription.


  Dr. Foster’s radar had always been excellent, and Noella feared something worse than a change in her pill’s color. If she lied and the doctor knew it, he might feel compelled to suggest that she check in for another stay at Kings Point “for observation.” And at Kings Point, three days could turn to three weeks with the stroke of a pen.


  Noella didn’t want to be locked up again, couldn’t be locked up again.


  Not only did she hate the place and loathe the thought of going back, the little she had left of her shattered social life would crumble to dust. People were still calling her Scarella two years after her first visit. There would be no hope of escaping the cruelty of a second stay.


  “What sort of symptoms?” Noella said, delivering the question before her brain had a chance to realize what she was saying.


  Too late, Noella. You just confessed by suggesting you have some symptoms.


  “Anything,” Dr. Foster said. “Hallucinations, voices, blackouts, suicidal or violent thoughts, abnormally weird dreams, anything out of the ordinary. If any of that is happening to you Noella, then you must tell me now so we can figure out why; run a few more tests and adjust your treatment accordingly. We need to help you now, before things turn worse. Things like this have a way of snowballing out of control, faster than you realize. You think you have a handle on things, but then you realize that you don’t. But by then, it might be too late.”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head and breaking eye contact. Noella usually avoided eye contact with Dr. Foster, just like she did with most people, and she was afraid that holding his eyes would give light to her lie.


  “You know I’m here to help you, right?”


  “Yes, sir,” Noella said, her eyes now fixed on her folded hands.


  “And I can’t help you if you aren’t completely honest with me.”


  Noella nodded. “I know.”


  “So, that’s all you have to say?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Dr. Foster sighed, cleared his throat, then gathered all the inkblots together, pushing them to the edge of his desk in a neat stack, but leaving the glossy photo of the charred corpse where it lay.


  “I believe that you don’t remember what happened to you at the coffee shop,” he said. “The brain has a way of protecting us from things we don’t wish to remember. My concern, Noella, is that without a coping mechanism, without some way to effectively deal with what you saw, you could be setting yourself up for something much worse.”


  “Like what?”


  “Well, obviously our first concern is another psychotic break, which is why I need to make sure you’re not showing any other symptoms and that your current medication is working to its full effect. Until I’m certain, I’m going to order an increase in your visits to twice a week.”


  “Two times a week?!” Noella cried, “Why?”


  Dr. Foster leaned forward, “Even without the mysterious circumstances, I’m concerned that you didn’t even bring up a situation as scary as a robbery and how you’re coping with facing death. That’s the kind of thing we should be talking about, Noella. That you kept it from me concerns me and makes me wonder why.”


  He didn’t say anything, waiting for her to say something. Noella kept quiet, though, afraid she’d say too much.


  Dr. Foster continued, “I really don’t want to have you committed. But I believe there is something happening which we must absolutely monitor. If we work together and you’re open with me, I believe I can help you and we can return to monthly visits. But you must trust me and let me do my job. Can you do that, Noella?”


  “Yes, sir,” Noella lied.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  



  10:45 a.m.


  



  Josie waited for Noella in the enclosed porch at the front of the Victorian, flipping through a copy of Cosmo from two months ago. Josie thanked Dr. Foster for his time, then followed Noella to the car.


  They stopped for lunch at McDonald’s, where they ate in silence. Unlike Randy, Josie never pushed Noella to talk when she didn’t want to, and she had an excellent ear for knowing when that was. Noella ate lunch, lost in her thoughts, thankful that Josie gave her space.


  As real as last night felt when she saw Dante, the notion that she’d somehow crossed over to somewhere and saw Dante seemed ridiculous in the middle of the day. It had either been the most realistic hallucination yet or something magical happened. And while she had a pretty vivid imagination, she had to go with the more logical explanation: She was losing her mind. And as they got closer to home, she regretted her decision to lie to Dr. Foster all the more. Sure, she could say something during their next session, but what if she had another episode before then? God only knew what might happen if she had another episode at school. Or worse, another episode at Tori’s.


  She thought again of the possibility of hurting the child, and cringed.


  The silence lasted after lunch and on the drive home until they turned onto Oak Lane, and Josie said, “What do you want for dinner? I have to run to FoodMart to get coffee since we’re totally out. I can pick up whatever you’d like. It’s just the two of us tonight. Randy has to pull another all-nighter, so I’ll make whatever you want.”


  “I don’t know,” Noella said. Then, after a few seconds she added, “I’m not really hungry.”


  They pulled into the driveway and Noella saw Jen and Tori across the street, climbing into their Honda Element. Tori was putting her seatbelt on, but Jen was still outside the car and caught Noella’s glance. She smiled wide and waved her over.


  Josie killed the engine, and Noella said, “I’ll be right back, ‘K?” Before Josie could answer, Noella was out of the car.


  Before she was even halfway across the street, Noella could hear Jen squeal, “I think I got the job! They just called from the office 15 minutes ago. They want me to come in for an interview, but my friend Lily says I’m a shoo-in. I’m heading over there right now. I was gonna take Tori with me, but it would probably look better if I didn’t show up with my kid, ya know? Do you think there’s any way you could watch her, just until I get back? It shouldn't be too long.”


  “Sure!” Noella said, certain Josie wouldn’t mind, and thinking she might even be glad to have the house to herself for a bit, just like Noella was grateful for the distraction.


  “Thanks Noella!” Jen said. “I’ve barely started living here and I’m already wondering what I would do without you.” She reached over to hug Noella, just as the passenger door flew open and Tori spilled from the truck screaming, “YAY!!!”


  Tori ran to Noella and threw her arms around her waist, yelling, “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”


  Jen said, “She’s supposed to be home with a sore throat, but she seems to have made a miraculous recovery!”


  Tori wrinkled her nose at her mom, “It is sore!” she said in an exaggerated raspiness. “Didn’t you have school today, Noella?”


  “No, I had a doctor’s appointment.”


  “You’re sick, too?”


  “No,” Noella said smiling, wondering how much Jen would trust her if she told her the truth, that she was visiting her shrink because she was crazy and prone to psychotic breaks. “Just give me a minute and I’ll be right back. I have to make sure it’s okay with my aunt.”


  “Of course,” Jen said, “and thanks again.”


  Noella returned in less than two minutes, with a yes. Jen said thanks one more time, then climbed into her truck and pulled from the driveway as Tori unlocked the front door and they went inside the house, Tori holding her iPad.


  “So you have an iPad?” Noella said, half impressed and half jealous. She would have loved an iPad, mostly for reading, though other stuff would have been fun, too. She had a Kindle, but it was the old black and white one and approximately five percent as cool as an iPad, or the new Kindle Fire, which let you do everything from web browsing to playing games to watching movies.


  “Yeah,” Tori nodded, “my mom got it for me when she told me we were going to have to move again. She figured it would make me like Aurora Falls more, or at least hate it less.”


  “Is it working?”


  Tori laughed. “Yeah, but it’s not as fun as you.” She smiled, and Noella felt a pleasant warmth settle inside her heart.


  Noella put her arm around Tori. “So, do you have any cool games on there?”


  Tori nodded. “I got a bunch of free ones, but mostly I play Angry Birds. Mom also let me set up a Facebook account a few days ago and I did that. But it’s sorta boring since I don’t have any friends other than my mom.”


  Tori’s eyes went bright and she looked up at Noella. “Hey, will you friend me on Facebook? That would be really cool.”


  Noella’s first thought was that she was on total blackout and wouldn’t be able to do much of anything with Facebook or anything else, but she couldn’t find a legitimate reason not to friend Tori.


  “Sure,” she said, holding her hand out for Tori’s iPad. Tori slipped the tablet in her open palm and Noella held it, enjoying the weight in her hand and running her fingers across the front of its smooth glass. The iPad was substantial but surprisingly light. Noella had never held one before, though she’d always been curious, and went from wanting one to craving one at a single touch.


  She tapped the icon for the Facebook app, then signed into her account for the first time in what felt like forever, and saw about a million new messages from Sam. Apparently, he wanted Noella to call him.


  “What’s wrong?” Tori asked, seeing the look on Noella’s face.


  “It’s Sam,” she said. “He wants to talk. We’ve barely spoken, and he thinks I’m mad at him. He left me like a hundred million messages on Facebook.”


  “Are you? Mad at him I mean?”


  “Yes, or at least I was. But I don’t want to be. I just want everything to be like it was. I miss him. A lot. But Randy won’t let me use the phone and the few chances I had to call Sam, I chickened out. So I’m pretty sure things are going to stay weird for a while.”


  Noella friended Tori and signed out of her account, then handed the iPad back to Tori. “You’re friended now,” she said, “on Facebook and in real life!”


  Tori laughed and thanked her. “Hey, I got an idea! You can use our phone to call Sam! There’s no way your uncle would know, and my mom wouldn’t care.”


  Noella almost said no, but then her knees went weak and her heart grew heavy. “OK.”


  Tori went to the kitchen, grabbed the phone, and brought it back to Noella with a big smile, “Here ya go!”


  Noella held the phone in her hand, thinking of what she should say, then dialed his seven digits as her heart thudded in her chest. As the phone rang, she felt the sudden urge to go pee. After five rings, the call went to voicemail. Noella’s heart started beating faster. She swallowed hard, then said:


  “Hey, Sam. It’s me. Sorry I missed all your calls and stuff. Just saw your messages on Facebook . . . Um . . . I just wanted to say sorry, and that I wish things were like they used to be, or better.” There was a long pause, and Noella nearly hung up, but instead she finished. “I pretty much love you and have since forever, so there’s that, too. Anyway, I’m sorry for everything. Talk to you later.” Noella pressed ‘end,’ then handed the phone to Tori, whose eyes were tiny dinner plates.


  “OMG!” Tori said.


  Noella’s heart was pounding fast, as she wondered over and over again: What did I do? What did I do?


  “You know,” Noella said, “You’re the only person I’ve ever heard actually say ‘O-M-G’ out loud?”


  Tori said, “It’s the future. You’re just hearing it early.”


  Noella laughed harder, again surprised by Tori’s wit and maturity. Her heart was still racing, but she didn’t realize her cheeks were flushed until Tori pointed it out.


  “You’re all red,” she said.


  “Am I?”


  “Yup. How are you feeling: worried, excited, happy, scared?”


  “You ask a lot of questions,” Noella said.


  “Well, are you gonna answer any of them?”


  Noella sank into the couch, silent for a minute, before she finally said, “I’m not sure what I’m feeling right now. All of the above. But I guess it’s better to get it out than keep it inside forever, right?”


  “I guess,” Tori said.


  Noella laughed at the realization that she was seeking love advice from an eight-year-old.


  “What do you think will happen?” Tori asked, “I’ll bet he loves you, too!”


  Noella rolled her eyes. “I doubt it. Becca’s like me, but pretty and rich. Why would he settle for me?”


  “Well, I think you’re pretty,” Tori said with her hands on her hips. “If he can’t see that, he’s just a big idiot.”


  Noella laughed again.


  “So,” Tori said, with a big grin on her face, “wanna play hide-n-seek?”


  Noella would’ve been lying if she pretended that she hadn’t been thinking about Sam’s room and the possibility of seeing Dante again. But on the other hand, she was also afraid of another hallucination. The last one had ended without incident, but could she be sure the next one wouldn’t result in a repeat of ‘the incident?’


  While the thought of going back to the playroom was slightly frightening, it also held the allure of the unknown. What if it hadn’t been a hallucination? What if she could go back? At the very least, a game of hide-n-seek would take her mind off the stupid message she left on Sam’s voicemail.


  She still couldn’t believe she’d just blurted out what she’d kept secret for so long.


  “Are you sure you’re not too sick to play hide-n-seek?” Noella asked.


  “I’m not that sick. Besides, mom says it’s probably just allergies. She just kept me home to be on the safe side.”


  “Okay,” Noella said. “Just don’t cough on me, okay?”


  Tori laughed and faked like she was going to cough on Noella, then went to home base at the front door to begin counting back from 20.


  Noella was afraid to rush immediately back to Sam’s old room, so she played three starter rounds with Tori first, hiding once and seeking twice. She hid in the laundry room, behind a tall mountain of sheets capped by a giant comforter Noella thought might have still been dirty from their old house. Tori hid in the pantry the first time, and in her mother’s shower the second. Both times she screamed when Noella found her.


  When it was Noella’s turn to hide again, she headed straight toward the mystery in Sam’s old room.


  “20...19...18...17…”


  Noella turned the knob and stepped inside, a wave of nerves stirring in her stomach.


  “16...15...14...13…”


  The room was Tori’s playroom, not Dante’s, but she could feel that other room shimmering as if just beneath the surface, calling to her in a way she couldn’t understand, inviting to pull her over. Tori’s room began to fade, showing hints of Dante’s bed, dark red curtains, and his hardwood floors. If Dante’s world was an illusion, it was a persistent one.


  “12...11...10...9…”


  “Dante,” she whispered.


  “8...7...6...5…”


  Noella was about to call for Dante a second time, louder, when she heard the front door unlocking downstairs. “I’m home,” Jen yelled.


  Crap!


  Tori yelled, “Ready or not, here I come!”


  It was too late. Noella could already feel herself being pulled towards whatever was on the other side as Dante’s world of dark woods and reds began to superimpose itself over Tori’s light pastel-colored playroom.


  I can’t go now.


  Noella called for Dante to pull her the rest of the way over or to push her back to her world. She couldn’t be caught in the same state of transition as Tori’s room, or Jen and Tori just might wind up in a room next to hers at King’s Point.


  Noella couldn’t see Dante, but she could feel him near. The world continued to flicker, as Dante’s bed strobed over Tori’s small computer table. Noella’s heart raced as the footsteps on the other side of the door drew closer.


  They could be Dante’s, or they could be Jen’s. Either set was inches away.


  The room flickered faster back and forth between worlds as the door, both Tori’s and Dante’s began opened slowly. And then she saw him, Dante, in the doorway, and her heart swelled in her chest as their eyes met.


  It’s him.


  And then he vanished. Replaced by Tori.


  “I found you!” Tori yelled, jumping on Noella.


  Noella laughed to blanket her crazed thoughts, then grabbed Tori and pulled her to the floor in a tickle. Dante had been so close. He was right there. He had to be real. Had to.


  Jen came into the room a second later, squealing and jumping up and down. “I got the job!”


  “Congratulations!” Noella said, giving her new friend a hug as she tried to get her head back into the moment. “Does that make Aurora Falls feel more like home now?”


  Jen laughed. “I suppose, though I think Aurora Falls will feel a lot more like home once I finally get caught up on all my laundry, not that I was ever caught up in the old house!”


  Jen turned to Noella, met her eyes, then asked her the question obviously on her mind. “Any chance you’d want to watch Tori after school for the next few weeks? I know you two get along great and everything, but at the same time, I know you’re young, have a social life to maintain, and can’t be available at your new neighbor’s whim. But if you can help me out a few weeks until I find someone else, or find an after-school daycare or something, I’d really, really appreciate it. I’m happy to pay you, whatever you need. I think it could work out great for the both of us, being right across the street from one another and all.”


  “Sure, I’d love to,” Noella said, barely pausing for thought. “I have to check with Josie, just to make sure it’s okay, but I’m not working at the coffee shop anymore, since that whole thing.”


  “Wait, you worked at that coffee shop on the news?” Jen asked. “The one where . . .” she didn’t finish the thought though, since Tori was listening intently.


  “Yeah,” Noella said, embarrassed and wishing she’d not mentioned Keefer’s.


  “That was you?” Jen asked, “Oh my God, you poor thing!”


  “What, Mommy?” Tori asked, pushing her way into the conversation. “What happened?”


  “Nothing, Tori. Go play. Noella and I are talking grownup stuff right now.”


  “Fine!” Tori said, turning on a heel and pouting.


  “It’s okay,” Noella whispered. “I’m fine now.”


  “Wow,” Jen said, visibly shaken, as if she’d been the one held up at gunpoint and who witnessed her co-worker’s murder. “How do you get over something like that?”


  “I try not to think about it,” Noella said, hoping that would change the subject. “But sitting for Tori has really helped, so I’ll be happy to watch her after school, as long as my aunt is cool with it.”


  “Are you sure it won’t interfere with your after-school plans too much?”


  Noella laughed. “I promise, I don’t have much of a social life as it is, and definitely no plans this will interfere with.”


  ‘Thank God,” Jen said. “I don’t mean thank God that you don’t have a social life, but thank God you said yes. You have no idea what a relief that is. I’m always worried about Tori, and it would be impossible for me to do my best at work with Tori on my mind. You hear so many stories about all the freaks these days. I’m really lucky to find someone so nice and normal, who I can totally trust. Thank you so, so much, Noella. I mean it.”


  Noella smiled, feeling slightly like a charlatan and anything but “nice and normal.” Jen probably wouldn’t feel nearly as happy, or half as grateful, if she knew she was leaving her only child with Scarella, the girl who stabbed a classmate and has an open invite for a bed at King’s Point.


  Noella hugged them both goodbye, then crossed the street back to her house, feeling a bit guilty that she might be endangering Tori, but trying to shrug the thought from her mind. She didn’t think it possible that she could hurt Tori. There was something special about Tori and the way she made her feel, something Noella didn’t feel anywhere else.


  Significant.


  Necessary.


  Loved.


  And there was no way she could hurt someone who made her feel all those things.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  3:20 p.m.


  



  Sam descended the school steps with Becca beside him when his phone buzzed. He drew his phone from his pocket, saw that he had a message, then tapped the voicemail icon and brought the phone to his ear, his eyes widening at the sound of Noella’s voice.


  “Hey, Sam. It’s me. Sorry I’ve missed all your calls and stuff. Just saw your messages on Facebook . . . Um . . . I just wanted to say sorry, and that I wish things were like they used to be, or better.”


  There was a long pause, and Sam wasn’t sure if Noella almost hung up. He pressed the phone harder to his ear and turned from Becca, wondering what his face must be saying. Noella’s voice returned to the line and lit his eyes, making him glad he had turned his face.


  “I pretty much love you and have since forever, so there’s that, too. Anyway, I’m sorry for everything. Talk to you later.”


  The line went dead. Sam was stunned and for a moment, he was pretty sure he looked paralyzed. And then as Becca turned to him, he was forced to cycle past Noella’s revelation and cleanse his expression before meeting Becca’s eyes.


  “Who was that?” she said. It was obvious from the look on her face that he’d not done a good job of hiding his shock.


  “It was my mom,” Sam lied. “She was saying something about my Grandpa Ray, but I was having a hard time hearing her. The connection was terrible.”


  “Do you have to go home, or can you still come with us to the mall?”


  “I can still go to the mall,” Sam said, suddenly not wanting to at all, wanting to do nothing other than get to Noella as fast as he possibly could, so he could talk to her. He might feel differently if he and Becca were hitting the mall alone. But rarely did they find time alone without one, or several, of Becca’s friends.


  When it was the two of them together, Sam couldn’t get enough of Becca. She was terrific; funny, sweet, and even a bit geeky. They would talk endlessly about everything from movies to Pokemon, laughing about how much they used to love it when they were little. But once Vicky nudged herself into the picture, Becca grew incapable of talking about little more than clothes and makeup, while her tongue grew sharper. It always left Sam starving for the other side of Becca, and wondering how she sorted the two personalities in her head.


  They headed toward the mall, with Sam sitting in the backseat of Becca’s Jetta, feeling like a third wheel the entire way. It didn’t help that he was in the back, but his divide mostly came from the catty banter from up front.


  “Oh my GOD, I know!” Vicky screeched. “He’s such a loser.”


  “I heard that he is still following Brianna around like some kinda creeper. Doesn’t he get it?” Becca added with a laugh, slapping the steering wheel.


  They were dissing on Jeremy Wood, a junior who had been reasonably popular, but a summer’s worth of zits had turned him into a pizza face and pariah. This was coincidentally around the time his father lost almost all their money in some stock scheme. While Jeremy might have been able to get over zits, he couldn’t get over being broke. The combined sins of being imperfect and poor gave the girls in EnvyUs, and their ilk, full license to find a hundred and one things they never liked about him, all while pretending it wasn’t about his looks or money. Jeremy Wood was one of the nicest guys Sam knew, and someone Becca used to hang out with quite a lot. Just one more shred of evidence proving that Becca was changing even more than Sam had thought.


  Sam’s stomach twisted. He turned to his side leaning low in his seat, then pulled his cell phone from his pocket and listened to Noella’s message again. Becca was too busy being bratty in the front to notice.


  “And what about Caitlin?” Becca said. “Did you hear about her and Alex Rivera?”


  “Yeah, but I can’t say I’m surprised.”


  “I was,” Becca said, “Wasn’t she all like, ‘I’m waiting for the right guy’ and acting all purity-ring good girl or something?”


  Vicky laughed, “Yeah, right! The more good they say they are, the more skeletons they have in their closet. She’s got half the football team in hers!”


  “No way!” Becca said, shocked, eyes wide. “That’s just disgusting.”


  “Sad,” Vicky said. “And Alex is such a pig. Don’t even get me started.”


  Becca said, “I guess I’m just lucky that I found my Mr. Right.” She tilted the rearview, then winked at Sam. He smiled back, flushing from her genuine smile and the same feeling he always got when the best of Becca rose to the surface.


  Bruno Mars’ “Grenade,” came on and Becca cranked the radio, as though it wasn’t already many decibels past too loud to enjoy, then started singing at the top of her lungs. Sam sank lower, wishing he was anywhere but the backseat of Becca’s Jetta.


  They pulled into the mall parking lot, then went inside and headed straight for Forever 21, probably Sam’s least favorite store and the only one in the entire mall that made Sam feel even more like a third wheel than he already did.


  He milled about the front of the store, running his fingers along the long rows of tacky jewelry. Becca and Vicky were in the back of the store, sifting through the racks and at turns making fun of stuff or saying how cute other stuff was. It all looked the same to Sam, though.


  Sam made his way toward the entrance of the store, took a look back to make sure he was out of Becca’s sight, then took out his phone and listened to Noella’s message once more, before dropping it back in his pocket. He turned back to see Becca and Vicky in the middle of the store, and Becca smiling at him.


  The girls joined up with him a few minutes later with nothing in their hands. He thought they’d come to the store so Vicky could get a new top.


  “We’re leaving?” Sam said, hoping the answer was yes.


  Sam wasn’t that lucky. Vicky wanted to check out a few other shops and wasn’t leaving until she got the “perfect top.” He figured the girl had no less than 50 different outfits and couldn’t imagine she needed yet another. He wished he’d just taken the bus home, or had Becca drop him off at home. Having a girlfriend with a car was cool, except when you were stuck spending hours in the mall or hanging out with her friends. Now, as he followed them, he felt something stirring in his stomach, and hoped he wasn’t coming down with something. This was the second time in the past 20 minutes he felt the pain. Ironic, especially given that he left school yesterday saying he was sick in order to hang out with Becca.


  After they left Forever 21, they headed toward the food court so the girls could each get Frappuccinos. They were 100 yards from Starbucks when Vicky pointed to an overly tall, gangly guy who looked to be in his mid-20s, and dressed head to toe in black, with piercings in his upper lip, ears, and nose, and a barbed wire tattooed on his face. Sam thought face piercings were hardcore. He didn’t even know how to define a tattoo under the eye.


  Vicky said, “Oh my God, I think we found the perfect boyfriend for Scarella! Maybe we should see if we can get his number, and by number I mean his inmate number.” She laughed hysterically at her own joke.


  Sam said, “Still mad that Noella kicked your ass?”


  Vicky stopped, eyes wide, “Excuse me?”


  “I said, are you still mad that Noella kicked your ass? She didn’t make you deaf, too, did she?”


  Becca stared at Sam, all three of them stopped about 10 yards from Starbucks.


  “What’s your deal?” Vicky said. “Why are you always defending her? Do you have a crush on Scary or something?”


  “No, but I’m not gonna sit by while you all trash her. She’s still my friend, and that isn’t cool.”


  “Vicky was only joking,” Becca said, “just like we always are. No harm, no foul. I didn’t hear you sticking up for Caitlin or Jeremy or anyone else.”


  She had a point. Sam was angry with himself for not defending Jeremy when he wanted to earlier. “Listen, I know you and Noella don’t talk anymore. I don’t know what all happened, nor is it my business. That’s fine. But she’s still my friend, so all I ask is that when I’m around, you respect her.” Sam stared at Becca, silently challenging her to push back, and half expecting her to mimic his words in a mocking voice like Vicky sometimes did.


  Vicky spoke instead. “Oh, I hope he sticks up for you like that when Scarella is talking crap about you.”


  Sam narrowed his eyes at Vicky, “Noella doesn’t talk about either of you like that. And you may have a hard time believing it since you think everyone in the world cares about everything you do, but Noella couldn’t care less.”


  Before Becca or Vicky could respond, Robin, one of the girls clinging to the lowest rung of the EnvyUs ladder, came rushing up to them, interrupting their argument with hot-off-the-press gossip.


  “Oh. My. God,” she said. “Did you hear about Laura and Jake?”


  The three of them were standing in an open-mouthed half circle, shoulders raised, but Robin didn’t notice. She just kept flapping her gums into the settling silence.


  “They were like popping Oxys behind the gym after school and got caught by Mr. Roberson. He sent them to Dean Dinnon, and Dinnon called the police and everything. Kathy said she heard they’re getting expelled because of Zero Tolerance.”


  What looked like it was about to be a big blowup between Sam and Becca just seconds before was quickly rendered irrelevant by Laura, Jake, and pending police action. Fine by Sam.


  He half-listened to the gossip, mostly so he’d have a barometer on the truth when Becca and Vicky invariably twisted it on the way home. Sam’s mind started to wander, mostly around his recent decision to get serious with Becca. Their relationship was fresh, much newer than Noella likely realized. The kiss in Keefer’s was their first, and had surprised Sam as much as it excited him. Getting closer seemed natural after that, especially since they got along so well, at least when alone.


  They got along reasonably well around the EnvyUs girls, too, but that was on account of Sam knowing when it was best to simply shut up and keep his opinions buried. The problem was, Becca wasn’t Becca when she was with Vicky. And while most people would have made the argument that the reverse was true, and that Becca actually wasn’t herself when she was with him, Sam didn’t buy it for a second.


  Sam knew the real Becca, the one he thought about in quiet moments, the one he imagined holding hands with, the one who showed up for drama every day at 1:30 and acted with passion, soul, honesty, and emotion.


  The real Becca was bursting with life and surprising opinions. She didn’t care what others thought and had enough of an internal belief in herself to ignore what others thought and focus on the endless world of possibilities in front of her. The world was her oyster, and its pearls made her invincible. She was exciting and unpredictable, keeping Sam surprised, and interested. The real Becca was the one who was embarrassed when Sam found out she gave ten percent of her savings to the Surfrider Foundation. The real Becca was the one Sam was certain he could draw to the surface if given a chance.


  But maybe he couldn’t.


  And even if he could, maybe it wasn’t worth his time or energy. Life was fleeting after all. It was easier to see Becca’s flaws in the light of Noella’s confession that she loved him. He had always liked Noella, might even have loved her, but never enough to ruin his friendship with his best friend.


  Robin was still rattling on and on, now about some other line of gossip, so he slipped from the huddle, headed toward the counter of Starbucks, stood in line, then ordered two Frappuccinos and set them in the center of a table for four just as the girls were saying goodbye to Robin. Sam felt another pain in his gut as if someone kicked him hard, and glanced to see how far away he was from the restrooms in case he needed to make an emergency run.


  “Does your phone have a signal?” Becca asked, looking down at her own with an annoyed face as she took a seat and began sipping the Frappuccino.


  “Sure.” Sam took his phone from his pocket, handed it to Becca, and said, “Be back in a second. I have to pee.”


  Sam’s stomach rumbled and the pain grew intense as he got up from the table and made his way as quickly as possible to the restrooms.


  Sam shoved the bathroom door open, then pushed his way into an open stall, and hunched over the toilet, waiting to puke.


  More sharp pangs twisted through his stomach.


  He was sweating, his hand on the wall, bracing himself. He hated puking, and almost never did. But with his stomach in so much pain, he would welcome the purge if it meant the pain would go away.


  He waited as minutes seemed to stretch into infinity, but nothing came forth.


  The longer he waited, the more he felt like his absence from the table would be noted, and the girls would wonder what was wrong, or if maybe he was taking the longest dump ever. And then another thought occurred to him – Becca had his phone.


  Noella’s message!


  Oh no!


  Sam wiped his brow, went to the sink to splash some water on his face, then raced out of the bathroom, hoping his churning stomach wouldn’t pick now to blow.


  His phone was sitting in the middle of the table. Vicky and Becca were in the middle of an animated conversation which they severed when Sam was a few feet away.


  Becca looked at him with a weird expression as he tried to figure out if she’d heard Noella’s message. Vicky had a similar expression on her face which Sam couldn’t figure out.


  Oh crap, she knows.


  Becca looked at him and said, “Ready to go home? I’m sick of the mall and everyone in it.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  6:30 p.m.


  



  “So, what do you want for dinner?” Josie asked as they both stared at the pantry chock full of blah.


  “I dunno,” Noella said. Nothing looked good, and she’d been thinking all day about her call to Sam and the incident in Tori’s playroom, so her appetite was absent. Her head was pounding again, though not as bad as when she’d woken up this morning.


  “Seriously, Noey, I’ll make anything. Randy’s working late, so whatever you want. I’ll make you mac ‘n’ cheese if that’s what you want. Just say the word.” Josie waved her hand over the short row of boxes. “See,” she said, “I stocked up. All for you!” Josie was beaming, as though boxes of Kraft Mac N Cheese would make everything better, like it did sometimes, back when she was nine.


  “Sorry,” Noella said. “Not trying to be picky, just feeling blah.”


  “What is it?” Josie asked.


  “I don’t wanna talk about it right now,” she said, because talking about it meant thinking about it even more, and all she wanted to do was turn on the TV and veg out until it was time to go to bed.


  Then the doorbell rang and both of them jumped, startled.


  “You expecting someone?” Josie asked.


  Noella shook her head. “No.”


  Her heart sped up.


  What if it’s Sam?


  Oh God, I don’t even know what to say.


  They approached the door slowly, Noella behind Josie, as if she might be able to turn and flee without being seen if it was Sam.


  But it wasn’t.


  It was Jen and Tori, inviting Noella, Josie, and Randy over for dinner, to thank Noella for being such a huge help, and Josie and Randy for letting her. Plus, Jen said, she wanted a chance to get to know her new neighbors.


  The invitation meant that Josie didn’t have to cook, and Noella didn’t have to decide or sit at home thinking about Sam or Dante. And the best part was that Randy wasn’t home to grouch that he didn’t want to go across the street to dinner, or make them feel bad for wanting to. Josie thanked Jen for the invite, then said they’d be over in a few minutes.


  



  **


  Tori screamed, “Noella!” when they stepped inside, then ran to Noella and threw her arms around her waist.


  Jen gave Josie the short tour, then led them both to the table, which was already set, complete with custom place cards drawn by Tori. Each card had a name, along with a small drawing beside it. Noella’s card had falling snow, because of her last name, Tori explained. Josie’s card had a heart, Randy’s a sheriff’s badge, Jen’s a smiley face, and Tori’s was a bar of chocolate. Tori tried calling Noella “No-Snow,” a couple of times, but Noella ignored her because she didn’t want the nickname to stick.


  “Sorry that Randy couldn’t join us,” Josie said. “He’s been pulling some awfully long shifts at the station. There’s a ton going on in town right now.”


  “I’ve noticed,” Jen said. “Been watching the news. Makes me think we picked the wrong time to move to what was supposed to be a sleepy little town.”


  Josie said, “It usually is, and sorry it isn’t, but I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. We live with a sheriff’s deputy, and you live across from one.”


  “What are you guys talking about?” Tori said, squeezing between her mom and Josie.


  Jen pulled her daughter into a hug. “Nothing sweetie,” she said, then quickly changed the subject. “Now who’s ready for dinner?”


  “I am, I am!” Tori jumped up and down. “You’re sitting next to me, No-Snow!”


  Everyone sat at their place and waited for Jen to fill their plates with spaghetti. The pasta wasn’t as good as Anthony’s, but it was definitely better than Olive Garden, and maybe even Josie’s. Noella was hungrier than she thought, and kept shoving fork after fork of the pasta into her mouth. Noella was eating so fast, she could barely maintain her part of the conversation. Halfway through dinner, the discussion had drifted from local haunts and highlights to Noella and what she was like back when she was Tori’s age, and how Noella hadn’t ever really been a child.


  “Really?” Jen said in disbelief. “But she’s so great with kids. I mean, granted, I’ve only seen her with Tori, but Tori absolutely adores her.”


  “She never really had a chance to be a kid,” Josie said.


  Noella looked down, embarrassed.


  Josie reached her hand across the table and squeezed Noella’s hand. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s amazing you were as together as you were.” Josie turned to the rest of the table. “Noella’s mom died when she was born. And her father died on her seventh birthday. Those first few years were pretty rough. Noella had a hard time finding stuff to be happy about.”


  There was a long, awkward silence, then Jen said, “Well, it looks like she finally found her way.”


  Tori added, “She’s the best hide-n-seek player, and the best babysitter in the whole world! She’s also my first friend on Facebook, other than my mom.”


  Everyone laughed, grateful for having an eight-year-old at the table to lighten the mood. Silence draped the table for another minute while everyone took a moment to fill their mouths with spaghetti, then Jen broke the silence and said, “So, Noella, how’s school? Do you have a lot of friends? Are there any boys that you like?” She winked at her final question.


  Noella swallowed her spaghetti and took a long drink of water, then said, “School is pretty boring. It would be nice if I had a teacher who actually cared about their subject. Maybe next year,” she crossed her fingers, then held them sarcastically in the air.


  “Noella!” Josie said, a smile curling the edge of her mouth.


  “Well, it’s true,” Noella smiled. “And no,” she turned back to Jen, “I don’t have a lot of friends. Just a few. Most of the kids at school think I’m weird.” She returned to her spaghetti, ignoring the final question.


  Tori answered for her. “She loves a boy named Sa-am!” She sang his name as though it had an extra syllable.


  Noella shot her new playmate a dirty look, playful but half serious. “You dirty rat!”


  Tori giggled hysterically, then shoved half a meatball in her mouth.


  “Sam, huh?” Jen raised her eyebrows. “So tell us about this Sam. What’s he like?”


  Noella shook her head, feeling her face go flush.


  Josie answered, “Sam’s a great kid. We’ve known him for a long time.” She smiled as though just remembering something. “Actually, he used to live in this house!”


  Jen laughed, “Is that right?”


  Tori said, “You didn’t tell me that!”


  Josie nodded, “Yeah, they moved away last year, but just across town. They wanted a smaller place. Sam’s older sister, Ashley, is in college and moved in with her boyfriend. Their dad is in real estate and he found the perfect transition house for the family. It was a year earlier than they’d planned, but the timing with the market seemed perfect for them.”


  “Well, how about that?” Jen slapped her hand on the table. “It is a small, small world indeed.” She turned to Noella. “So, if Sam’s all that, why aren’t the two of you together already?”


  Apparently Josie was feeling comfortable answering for Noella. “Sam will come around eventually, but right now he’s taking his time being a dumb boy. He’s giving too much of his attention to the wrong crowd. But he’s a nice kid, and smart. He’ll definitely come to his senses. You’d be a total idiot not to notice how wonderful Noella is. And Sam is not a total idiot.”


  “Cheers to that!” Jen raised her glass.


  “Cheers,” three voices echoed around the table, then clinked their glasses together, even though Noella was resisting a strong urge to roll her eyes.


  They finished eating and Josie agreed to an open bottle of wine. She shook her head no at first, but Jen insisted. Josie said, “Why not?” then started sipping a minute later, getting comfortable talking a mile a minute.


  Jen cleared the table and announced that she’d be putting cookies in the oven and that they were having hot cookies with ice cream on top for dessert in a half hour.


  Tori ran to her mom and loudly asked, “Can Noella and I play in the playroom until dessert?”


  Jen looked over at Noella, asking for silent permission.


  Noella said, “Sounds great to me!”


  Jen smiled. “Thanks, Noella. I didn’t mean for you to be working tonight. This dinner was supposed to say thank you, not thank you, but I’d really like some more.”


  Noella shook her head. “It’s nothing, really. I promise. I love spending time with Tori. Besides, it looks like you two will be having plenty of fun yourselves.”


  Jen and Josie clinked their glasses again, then Jen said, “See you for cookies and ice cream in a bit . . . if we don’t eat them all.”


  Tori had already disappeared toward the playroom. Noella followed.


  



  **


  



  In the playroom, Tori’s face went from bright and happy to suddenly serious.


  “Oh my God, I’ve been waiting all day to talk to you!” Tori said. “Were you on Facebook at all today?”


  “No,” Noella shook her head. “I’m on blackout until the end of the week, and Randy still has my computer. Why?”


  Tori went to the bookshelf and pulled down her iPad. “You have to see this. Some girl named Natalie posted it on your wall.”


  Tori pressed the screen, then handed Noella the iPad, with the video already rolling. She already knew what she was going to see: It was the video of her in class, after her episode just over a week ago. Noella felt a sudden flush of anger. She knew the video was making the rounds, but posting it on her Facebook wall was crossing the line. She glanced at Tori, who looked scared.


  “What was that?” Tori asked.


  “Just something that happened to me in class,” Noella said. She looked down, then added, “Sometimes I get these episodes.”


  “What are episodes?”


  Noella wasn’t sure how much to tell the girl. Tell her too much, and there was a good chance Jen wouldn’t let her anywhere near her daughter again. And while Noella would be sad enough not seeing Tori, she’d be devastated not being able to get back in her playroom, her only gateway to Dante.


  “Did your mom see this?” Noella asked.


  “No,” Tori said, eyes wide.


  “Please, please don’t show her. She won’t let me babysit you anymore if you do.”


  “Why not? Is there something wrong with you?”


  Noella sighed, “There was. Two years ago, I had what the doctors called a psychotic break in school. I hurt a girl pretty bad. She’s okay now, but it was bad. And the doctors gave me medicine which made everything better.”


  “So, you’re better now? This is an old video?”


  “Yes, I’m better now. But no, that video is from last week. I don’t know what happened, but I swear, I didn’t hurt anyone. And it was over pretty quickly. These girls decided it would be funny to put a video online and laugh at me, though.”


  “Girls can be pretty mean in high school, eh?”


  “Sometimes,” Noella said.


  “I’d have a psychotic break every day if I had to deal with them,” Tori said, smiling.


  Noella burst out laughing, then hugged Tori.


  “Thanks for not thinking I’m some kinda scary weirdo,” Noella said.


  “So, what happens during one of these ‘episodes’?”


  “I dunno,” Noella shrugged. “It’s sorta hard to explain. It’s like the world around me turns into somewhere else. I see things, and sometimes I can hear things, too. The doctors called it hallucinations, but it seems more real than that to me, though what do I know. For the most part, the pills have helped. The doctor is seeing me twice a week for a while, just to make sure I’m okay. That way they can change my medicine if they need to.”


  “You see and hear things?” Tori asked as if she were remembering something. “Is it scary?”


  “Yeah, it can be. But you don’t have anything to worry about. I promise, I’ll never ever hurt you.”


  “Oh, I know that!” Tori said, her expression so innocent and trusting it nearly crushed Noella with purity, and made her feel all the more guilty for not distancing herself immediately.


  Noella didn’t think there was any way on earth she could ever hurt Tori. If she thought she might, she’d be the first to tell Jen to find another sitter. There was something else going on, though, something beyond what the doctors knew. Something real. Dante was real. That meant the hallucinations were probably real, too. She would simply have to be careful what she allowed herself to believe when she crossed over again. Make sure not to stab any short, giggling monsters.


  “So you’re sure you weren’t on Facebook today?” Tori asked, returning to her original question.


  “Positive. Why?”


  “Well, here’s the weird thing. Like I said, I only have one friend, other than my mom, and that’s you. And when I was online earlier playing Farmville, I saw your name come up on my messenger list as if you were on Facebook.”


  Noella shook her head, confused. “Are you sure it was me? Did you message me?”


  “No, I didn’t want to get you in trouble if you were sneaking on the computer or anything like that. Plus, I didn’t know if anyone hacked your account or something.”


  Noella picked up the iPad and signed into her Facebook account, and saw that nothing was changed.


  “I don’t think I was hacked, or they probably would’ve put that video on my wall to make it look like I posted it. How long was I logged on earlier?”


  “I dunno. I was on maybe a half hour before I had to go. So at least that long.”


  “What time was it?”


  “Around three or so, I think. Does anyone else use your computer?”


  Randy!


  “Oh my God, Randy is using my computer to log in to my Facebook!”


  “Your uncle is using your computer? Why?”


  “He’s not my uncle, and he’s probably spying on me or something to make sure I’m not talking to anyone while I’m on blackout. I can’t freakin’ believe it!”


  “Oh no, he might have seen that you and I are friends in your recent activities! He’ll know you logged on to do that much at least!”


  “Crap,” Noella said. A worse thought suddenly occurred to her. What if Randy had seen the video – it was one thing to have blacked out at the coffee shop while she was being robbed and under stress from facing down death. It was another altogether, having it happen in class during the middle of a school day. If Randy saw the video, Dr. Foster probably already knew.


  And then another thought occurred to Noella – all the times she’d messaged Sam, Mako, and Becca before then, saying how much she hated Randy. If he’d gone into her account, surely he’d go through her old messages and snoop through them. She tried to think of what else she might have said over the years, how many embarrassing secrets she’d said in the confidence of messages to friends.


  She felt sick and violated. And nervous that Randy would blow up on her and freak out like that guy who shot his daughter’s computer because she’d said mean things about him.


  What was Randy capable of if he saw all the things Noella had said? Noella felt a chill, suddenly not wanting to go home tonight. Fortunately, he’d been working so many hours this week that he was coming home long after she was in bed and was gone before she woke up. Hopefully, he’d stick to that schedule because she was not in the mood for even more drama.


  “Dessert is ready!” Jen called from downstairs.


  “Do you promise not to tell your mom about the video?” Noella pleaded.


  “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye,” Tori said, drawing an X across her chest and nodding. “I don’t ever want you to stop coming over.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  Wednesday morning...


  



  Noella opened her lunch bag and pulled the plastic Ziploc container from inside, then set it on the table, popped the lid from the top, and dug into the cold pasta with her fork.


  “Gross!” Mako cried, pointing at the red, wormy mess Noella was bringing to her mouth. “Are you really eating cold spaghetti? That looks nasty.”


  Noella nodded. “It’s really good,” she said, though it sounded like “met wewy goo” through her filled mouth. “It’s from our new neighbor across the street. She’s lived in Aurora Falls for like an hour and a half, and already knows where to get better Italian sausage than Josie after living here forever. Want some?” Noella held her fork out for Mako.


  “Um, gross, no. I wouldn’t eat that if you paid me.” Mako opened her lunchbox and pulled out a different version of the same healthy lunch she always had — a high-protein sandwich on wheat bread, and a strawberry banana smoothie (with flax seed) from her thermos. “So is this the new neighbor who’s your cash cow for the new babysitting job?”


  “Mmmm-hmmmm,” Noella said, still chewing. She swallowed, then added, “Yeah, the girl’s name is Tori, and she’s pretty awesome. I really like hanging out with her, even though she’s only eight. Her mom, Jen, pays me the same as I was making at Keefer’s, but without the crappy hours, gross old coffee grounds, or having to wait tables for EnvyUs.”


  “Not to mention none of the murders,” Mako said. If it had been anyone else, the comment would have made Noella bristle at best and be furious at worst. But it was Mako, so she broke into a fit of laughter instead.


  “Yeah, not to mention the murders,” she agreed.


  Mako’s phone buzzed in her backpack, loud enough for them both to hear. She pulled it from the side pocket, looked at the screen, then raised her eyebrows at Noella. “It’s Sam,” she said.


  “What’s it say?” Noella leaned across the table to look at Mako’s text.


  



  “Hey Mako. Home sick 2day. Noella with you? Got her message yesterday and want 2 talk.”


  



  “What message?” Mako asked.


  Noella looked at the table, then dropped her forehead into her palm. “Oh my God, I actually thought that maybe Sam wasn’t at school because he was avoiding me, and now he wants to talk to me? No way.” She shook her head. “Tell him I’m not here. Tell him I moved to Japan.”


  “What did you say in the message?” Mako pressed the question, eyebrows raised as if Noella was about to deliver the juiciest secret ever shared between them.


  Noella sighed. “Only that I was pretty much in love with him and had been for forever.”


  “No way!” Mako gasped. “Really?”


  “Wish I was lying.”


  “Wow,” Mako was still shaking her head. “Holy crap! You ever hear of maybe dropping hints, testing the waters and such? Wow.”


  “I dunno what came over me,” Noella said. “Text him back. Tell him I’m not here.”


  “I can’t tell him you’re not here, Noella. He’ll know I’m lying. When have we not had lunch together in the history of like ever? Do you think it’s a coincidence he picked now to text me? He almost never texts me.”


  Noella’s skin was a new shade of blue, and she looked like she was close to hyperventilating. “Tell him I went to the bathroom. Everyone has to pee, even best friends. Actually, tell him it was number two. That oughta buy me a few extra minutes.”


  Mako’s thumb danced across the screen as she laughed.


  “I’ll tell him you have explosive diarrhea,” Mako said with an evil grin.


  “Don’t you dare!” Noella said.


  Mako showed the screen to Noella:


  



  “She went to the bathroom. Want me to have her call you when she gets out? Should be soon. Not sure if it’s #1 or #2!”


  



  



  “Ha-ha,” Noella said, laughing. “Go ahead. Send it.”


  Mako hit “send.” A few seconds later, her phone buzzed:


  



  “Yes please...”


  



  “What do you think he’s going to say?” Mako asked.


  “I have no idea,” Noella shook her head. “But I’m not sure I wanna find out. Seriously, I feel sick now.”


  “Are you gonna call him back?”


  Noella didn’t get a chance to answer. She opened her mouth, but she swallowed her words when she looked up and saw Becca standing in front of their table, her face red and brow in a knot, with Vicky just behind her.


  Becca leaned into the table, her eyes on Noella. Vicky leaned in a few inches behind. “Listen, you freak,” she snarled, “you need to stay away from Sam. He doesn’t like you, and he never will. He thinks you’re a pathetic basket case. Everyone in the whole school thinks you’re a pathetic wacko loser.”


  Noella’s throat trapped her voice, and shoved it down to the bottom of her belly. She and Becca had managed to pretty much completely ignore one another without ever having any sort of direct, personal conflict. But this was as in-her-face as it could possibly get.


  Is this why Sam texted Mako?


  Did Sam tell Becca about my message?


  Or did Becca hear the message for herself?


  Noella felt a bead of sweat on her temple and tried to find her words, but they were still stuck somewhere in her throat. Fortunately, she had Mako.


  Mako started laughing hysterically, as though Becca had just delivered a killer punchline. She turned toward Noella, picked up her fork, shoved it deep into the container of spaghetti, then spun a fat twist’s worth of noodles onto the fork and shoved them into her mouth. With her mouth full of cold spaghetti, Mako said, “You should try this. It’s super good.”


  Becca stood without expression as Mako kept chewing, mouth open, obnoxiously chewing. Noella said nothing. Mako finally swallowed and said, “Okay, so to recap, Noella needs to stay away from Sam because he’s like totally your property, and apparently, if he gets within an inch of Noella’s awesomeness he’ll realize what a troll you and your clones are and leave you. Does that about cover it?”


  Mako twisted another forkful of pasta into her mouth and then turned to Noella. “That sounds right to you, doesn’t it?”


  “Perfect,” Noella said, barely holding it together, somewhere between laughing and crying.


  Becca was still wearing her shock. Vicky looked like someone just pooped in her best purse.


  Becca said, “Just stay away from Sam, unless you want to look like even more of a loser than you already do.” She turned around and huffed off in the other direction with Vicky trailing behind.


  “Keep it together,” Mako whispered to Noella once Becca and Vicky were out of earshot. Noella felt just moments from tears. Even though she and Becca had gone their separate ways, there was a part of her that still liked Becca, and to hear her say such horrible things cut into Noella’s guts.


  Mako’s phone buzzed again.


  Sam, of course:


  



  “Is she back yet?”


  



  Mako looked at Noella, who was shaking her head.


  “You sure? You don’t really believe what Becca said, do you? Take the call. You’ll probably regret it if you don’t.”


  Noella kept shaking her head, fighting a losing battle against tears.


  Mako said, “If you don’t call Sam, you’re letting her win!”


  The first tears slid down Noella’s cheeks. “Tell him I’m sick and had to go home. It won’t even be a lie.”


  Noella stood from the table, hugged her best friend, said, “Thanks for everything,”then left the cafeteria.


  “Wait,” Mako called out, following.


  “I wanna be alone!” Noella said, tears now fully flowing as she broke into a run. There was no way Mako could catch up if she wanted to. Her books and lunch, along with Noella’s spaghetti dish, were scattered on the lunch table, and Mako was far too O.C.D to leave all that stuff on the table. And Noella was moving too fast.


  She crossed the courtyard and headed toward the front gate. She spotted one of the security guards, the ones who would usually chase you down and drag you to the dean’s office if they caught you trying to leave campus. But he was talking to some kids that it looked like he had already busted. Noella took advantage and left out the front gate, and fled into the cold afternoon.


  Noella lived about six blocks from school, so she figured it would take 20 minutes or so to get home. As she walked, Becca’s words tore through her mind and her heart a hundred times over.


  Why did Becca have to be so cruel?


  And what could Sam have told her that would make her lash out like that?


  Can things get any worse?!


  The sky above said yes as it moved from bland to slate gray and threatening snow. The temperature dropped several degrees, and Noella was still five blocks from home when the first plop of snow drifted from the sky.


  By the time the snow was surrounding her, and the single plop had been joined by a hundred thousand more scattered all around her, Noella’s tears were at a full flood, freezing on her face.


  She kept pushing her feet toward home, the freezing air making her feel more alone than she’d felt in years. A sharp and sudden pain spiked through her head, so powerful it sent her to her knees. The frozen ground sent a shock to her body, just as her vision went wavy.


  She closed her eyes, the pain was so intense.


  When she opened her eyes, the world around her had transformed.


  


  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  



  



  The first thing Noella noticed about the world around her was how much brighter it was than the gloom she’d just left. Aurora Falls was bleak and cold, but this world was warm and vibrant. The sky above was pure blue, a pure cerulean, cleaner and clearer than anything she’d ever seen. It seemed to stretch forever, save for a few puffs of marshmallow clouds dotting the farthest distance. The sun shined bright at the promise of spring, thawing Noella as a warm breeze washed over her, smelling of lilac, strawberry, and maybe vanilla, with a hundred other scents she had never smelled before.


  She wiped the tears from her cheeks and stood up, staring in awe as an overwhelming and unexplainable joy filled her heart. Though her knees still hurt, her headache had subsided. The world had never seemed more alive, or more beautiful, than at that very moment. Whether the world was real, or a figment of her imagination, it didn’t lessen the impact she felt in her soul.


  The road seemed to go on forever in either direction, and wasn’t asphalt, but instead neat rows of clay-colored bricks. There were thickets of trees on both sides of the road, much like Aurora Springs, but the woods seemed fuller and the trees had yet to surrender their color to fall. They also seemed different, somehow, in a way she couldn’t quite figure out, though she was certain the difference went deeper than color.


  She turned in a circle, fixed in amazement and staring at the incredible depth of details of her newest hallucination – the most vivid she’d ever had, by far. The characteristics of the world were far more complex — the construction of a fully fleshed dream world, not the passing fancy of a sudden hallucination.


  It seems so real.


  Noella bent to the ground, as if to prove she wasn’t walking through the air of her imagination, and ran her hands against the warm clay of the brick road. She noticed the imprint carved into some of the bricks: “Harrison & Sons 1811.”


  Wow, this road is old.


  Noella kept walking, seeing nothing but trees and road. None of the familiar landmarks from her world. Her prior hallucinations had been corrupted versions of her current locations, but this was something different entirely. She saw nothing to validate where she thought she should be — no water tower, no Fisher Manufacturing plant, no Berger and Briggman Nursery, none of the homes which should’ve lined either side of the street along the path between the school and her house.


  The world felt too different to share even a shadow of the one she knew on the other side.


  But what if she was wrong? Noella was nervous that maybe she hadn’t crossed over to the place where Dante was, but instead, had merely gotten lost. She knew the area well and was fairly certain that there were no old brick roads. And even if she had gotten lost, that wouldn’t account for the change of weather, the green trees, or the unfamiliar scents filling her nose.


  She wasn’t sure why, if it was irrational hope or gut instincts, but something compelled her forward, telling her that if she just kept going, she’d find Dante. It was the odd sort of logic that made sense in a dream, moving her forward, past four or so crossroads, until the road ended abruptly in a wide sea of dirt where everything ended, as trees and road gave way to endless desert of dark sand.


  Well, that’s weird.


  Noella turned around, then took the first connecting road to her right, which led into the woods, though they felt infinitely thicker than the ones near her home. She walked for maybe 10 minutes before she heard an odd sound behind her — galloping.


  Noella turned and saw the impossible, a half-man, half-horse, galloping toward her.


  Is that a . . . a centaur?!


  She stared in shock, as he quickly approached. The horse part of his body was large and reddish brown. He was human from the stomach up, the horse hair giving way to flesh. His chest and arms were muscular, and his jaw like granite, as if someone had taken an action hero’s body, then fused it to a large red horse.


  The centaur was 20 feet away when he slowed and approached her, eyes regarding her cautiously, perhaps suspiciously. He had a thick beard and long hair, both matching the red of the horse. His eyes were large and dark, much like a horse’s.


  “Not from around here, are you?” His voice had a lilt of an accent Noella couldn’t quite place, though it felt somehow familiar.


  She stared at the centaur in disbelief. Other than Dante, this was the first time her hallucinations had spoken to her. But clearly this couldn’t be real.


  Could it?


  Noella shook her head no, she was indeed not from around here.


  The centaur leaned the human part of him down, sniffing at her skin.


  “You’re from over there?” he said, standing straight, then looking around cautiously. “Did you bring any cakes? I so love the cakes from over there,” he said, his smile as wide as a kid in a candy store.


  “Cakes?” Noella said, confused.


  “Yes, cakes. Did you bring any?”


  “No,” Noella shook her head. “I don’t have any . . . cakes. Can you tell me where I am?”


  The centaur looked confused at this question. “You don’t know? You’re here, yet you don’t know where here is? How odd a predicament.”


  The centaur looked up, sniffed the air, then turned his head sideways as if trying to hear something. Moments later, Noella heard the sound, too. A buzzing, mechanical sound that seemed strange but also oddly familiar.


  The centaur’s eyes widened, “Has anyone else seen you?”


  “No, you’re the first per ... person I’ve seen.”


  “Hop on my back, I need to get you out of here.”


  “What?”


  “If the queen’s soldiers see you, you’re dead.”


  “The who?”


  “Hop on!” the centaur ordered, looking to the sky as the weird mechanical sound droned above and a creeping shadow draped the world around them.


  Noella looked up to see something resembling a blimp, but smaller, above them. A man with odd aviator goggles and a hat leaned out, looking down at them. The blimp hummed and hissed as weird pistons and mechanisms rotated and turned a large propeller on its rear.


  “What is that?” Noella asked.


  The centaur grabbed her arm and looked at her eyes, “Get on, now!”


  She reached up and awkwardly pulled herself onto his back. It had been years since she’d ridden a horse, and hopping on top of this half-man, half-horse felt bizarre.


  “You, down there! Stop!” a man’s voice said over a speaker from the flying machine.


  Noella managed to get onto the centaur’s back just in time as he galloped down the road in the direction they were headed. Noella wrapped her arms around his back, feeling especially awkward since she was essentially embracing the top half of a shirtless man.


  “Hold on tight,” he said, gathering speed.


  Above them the thing continued to hum as it sped up, keeping pace.


  “What is that?” Noella yelled above the drone.


  The centaur didn’t answer, kept moving, faster than any horse Noella had ever seen. She was terrified she would fall off.


  “Stop!” the man screamed again from above. This time an arc of electricity shot like lightning past them, exploding the bark of a tree in front of them.


  Noella screamed, then looked back and up to see the man in the flying machine aiming a long black gun with a large cone at the end of it. The cone filled with electricity again as the gun seemed as if it were getting ready to fire.


  Noella screamed again and instinctively kicked the centaur’s sides to spur him to move faster. He did, just as another bolt shot from the gun and exploded a patch in the brickwork behind them. The centaur then swerved, racing off the path and into the thick forest.


  Noella bounced up and down, desperately holding on as the centaur navigated the rough terrain. She glanced back to see if the blimp-thing had followed them. Though she could see part of it, the trees were so thick, she was pretty sure the man couldn’t see them, which must have been why the centaur had gone off the road.


  He raced faster, weaving through trees with a speed and grace that suggested he knew his woods as well as Noella knew her bedroom.


  The more they rode, the more Noella grew certain she was not suffering from hallucinations. Her episodes didn’t last this long and were never so fully realized. And she’d certainly never ridden a centaur! She had somehow crossed over to another place. A place with centaurs, weird blimps, and God knew what else.


  If this other world was real, then so was Dante.


  After 20 minutes or so, the centaur stopped and looked around as he caught his breath. She was shocked that he wasn’t more out of breath than he was. He was obviously in great shape for a centaur.


  “OK, we’re safe,” he said.


  Once stopped, Noella felt odd to be more or less sitting on the back of a shirtless man.


  “Should I get down?” she said, not wanting to offend him by jumping from his back, but also not wanting to ride him if he didn’t want to be ridden. She’d felt weird the few times she’d gone horse riding, wondering if horses really wanted to be ridden. She was almost certain that a centaur was even less inclined to have people ride him.


  “No, stay put. I’m gonna take you somewhere safe,” the centaur said, turning to face her.


  “Do you know Dante?” Noella asked.


  The centaur’s eyes widened. “You know Dante?”


  “I came here looking for him.”


  “What are you?” he asked.


  “What do you mean, what am I? I’m human.”


  “Yeah, me too,” the centaur laughed.


  “What do you mean?” Noella asked.


  The centaur stared, realization coloring his dark eyes. “You really don’t know, do you?”


  “Know what?” Noella said.


  “Nothing.” The centaur shook his head. “It’s not my place to tell you.”


  “All I know is that I somehow came here, and that I need to find Dante. Can you take me to him?”


  “Yes,” the centaur said as he started to walk. “Might I ask your name?”


  “Noella,” she said. “Noella Snow. And yours?”


  “You can call me Finn,” he said. “Just Finn.”


  “Nice to meet you, Just Finn,” she said smiling. She wasn’t sure if he got the joke or not as he was turned away from her and looking ahead. “And thank you for saving me back there.”


  “We’re not out of the woods yet,” he said.


  Noella laughed.


  “What’s so funny?” Finn asked.


  “Nothing,” Noella said, the expression obviously lost on her new friend, Finn.


  



  **


  



  They arrived at a large wooden gate with a watchtower on either side of the entrance. A tall brick wall stretched as far as she could see in either direction from the gate. Two guards in red iron helmets were stationed, one in each of the towers. The guard on their left looked down, “Finn?”


  “Yes, I need a woman’s hooded robe, please. Right away.”


  “Yes, Sergeant,” the guard said, and retreated for a few minutes. He returned and threw a dark, thick red robe down to Finn, who then handed it to Noella.


  “Put this on over your clothes, and pull the hood down. I don’t want anyone to notice you, okay?”


  “Okay,” Noella said, doing as instructed.


  Once she had the robe on, the guard pulled a lever, setting chains and gears into motion, which retracted the large doors, which opened to an entire village that seemed to have sprung to life from the storybooks of her childhood.


  Ancient looking wooden and stone shops lined either side of a stone walkway which split into several paths, each leading deeper into the village. They took the main path past smiling faces and happy children as hundreds of people, all dressed like refugees from a Renaissance Fair, milled about, going through the motions of their everyday lives.


  “What is this place?” Noella whispered as Finn walked through the main gate.


  “This is King’s Point,” Finn said.


  Noella shuddered.


  King’s Point like the psychiatric hospital?


  Oh my God, I’ve gone and created an entire world in my head, and now I can’t wake up.


  “Keep your head down, please, I want to get where we’re going as quickly as we can, and with as few people as possible seeing you.” Finn went from walk to trot as he picked up his pace and sped through the town.


  From the corner of her eyes, Noella saw the weirdest thing she’d ever seen. At least it would have been the weirdest if she weren’t rising on the back of a centaur after having escaped an attacking zeppelin.


  A blue man in white robes stood with two children in front of a crowd of two dozen people. The blue man pointed at the children who started floating in the air while balancing glowing orbs on the tops of their heads. The crowd applauded, though it seemed like the polite applause from people who’d seen the feat many times.


  As they continued down the path, Noella saw an ancient woman in a long black dress tending a small farm. She looked up and waved at Finn and then turned around, parting the back of her hair, revealing a second face which smiled at them.


  “Hello, Finn!” the woman’s rear face said.


  “Good day, Esther,” Finn said, not stopping to talk.


  Oh my God.


  Finn walked over a wooden bridge which crossed over a small river that ran through the village. On the river bank, Noella spotted a large gray beast which looked like a cross between a hippo and an elephant, stepping into the river.


  This can’t be real. Oh my God, I have lost it completely. I’m probably in the deepest recesses of the looney bin right now. And if I’m not, I probably should be.


  They entered into a less populated area with more trees and homes than shops, carts, or gathering places. The centaur turned down a side street and then stopped in front of a two-story wooden house on the left, one of the nicest she’d seen in the village. It was painted a light cream color, with a dark brown thatched roof. The main house was wood, though there were two small stone houses attached, one on either side. The front door of the house was round, and painted deep cherry red.


  “Here you are, my lady,” Finn said.


  “Are you coming in?” Noella asked.


  “I’m a bit large for most homes,” he said, and seemed like he was about to leave, when he turned, “Could you bring some cakes next time?”


  Noella smiled, and said, “Sure,” even though she wasn’t exactly sure how she’d go about bringing cakes, when she had no control over whatever it was that was happening to her in the first place.


  Noella said goodbye to Finn, then quickly approached Dante’s house. Her heart pounded as she imagined Dante opening the door. She wondered what he’d say, if he’d be happy to see her, or if she were even welcome. Surely, he would be surprised, but she hoped the surprise was pleasant, and that Dante wanted to see her.


  As she knocked on the red door, her mind flashed to her knocking on the door at Sam’s old house.


  No answer.


  Noella looked around to see if anyone was watching her. There were a few other houses on the street. Across from Dante’s was another two-story home which was boarded up. Beside that house sat a smaller one with an old man in the front yard, hunched over a garden filled with the brightest flowers she’d ever seen. Two houses over, on Dante’s side of the road, were a couple of children, a boy and girl around six or seven, chasing each other with large wooden rings. Nobody was paying attention to her. Yet, she couldn’t get rid of the feeling that she was being watched.


  She knocked again, her heartbeat speeding in anticipation.


  Don’t tell me I crossed worlds and you’re not even home.


  The door opened.


  Dante appeared on the other side, dressed in a brown tunic and pants and soft brown leather boots, like many of the men in the village wore. He also wore soft leather brown gloves. His eyes, bright gray beneath his dark hair, lit even brighter as she pulled back the robe’s hood to reveal herself.


  “Noella?” he said, surprised. Maybe shocked. He glanced behind her, then quickly ushered her inside, “Please, you must come in.”


  Noella stepped inside Dante’s home, noticing that he stayed several feet away, so as not to accidentally touch her. She remembered what he’d said before about how his touch could kill her, and remembered how he’d killed the man at the coffee shop, though she was only now connecting those two moments in her mind.


  Does his touch turn anyone to ash, whether he intends to or not?


  “How did you get here?” he asked, closing the door behind her and locking it.


  “Finn brought me,” she said.


  “No, how did you get here, to this world?”


  “So it is another world?”


  “How much do you remember?” Dante asked, leading her into the living room, where there were two antique-looking rich red chairs sitting a few feet across from one another. There was nothing resembling a sofa. Just chairs around a dark oak table. Obviously, Dante wasn’t a couch cuddler.


  Wait, why did he ask how much I remember, instead of how much I know?


  “I don’t remember, or know, anything,” Noella said. “I know that I’ve seen you in my dreams for most of my life. I know that I flipped over here, or crossed over, whatever you call it, the other night and saw you in the room. I think you were in the house across the street from me. And I believe you saved my life in a coffee shop last week by burning a man alive in front of me. Although, to be honest, I don’t know if I really know any of that, or if it’s all in my head, and even this right here is in my head, and I’ve just totally lost my mind.”


  “You’ve not lost your mind,” Dante said with a smile. “And yes, I did save you the other night. But I can’t tell you much more than that.”


  “What? Why not?!”


  “Because it’s too dangerous for you to remember,” he said. “For now, you must trust me.”


  “So what am I supposed to do? Go back home and pretend none of this ever happened?”


  “Yes,” he said, “That’s exactly what you need to do.”


  Noella was confused, “No, I can’t do that. I can’t just pretend this never happened. Whatever this is. People over there think I’m crazy. Hell, I thought I was going crazy. But now, here I am, and you’re telling me I’m not, but you won’t tell me what any of this is! Why?”


  “It’s too dangerous,” Dante shook his head. “And the longer you’re here, the more danger you are in. You shouldn’t of come back.”


  “I didn’t choose to come here!” Noella said, “I was walking, then poof, I was out in the middle of nowhere, and then Finn came and found me. Then some weird blimp-like thing with some man came shooting at us. And none of this is making any sense whatsoever.”


  Noella felt tears welling inside, but breathed deep and swallowed them hard so Dante wouldn’t see her cry.


  “You have to tell me something,” she said. “You told me before, the other night, that you’ve known me for hundreds of years. How is that possible?”


  “I shouldn’t have said that,” Dante said. “That was stupid.”


  “Is it true?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You have to go back and forget you saw me, or this place. If the queen’s men spotted you, you’re in greater danger than ever.”


  “Danger from what? How can you expect me to just leave?” she asked. “I can’t just forget the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to me! Why did you even save me if you don’t want me here?”


  “I saved you because I want you to live. I’ve been looking out for you for a long time. And that’s the same reason I need you to go back now, and forget. So you can continue to live.”


  “I don’t even know how I got here,” Noella said. “I don’t know how to go back!”


  Dante shook his head, exasperated, as if she were getting on his last nerve and he didn’t want her in his house. She felt stupid. As stupid as she’d felt for leaving the voicemail on Sam’s phone confessing her love.


  “Just think about the other house. Close your eyes, think of the place, and count backwards from 10 to one.”


  “I can’t,” she said, feeling whiney.


  “You didn’t even try,” Dante said, sounding more annoyed.


  “Fine,” Noella said, closing her eyes and counting, “10, 9, 8, 7...” She imagined Tori’s playroom, but couldn’t picture it without thinking of Dante sitting across from her. She had a million questions, and seeing him in the flesh made her want to spend more time with him. It made her want to know the man from her dreams.


  “3, 2, 1...” she said, then opened her eyes.


  She was still there and Dante was still staring at her.


  “You’re not trying,” he said through gritted teeth, almost growling.


  “Yes I am!” she cried.


  “No, you’re NOT!” Dante stood, then leaned toward Noella, face enraged, eyes suddenly dark, “Go AWAY! You’re not welcome here!”


  Noella closed her eyes and fell back, stumbling to the ground, afraid, suddenly certain he would kill her.


  When she opened her eyes she was no longer in Dante’s house. She was in Tori’s playroom. But she wasn’t alone.


  Tori stared at her, eyes wide, “O.M.G.”
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  ::EPISODE 4::


  CHAPTER ONE


  



  One moment Noella was arguing with Dante in his room, in some other bizarre world on the opposite side of her own. The next, she was standing in the middle of Tori’s room, staring back at the girl’s saucer-sized eyes and wide-open mouth.


  “O-M-G.” Tori said, perfectly frozen in her spot on the floor.


  Noella didn’t know what to say. The few words she did have were trapped in the back of her throat. If Tori screamed, Jen would come running into the room, first wondering how on Earth Noella got into her house, and then what in the world she was doing there.


  Noella slowly put a finger to her lips and said, “Shhh...” Tori nodded just as the ground began to wobble beneath her feet.


  The world blurred, then swam. Noella’s head started to pound and she fell to the floor, burning her knees on the carpet.


  “Are you okay?” Tori whispered, kneeling beside her.


  Noella moaned, then closed her eyes in an attempt to stop the vertigo. According to her senses of sound and touch, Tori was standing beside her, but when she opened her eyes, her vision was twisted, turning Tori into a violent blur beneath a turbulent sea.


  “I don’t feel well,” Noella said, clutching her stomach to keep from puking.


  The room continued to rock and sway, as Noella felt herself slipping between worlds, unable to grab hold of either. With no way to pull herself to the surface, she fell deeper and deeper into the void.


  “It’s OK, Noella,” Tori whispered, gently setting her hand on the back of Noella’s shoulder. “I’m here now. You’ll be okay.”


  Tori’s other hand fell on hers, and Noella found the rope she needed to surface from the in-between and root herself into her world.


  She squeezed her eyes closed, focused on Tori’s hand, and slowly counted backward from 10 in her head as she drew long, deliberate breaths, exhaling slowly until the seas of her world stopped stewing.


  Noella opened her eyes. Tori’s face was lit with concern as she asked, “How did you do that?”


  “Do what?” Noella said, playing dumb while waiting for the world to stop wobbling.


  “Appear like magic.”


  “What did you see?” There was a comfort in playing dumb, but it wasn’t warm enough to heat the chill of not knowing.


  “I was playing on my iPad, then I heard voices, super quiet, like they were in another room or something, but then I realized one of them was yours. Then it got a lot louder and you suddenly appeared!”


  Noella started crying, pulling Tori close and wrapping her arms around her. “Oh my God,” she choked. “I’m not crazy.”


  She sobbed against Tori, soaking the front of the girl’s pink tee, before managing to pull herself away. “It’s all real,” Noella said to herself more than Tori. Then she asked the girl, “Did you see anyone else?”


  “No, but I heard a man talking. He sounded mean, like he was yelling at you.”


  “Yeah,” Noella said, Dante’s rejection still fresh and stinging. But as strong as it was, her relief that someone else had seen her appear from nowhere was stronger.


  Tears streamed down Noella’s cheeks and she choked on her cry. “Oh my God,” she swallowed. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I saw him.”


  “Saw who?” Tori asked. “Dante?”


  Noella felt like Tori had slapped her.


  How does she know his name?


  “You know Dante?”


  Tori’s eyes went to the carpet. She looked scared to say another word, and sorry that she’d said the things she did.


  “How do you know Dante?” Noella asked. “It’s okay, you can tell me.”


  Tori’s brow creased, and for a moment Noella thought she would completely clam up, but she raised her chin then fixed her eyes on Noella’s. “Ever since we moved in, I’ve been having these weird dreams where I see this man standing here, just staring out the window. But whenever I try to talk to him, or he hears me behind him, he disappears.”


  “Does he have long dark hair, with a light curl at the ends, like a flip?” Noella asked.


  “Yeah!”


  “How do you know his name?”


  “I dunno,” Tori shrugged, “maybe I heard someone call his name. I’m not sure. I just do, like when you know what a word means even though you never learned it. I’ve never seen anyone else in the dreams, even though I’ve had them a bunch of times. I didn’t know they weren’t dreams until just now.”


  Noella looked outside. It was still light outside, even though she felt like she’d been gone for hours. “What time is it?”


  Tori looked at her iPad, “Three-thirty, I just got home from school a little while ago.”


  “What day is it?” Noella asked, making sure she hadn’t been gone for days.


  “Wednesday. How long were you gone?”


  “I dunno. I left school after lunch.”


  “Tori?” Jen called from downstairs. “Who are you talking to?”


  Tori’s eyes went wide. “Hide in the closet,” she whispered.


  Noella stood quickly, the vertigo in her head now only an echo, then quietly flew to the closet as Jen’s footsteps padded up the staircase. Noella slid behind a row of shirts, then closed the closet door just as Jen entered the room.


  “Nobody, Mommy. I was playing the talking cat game.”


  A high-pitched recording echoed Tori’s voice, “Nobody, Mommy. I was playing the talking cat game.”


  Tori giggled. So did the animated cat.


  “OK,” Jen said, “I’ve got a few calls to make. When I’m finished, we’ll start your homework, okay?”


  “OK,” Tori said, a bit too chirpy. “OK,” the animated cat repeated its sped-up recording of Tori’s voice. Noella was afraid Jen would pick up on Tori’s nervous insincerity, but she laughed, then left the room.


  As Noella waited for Tori to send her the “all clear,” she had a sudden flashback to their first game of hide-n-seek, the first time she crossed over into Dante’s OtherWorld. She hoped it wouldn’t happen again. Though Noella had a million questions, even more now that she knew this wasn’t in her head, she didn’t want to see him. The look in his eyes, the cruelty in his voice, the distance he kept her at, it was too much. Noella felt bad enough already, she didn’t need to feel like a nuisance. The real Dante wasn’t anything like the kind, sweet Dante of her dreams.


  “OK,” Tori said, opening the closet. “She’s gone. She went in her office and closed the door. That means she’ll be in there for at least 15 minutes. And that’s if she doesn’t check Facebook. You should sneak out now.”


  “Cool,” Noella said, stepping from the closet. “Thank you. You won’t tell your mom about any of this, right?”


  “Of course not! Not like she’d believe me if I did!” Tori said laughing.


  Noella hugged Tori again. “OK, tomorrow’s your mom’s first day at work, right? Are you taking the bus home or is she picking you up?”


  “Her boss is letting her take a late lunch to pick me up, then we’ll see you here, okay?”


  “OK,” Noella said, giving her a final hug. “See you tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, unless you pop up here again!” Tori said laughing.


  Noella didn’t laugh.


  



  **


  



  Josie was still at work when Noella got home. Noella wanted to see her, but was thrilled to find Randy absent. She hadn’t seen him since finding out he’d signed into her Facebook account, and she couldn’t stand the thought of meeting his eyes if he had, in fact, read all the crap she’d written about him.


  Noella still had no idea why Randy had signed into her Facebook, or what the jerk had done while he was inside. But it was a safe bet he was just nosy and paranoid enough to have read all her past messages back to her first one, and had seen every one of the horrible things she said about him.


  Noella wasn’t sure how horrible she’d actually been. It was hard to remember since Randy was a jerk-face so often. Judging by all the stuff she thought, which was usually way worse than what she’d actually write, Noella was pretty sure she’d said that Josie was too good for Randy a hundred times, called him a monster at least a few, and wished him dead with a few keystrokes at least once.


  She imagined Randy reading through her archives, his face getting red and hot, and the top of his head beading with sweat like it always did when his rage went to a tea kettle whistle.


  It wasn’t that she felt bad for writing the things. He’d been a jerk, and while she might’ve exaggerated her hate for him, it wasn’t that far from the truth. And that was just the problem. She’d never been brave enough to tell him how she really felt. She had no idea how he’d react. Would this be the straw that broke the camel’s back, that finally caused his verbal abuse to turn physical?


  The thought that she might have made things worse for her and Josie sickened her. She wished she’d never written the messages.


  Noella looked at the fridge, but there was no note from Randy saying when he’d be home to start ruining her life again. Josie’s note said she’d be home around 6 p.m. and they could have mac ‘n’ cheese if Noella wanted to cook it.


  Blech. Even mac ‘n’ cheese sounded disgusting when you were thrown across the universe and the man of your dreams screamed at you to go back and stay away.


  She preferred it had Dante stayed just a figment of her dream world. She didn’t like this version. He was cold and mean to her.


  Noella opened the fridge and placed her face in the frost, trying to decide whether she wanted another crappy Diet Shasta or some generic fruit punch.


  The more she thought about Randy busting into her Facebook account, the madder it made her. She wanted to know what pages he’d broken into, and whether or not he’d snooped through her archives and messages. She needed to get her laptop, check her browser history, and pull the splinter from her far-too-busy mind.


  She decided she’d wait to eat, then closed the fridge and went to Randy’s “man-cave,” where she suspected her laptop was being held prisoner.


  Randy’s room was as tidy as Mako’s house, but smelled like Old Spice. It was his playroom, and he may as well have put a “no girls allowed” sign outside. . He acted like he was the only one in the house who deserved a space for himself. It had a recliner he bought for himself on his birthday, a 60” Vizio, way nicer and bigger than the family TV in the living room, two tall stacks of video games, one for each system, and a desk where his Sony Vaio sat with the lid closed.


  Noella didn’t see her computer anywhere, though she figured it was probably in the bottom drawer of his desk. She had found a pink heart necklace in there two months before Christmas one year, back when he still at least pretended to be nice.


  Noella curled her fingers around the silver handle and pulled, but the desk drawer wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t locked when she found the necklace, but it was definitely locked now.


  Crap. Now I’ll have to wait to see him to figure out what he knows.


  Her stomach crawled, imagining his face going red as his siren, and the rancid stink from his drunken breath as his spittle splattered her face from the screaming just inches away.


  Noella left the man-cave, then went to her bedroom, closed the door, and locked it, wishing he kept his private time somewhere else. She’d be happy if she never had to see him ever again. If Randy came home, she’d pretend to sleep.


  Noella lay on her bed, then clicked the TV to an episode of Dr. Oz and the hidden dangers of vitamins and minerals, or something else designed to whip housewives into a needless frenzy. She stared at the TV, trying to focus on the blather, rather than the million questions and emotions colliding in her mind.


  If Dante is real, and I’ve never been to the other world, what did he mean when he said he’d known me for hundreds of years?


  That’s impossible.


  Yeah, but so are centaurs, right?


  But Tori had seen her appear, which meant that whatever was happening to her was now verified by at least one other person. Noella wasn’t sure if she felt relieved to find out she wasn’t crazy, or terrified to know she wasn’t, because if the other world was real, and she was really crossing over with no control of the trips, wasn’t she now in more danger than ever?


  How long until I vanish in front of my entire class?


  Noella changed the channel.


  Something wasn’t adding up. Why didn’t anybody notice her reappear when she crossed over in class? Had it happened so quickly that no one noticed her come or go? Or were those trips somehow different?


  Noella racked her brain and tried to find some explanation in her jumbled thoughts, but came up empty. She would have even settled for bizarre, so long as the ideas made sense in the context of the weirdness that had become her reality. But nothing she thought of seemed even remotely plausible.


  Breaking news on the television derailed her train of thought.


  Melissa Rayburn – a 27 year old woman who’d gone missing a few months earlier – had her picture plastered all over the screen. Beneath her pretty photo was the bold type:


  Missing Woman Found Dead.


  Noella’s feet swung from her bed and hit the floor as a chill shot through her body.


  Somewhere in her brain, a spider was weaving its web. A web that connected Melissa Rayburn to Katie, to Noella and her trips, and to the awful nightmares. Though she couldn’t remember dreams of seeing Melissa murdered, as she’d seen Katie, the feeling of connection was no less palpable.


  Noella couldn’t see the web, yet she couldn’t help but feel trapped in its center, with the spider circling her, waiting to strike.


  Death is coming for you, Noella. And it’s almost here.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  



  4:00 p.m.


  



  Sam was barely paying attention as the TV broadcasted the latest on the serial murders. He sat on the couch, staring past the TV and twirling his cell phone, waiting for a text from Noella, though he’d certainly settle for one from Mako.


  Noella was ignoring him; he was sure of it. He wanted to text Mako again, but she hadn’t responded to a single text since lunchtime.


  To make matters worse, his girlfriend seemed to be ignoring him, too.


  Even though Sam was home sick, Becca hadn’t called or texted once to check on him. Hardly an hour went by when she didn’t text him, so her silence was all the evidence he needed to know Becca must’ve heard Noella’s message.


  He texted Becca twice to say hi and once to see how her day was going, just to test the waters. No response. When he didn’t even get a smiley face to match his, he wondered how mad she actually was, and if she had done something especially stupid, like confront Noella at school.


  It was easy to imagine Becca losing it and going full-blown mental on Noella, with Vicky growling behind her.


  No, he thought, that’s too irrational.


  A girl doing something irrational? Never!


  The longer Sam stayed stuck in his house alone, the more certain he was that all hell was breaking loose out there in the real world between Becca and Noella.


  How did it get like this?


  Things had been relatively simple just a week earlier, when his biggest concern was deciding whether he would apply to Julliard’s Actor Training Program, or if he’d choose a safer route, pursuing a business degree at Columbia or NYU.


  Sam always figured he would go into business so he could make money from his art, but he felt most electric when alive on the stage. His drama teacher, Ms. Visser, told him he had extraordinary talent and that he could do whatever he put his mind to, that the only limits were those he set for himself.


  She was a teacher, so she probably said stuff like that to most of her students. Building confidence was part of her job after all. But Sam knew she meant it extra with him. He could see it in her eyes and the way her mouth held steady as she said it. He could tell from the way others looked at him, the things people said, and from the extra seconds of audience applause. Sam had something special, and every one of his six glowing reviews agreed.


  But high school drama and Julliard were worlds apart. And Sam wasn’t sure if the opportunity was worth the risk. If he took a shot and failed, he’d feel foolish. But if he took the safe path, he would spend his years wondering what life would have been like if he’d had the courage to follow his dreams. He could nurture any side of his creative face: drawing, graphic design, guitar, and singing. With the right business plan, Sam was confident he could turn any of his talents into a great, if not amazing, living. But none would blaze his fire like the stage.


  Gun to head, Sam would take Julliard. Worse came to worse, he could always go to business school later. Julliard was the once-in-a-lifetime chance that most people, people far more talented than he, never got. Ms. Visser was fairly certain that if he applied, he stood a better chance than most of getting in.


  As he sat on the couch, exiled from Noella and Becca, Sam wished that the biggest weight on his mind was choosing between acting and business school. At least that was an A or B decision he could somewhat control, or at least influence the outcome. Relationships, on the other hand, were far from this or that, A or B.


  Sam heard keys jiggling in the front door. He sat up straighter, then swung his legs from the couch so he would be upright and appear less pathetic.


  “Hey, Sam,” Ash said, opening the door. She held it open, looking into the living room, with two plastic bags dangling from each hand, all four brimming with groceries. Her boyfriend Tommy balanced another four bags as he shimmied past Sam’s sister, set the bags on the kitchen counter, then doubled back to help Ash with her load.


  “I got it,” Ash said, heading toward the counter.


  “What’s with all the food?”


  “Mom said you were feeling sick, so I went and got a bunch of soup and stuff, but she called while I was there and asked me to pick up a few hundred other things.”


  Sam laughed.


  “So how’s it going, dude? Ashley said you’re on death’s door or something,” Tommy said from the kitchen.


  Tommy looked like many parents’ worst nightmare – a long-haired hipster with a sleeve of tattoos – but he was one of the most down-to-earth and polite guys Ash had ever dated. He had a good job at one of the best restaurants in town and got along great with everyone in their family. So surprisingly, nobody freaked out last year when Ash moved in with Tommy. As long as she was still going to college and staying on track and working toward her goals, they supported her decisions.


  “Eh, just a stomach bug, no big deal.”


  “So why do you look like someone stole your guitar?” Ash asked as she helped Tommy put the groceries away.


  “Nothing,” Sam said. “Just stuff.”


  “Oh,” Ash said, eyebrow raised, “What kind of stuff? Girl stuff?”


  Sam shook his head, embarrassed, not saying yes or no, but turning red just the same.


  “Oooooh, Sammy’s got a girlfriend?!” Ash ran from the kitchen, practically skipping into the living room, then plopped down on the couch beside him and folded her hands in her lap, smiling.


  “I want to know EVERYTHING!”


  “Sheesh, Ash, give the guy a break,” Tommy said, stuffing food into the fridge and a fudge popsicle into his mouth.


  “No, Tommy, you don’t get it. Sam has NEVER had a girlfriend! This is like, Big News!”


  “You never had a girlfriend, dude? But I always see you hanging out with chicks. What’s up with that?”


  “I dunno,” Sam shifted on the couch. “I was just always busy.”


  Tommy laughed, “Busy? You’re still in high school, and you don’t have time for the ladies? You have your priorities all wrong! Man, if I could go back to high school, I’d be . . .”


  Ash turned, “You’d be what?”


  “Nothing,” Tommy said, his grin spreading to Ash.


  “Yeah, I thought so,” she said, laughing. She turned to Sam, “OK, details. Now!”


  “Ugh, do I really have to do this?”


  “Um, yeah, I told you every detail of my love lives.”


  “Don’t remind me,” Sam said. “I’m still recovering.” He draped a blanket over his shoulders, then pretended to shudder.


  Ash smacked him in the shoulder, “Seriously, come on. Who is she? Is it Noella?”


  Sam found it interesting, though not entirely surprising that Noella was the girl who raced to Ash’s mind.


  “No, not Noella. Why would you say that?”


  “I dunno, you two seem all chocolate and peanut butter. You’re best friends, and I see the way she looks at you. So it makes sense. Is it her?”


  “No,” Sam said. “It’s Becca.”


  “Becca the cheerleader?”


  “Yeah,” Sam said, still embarrassed, though not exactly sure why.


  “Hot damn, man, you got a cheerleader?!” Tommy said, whistling from the kitchen. “Way to hit it out of the park your first time at bat! First girlfriend a cheerleader equals suh-weet.”


  Ash shook her head and rolled her eyes.


  “That’s awesome, Sam. So why do you look so down?”


  Sam spilled it all. From the first kiss at Keefer’s to Noella’s confession in his voicemail. He even held his phone to Ash’s ear while playing her the voicemail.


  Ash wrinkled her nose and said, “Aww, that’s so sweet. Do you like her? Like that?”


  “I dunno,” Sam shook his head. I’ve always liked her a lot. I sort of even had a crush on her, but didn’t want to mess things up. She’s my best friend.”


  “Well, why would you ever want to be with someone who’s your friend?” Ash joked. “I’d much rather date someone I find to be superficial.”


  “Hey!” Tommy said, entering the living room and plopping into the armchair across from the couch, still working on the popsicle.


  Ash said, “My mom’s going to kill you if you get chocolate on the chair.”


  “I won’t,” Tommy licked the drops from the bottom of the popsicle, then turned to Sam.


  “It’s not like that,” Sam said. “I didn’t want to screw things up, or tell her I liked her, and risk her not feeling the same. Then it would be even weirder. And besides, it’s not like Becca’s superficial. Well, not all the time anyway. She’s really cool once you know her. There’s this sweet side of her that I really love, a side she doesn’t show anyone but me.”


  “Why not?” Ash asked. “That sounds like something a pod person would do.


  Sam laughed. “I dunno. She’s shy, or maybe she feels like she has to fit in with her cheerleader friends, so she doesn’t let that side out. I’m not sure. Even though we’re friends, I don’t know her that well.”


  “Not as well as Noella?”


  “Oh God no. I know everything about Noella.”


  “Except that she loved you.”


  “Yeah, except that.” Sam half-smiled.


  “So,” Tommy said, “If you weren’t dating Becca, and you knew both girls liked you, who would you go out with?”


  “I dunno,” Sam said. “There’s good and bad things about both of them.”


  “OK, tell us the good and bad about Noella,” Ash said.


  “Well, she’s the sweetest person in the world. She’s creative, funny, and I feel a connection with her like nobody else I’ve ever known.”


  “So, what’s the bad side?”


  “I dunno. Probably that she can be really negative. She’s afraid to step out of her shell and do anything, really. Which is probably what I love most about Becca.”


  “What do you mean?” Ash said.


  “Becca’s fearless. But Noella is always thinking things through until she overthinks her way into being afraid to try anything that might make her look bad or stick out. It’s sad. But I get it. She’s had a tough life. She’s been through more than anyone I know, and I can tell she’s scared to lose the few things, or people, she has left in her life.”


  “And what do you not like about Becca?” Ash asked, “other than the fact that she’s a stuck-up tiara wearer?”


  “That’s it, really. I just hate how she acts around certain other people. Like she’s wearing a mask and being someone she thinks she’s supposed to be instead of being herself. But I keep hoping she’ll change and realize people like Vicky aren’t really her friends and she’ll dump them.”


  “I’ve got bad news for ya, bro,” Ash said, “People don’t change.”


  “Sure they do,” Sam said, “People change all . . .”


  “Nope, never. Ever. Oh, they might change for the worse, yeah, but trust me when I say they almost never change for the better. If she’s acting like a little princess now, it’s only gonna get worse. Trust me.”


  “I think you’re wrong. She just needs some encouragement is all.”


  Tommy sighed and leaned forward, and sat the popsicle stick onto a napkin on the coffee table. “Don’t waste your time, Sam. Yours or hers.”


  “So, what, you think I should break up with Becca?”


  “I’m not saying what you should do,” Tommy said. “But I know what I would do. Then again, I’ve got the most awesome girlfriend in the world, so it’s not like I need to make the tough call.” He laughed. “Must be tough when you’re a stud with cheerleaders fighting over you.”


  “Hardly,” Sam said red-faced.


  Ash leaned forward and kissed Tommy.


  “Well, there went my appetite,” Sam said, grinning. “I don’t know what I should do. I mean, up until yesterday, before I knew Noella liked me, I thought everything was fine.”


  “Really?” Ash said, “You weren’t thinking about how fake Becca was being, before then?”


  “OK, maybe a little. But still, I don’t think that’s the real her. And if it weren’t for that one little thing, I’d have no problems with her at all.”


  “OK, tell me this,” Tommy said, animating his hands as he spoke. “If you, Becca, and Noella were all on an airplane with only one parachute other than your own, who would you give it to? And don’t you dare say you’d give yours up, Romeo.”


  Sam laughed, “I dunno.”


  “Yeah, you do,” Ash said, grinning. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re imagining yourself right now giving the parachute to one of them. And I bet I know which one.”


  Sam didn’t say anything. But she was right.


  He would have to break up with Becca. Today.


  



  **


  



  5:15 p.m.


  



  Sam borrowed Ash’s keys, then took her car to break up with Becca while she and Tommy made dinner for the family.


  As he drove to Becca’s house, Sam mulled the many ways he could break up with her, hating each one more than the one before, but determined to see one of them through. Sam also couldn’t help but wonder what the aftermath of a breakup with Becca would be. Becca was in drama, plus another one of Sam’s classes. And many of their friends overlapped. Sam had seen plenty of ugly breakups, in both dating and friendships. He’d seen firsthand how animosity soured even the strongest relationships.


  Sam didn’t want, or need, that sort of drama, at least not off the stage. To have one of the lead actresses hate you was drama club suicide. Becca, if she were spiteful, could sabotage their scenes together.


  She wouldn’t do that . . . would she?


  Truth was, he had no idea what Becca would or wouldn’t do. The only falling out he knew her to have had was with Noella, and though Becca talked plenty of crap about her, she didn’t really go out of her way to do anything mean like some of the other girls had done to Noella, especially Vicky.


  Crap, Sam thought, turning right onto Becca’s street. He hadn’t even considered Vicky as part of the breakup strategy, but he should have. She was a vicious person and would persuade Becca not to forgive him, no matter what. She might even push Becca to seek vengeance on Noella – the person she would undoubtedly find responsible for Sam’s change of heart.


  Sam pulled into Becca’s driveway thinking that the only thing more difficult than having a relationship with a girl was ending it.


  What have I gotten myself into?


  Sam killed the engine and looked out the windshield at Becca’s Jetta, sitting just behind her mom’s Escalade in the semi-circular stone driveway. He had been hoping Becca would be home alone. But she wasn’t, and now he’d have to figure out a way to get Becca alone.


  Sam stepped from Ash’s car, then went to the door, racking his brain for any legitimate argument he could make to Becca that would make him look less like a jerk.


  It’s not you, it’s me.


  No, actually it IS you. When you’re with Vicky, you’re a horrible person.


  He rang the doorbell, and Becca’s mom Julia opened the door. She was a beautiful blonde who looked less like a mom than a slightly older sister. Sam suspected she had a lot of work done to keep herself looking so young, but she didn’t seem nearly as shallow as Becca at her worst. Then again, it wasn’t like Sam had ever seen Julia with the other ladies in the neighborhood. Maybe she was just as catty as her daughter.


  “Sam!” she said, giving him a giant hug, her strong perfume coating her like always. She was dressed up, with her purse under the crook of her arm. It looked like she was on her way out, which was a welcome sign.


  “Hi, Mom,” Sam said, feeling as awkward as ever when calling her “Mom.” It was something he’d been doing since about a month into his friendship with Becca, and though it felt weird, and even weirder once he was dating Becca, he never wanted to offend Julia by swallowing the greeting like he wanted to.


  “Becca’s upstairs doing homework, and I’m just about to run some errands, so you make yourself at home, okay honey, and maybe I’ll see you when I get back?”


  “OK, Mom,” Sam said as she stepped past him and out onto the porch. “See you later.”


  Sam closed the door, hoping that he wouldn’t see her later. He hoped to be in and out of the house in less than 10 minutes . . . hopefully five.


  Sam walked quietly toward the steps, then took them one at a time and crept down the hall toward Becca’s room, milking every moment in hopes that some pearls of wisdom would fall from the heavens and give him the perfect out. Her door was closed, and Sam could hear the latest Skrillex song blasting from the other side. He knocked on the door, then waited. No response. He knocked again and considered opening the door but stopped when he thought she might be changing clothes or something. They’d not really done much beyond making out, so he’d not yet seen her naked.


  Yet? You can pretty much cancel that from your calendar, buddy.


  Yet another negative to breaking up. Becca was perhaps one of the hottest girls in the school. Though he’d always been partial to brunettes like Noella, Becca was the perfect blend of blonde hair, tanned skin, and blue eyes, that most guys, Sam included, couldn’t resist.


  After knocking a third time, Sam opened Becca’s door, shocked to find her moving a brush across a canvas, though he couldn’t see what it was because the back of the canvas was pointing toward the door.


  “Sam?!” Becca said, surprised, and nearly dropping her brush. She held out a hand, “Don’t look!”


  “What?”


  “Don’t look at the painting,” she yelled over the music. She rose from her chair, then went to her computer and turned the volume down on the iTunes app. “What are you doing here? I thought you were home sick?”


  He tried to read her expression to see if she were mad, indicating she’d listened to his messages. If she were mad, he wasn’t seeing it.


  “Yeah,” Sam said, looking at his feet and trying to keep his tongue from any conversation trap which might erode his intentions. “I was, but I wanted to come by.”


  Becca looked up, eyes concerned, “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” he said, and couldn’t help but note the relief in her eyes. He wanted to ask what she thought might be wrong, but didn’t want to fall down the rabbit hole. He had to act now, and quickly.


  Sam said the infamous four words that rarely followed with anything good, “We need to talk.”


  “Wait,” she held up a finger. “First, I want to say something.” Becca met his eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  “I’m sorry.” She looked down and shook her head. “I’ve been acting like a bitch. I know it. I was mad at you for always taking Noella’s side, but then the more I thought about it, the more I felt like I was pushing you away, and how you’re right. We’ve been mean to her.”


  Sam had thought of a hundred things that Becca might say, but none derailed him as much as an apology. Had she known what he was about to do? Was she circumventing the breakup before he could say it? He didn’t know what to do, but keeping his mouth shut for the moment seemed like his best bet. He could hear her out and still break up with her once she was done talking. But if he spoke first, Sam would never be able to have his words back.


  “I felt so bad,” she said, “that I made this.” Becca waved a hand, ushering him to come closer and inviting him to look at her painting. “It’s not done yet, but I can’t wait. Not if you’re here.”


  Sam walked over, hesitantly, then saw what Becca had been working on . . . a painting of him. It was maybe 70% done, but was absolutely beautiful and looked an awful lot like his reflection.


  “Wow,” he said, struggling for the right words, “I didn’t even know you painted.”


  “Yeah, I used to paint all the time, but kinda gave it up for other stuff,” she said, pulling him toward her and holding his eyes.


  “Do you like it?”


  “I love it,” he said, heart melting at the warm reminder of why he loved Becca. She was never short of ways to surprise him. “It’s beautiful.”


  As Sam said beautiful, he was staring in her eyes; overwhelmed, emotional, and confused. “Thank you,” he said, and leaned in to kiss her.


  Their kiss lasted longer than he intended, and before it was finished, Becca pulled him closer, and wrapped her arms around his back.


  “I love you,” she said.


  Sam was speechless, unsure of what to say. So he said the only thing he could think of.


  “I love you, too,” he whispered.


  Sam was suddenly certain of two things. He wouldn’t make it back in time for dinner. And when he did, he would be in the same position as when he left.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  that night...


  



  Noella couldn’t find her father or Dante anywhere in her dreams.


  It had been more than a week since she had seen either in her night journeys, about the same period of time since Dante’s world had seeped into hers. She wasn’t sure if the two things were related, but the part of her that now knew centaurs were real was certain they were.


  Noella found herself returning to her childhood home each night, where she used to live on the beach with her dad. Yet, the house was always empty, echoing the emptiness inside her. Noella missed seeing her father and wondered why he had stopped showing up. It didn’t make sense. She had been seeing him nearly every night for a decade, so why had he suddenly abandoned her?


  “I need you, Daddy,” she said as she went into her childhood bedroom, then collapsed on her old bed, and curled her body into a comma.


  Noella needed her father’s advice. And while she felt ridiculous needing counsel from a dream figure that Dr. Foster claimed was most likely just another facet of her personality, she couldn’t help how she felt. Her father’s dream self had become almost as large a figure in her life as her real father. And now that he was gone, she felt deserted again.


  Noella lay in bed, rocking her leg, trying to fall asleep within the dream, as if it would somehow deliver her to a deeper layer where her father could be found.


  Her eyes closed as she focused on the surf’s back-and-forth lullaby drifting through her window and listened to the wind’s whisper turned to argument above the rolling waves outside. She loved the ocean’s music – one of the things she missed most about living in Aurora Falls. The rhythm of the rolling waves was calming, something she’d recognized even as a child, and could calm the turbulent seas inside her.


  



  Back and forth.


  Back and forth.


  Back and . . .


  



  Noella found herself standing beneath the full moonlight in front of an old, decrepit house in the middle of a thick forest.


  Where am I?


  The world around her was silent. No birds, no animals, no insects, as if someone somewhere had hit a cosmic mute button. Noella had the uneasy feeling that her slowly boiling dream was about to spill over with the white hot lava of a nightmare.


  Sensing this danger, Noella tried to wake up, to return to her sleeping self in her childhood bed, or even the self still in Aurora Falls.


  But something compelled her to stay.


  The house. It’s familiar.


  Noella stepped forward.


  She wasn’t sure where she’d seen the house before, in her real or dream world, but she’d definitely seen it somewhere, maybe many times before. She tried to remember where, but her brain sent nothing but static.


  She would have to go inside.


  She stepped toward the house, and as she moved, sound returned to the world, birds, insects, and the bustling world of never-sleeping nature.


  She stepped onto the porch, and a creaky wooden plank squeaked beneath the weight of her boot.


  Boot? I’m wearing boots?


  Noella looked down. She was wearing boots, but they didn’t belong to her. Nor did the body she was looking from. Her hands moved without her will, finding a ring of keys in her pocket, or the pocket of whoever’s body she was in. She watched frozen as the large man’s hand found the right key and slid it into the top bolt, then turned a second key in the bottom lock.


  What’s happening? What am I seeing? Whose body am I in?


  Though she could feel what the person’s body felt, the cool air, the floor beneath her as she stepped inside the house, and even smell the stale scent of the vacant home, she could do nothing to will the body to move as she wanted. She was only a passenger, uncertain if she were dreaming, or seeing through someone’s eyes in real time. She’d never had this kind of experience in her dreams, and curiosity compelled her to stick with it and see how the dream played out.


  She walked through the house. Though the outside had looked familiar, the inside was entirely foreign. It was sparsely furnished, but there was power, and the lights worked, so it wasn’t as abandoned as it appeared from the street.


  She headed to a door just past the kitchen, which had a deadbolt. She found the right key, slid it in, then opened the door and flicked the light switch on the wall. She slowly descended the steps into the basement, one at a time, noticing a thick scent of urine, feces, and something worse hanging in the cold air.


  Noella reached the bottom, horror creeping through her as she saw the doors, four of them, two on each side of the room. Thick, locked doors with thin open slots at eye level. Noella reached into her pocket and pulled out a thick leather mask, then pulled it over her face.


  What the...?


  She heard the sound of crying. At least two women, barely audible just beyond two of the doors.


  “Hello, ladies. Miss me? Daddy’s home!” the man’s muffled voice said from beneath the thick mask as he picked up a metal rod leaning against the wall and tapped one of the two doors to the right to punctuate his arrival.


  One of the women screamed and scurried in her cell, rushing to the door with a thud as if she’d been waiting forever for the opportunity to plead for her life.


  “Please, please,” she cried, choking too much to finish her sentence.


  Noella felt the same sick dread that crept through her when she witnessed Katie’s murder. That time, she’d seen the crime from her own eyes. This time, she seemed to somehow be seeing through the killer’s.


  The spider was weaving its web faster, intent on drawing her deeper into its trap.


  “Good news, ladies. One of you is gonna go home tonight! Who wants to go home?”


  Both women begged from the other side of the doors.


  “Please, I have a family,” one of the women pleaded.


  “Please, just let me go. I promise, I won’t tell anyone,” the other said.


  “Hmm,” the man said. Noella could feel his smile. “I don’t know. You’ve both been such excellent companions. I’d hate to see either one of you go. But then again, promises are promises, and I said you’d get to go home soon.”


  He picked up the rod and started tapping in time to the child’s rhyme:


  



  “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe,


  Catch a tiger by the toe.


  If he hollers, let him go,


  Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.


  And my mother told me to pick the best one,


  and you are NOT it.”


  



  He looked through the slot of the door he didn’t pick, at a red-haired girl with wide, panicked green eyes.


  “Sorry, dear, you’re gonna be here a while longer.”


  The woman cried and started slamming her hands on the door, “No!!”


  The desperation in her voice reached into Noella’s gut, twisting, and pushing her to want to somehow help the woman. Noella tried to take control of the body she was in, but she was as helpless as the imprisoned women.


  The man hammered the rod into the door and screamed, “Don’t make me come in there!”


  The woman cried out, then returned to a sleeping bag on a bare concrete floor.


  The man giggled as he moved to the next door, the cell belonging to the woman who was it, and peered through the slit. “Good news, honey. You’re going home.”


  Noella’s heart froze as she realized who she was looking at . . . Melissa Rayburn, the missing woman found dead the day before.


  Oh God. No!


  Noella wanted to wake up, and desperately tried to connect with either her dream self, lying in her childhood bed, or her real self. Anything to free herself from the trap of the monster’s shell.


  But she was stuck.


  Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  She heard a sound from one of the two doors behind her. There was a third prisoner after all. Noella turned, and at once saw that she’d left the man’s body. She turned, terrified that she’d find him behind her, holding the metal rod and poised to strike her. But he was gone.


  There was a soft cloud of torment floating through from the other side of the door. It sounded like whimpering.


  “Hello?” Noella called, but nobody answered.


  More whimpering – a woman.


  She inched toward the door, then peered through the slot.


  Oh God, no.


  She looked on the cot and saw that it wasn’t a woman, but a girl . . . Tori, curled on a sleeping bag in the corner, sobbing into her palms.


  Noella screamed, but no words left her mouth. Instead she woke up, startled awake by the sound of someone in her room. Her eyes shot open as she leapt from her bed, hands balled into fists, swiveling around in search of whoever was in there. But she was alone.


  Noella glanced at her alarm clock, its soft blue glow reading 3:11 a.m.


  She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, trying to slow her galloping heart. The dream’s embers burned bright in her mind. She stepped back toward her bed, glancing up and across the street to Jen and Tori’s house on her way.


  She froze in her tracks.


  Standing in the playroom, staring out the window, was Tori — still as a statue, her eyes bolted on Noella’s window.


  Noella felt icy talons wrap around her heart. She dropped to the carpet so Tori wouldn’t see her.


  What is she doing?


  There was a soft blue light on in Tori’s playroom, but Noella’s room was pitch dark and her curtains were only open a bit. Noella was mostly sure, but not entirely positive, that Tori hadn’t seen her. She started to rise, slowly, and shaking, then she crept in a hunch toward the window to steal another look.


  Her eyes level with the windowsill, she moved to her right, toward the opening in the curtain. As Tori’s house swam into view again, and then the playroom window, she saw the girl standing in the exact same spot she had been before, like a statue in front of the window.


  Why is she just standing there?


  While Noella could see Tori, she couldn’t figure out what she was doing. She reached down, found her binoculars, then brought them to her eyes, focusing on Tori’s window.


  As Noella adjusted the knob, the fuzzy blur across the street sharpened into a solid shape and a clean view of Tori’s blue Snoopy tee shirt. Noella lifted the binoculars and a chill flooded her body as the girl’s face crystallized into view. Tori’s eyes were closed, but her mouth was moving, talking fast.


  What?


  Noella tried to zoom in to see if she could make out what the girl was saying, but Tori’s lips were moving too fast for Noella to make out any familiar words. It seemed as if she were simply babbling non-stop.


  Noella tried to sharpen the focus more, but went too far and Tori blurred to shadow. Noella dialed the knob back, and when Tori’s face returned to view, her eyes were wide open and staring straight at Noella.


  Noella jumped back, in shock, letting out a small yelp as the binoculars fell from her hands and landed hard on her left foot. “Ow!”


  Noella clenched her teeth, trying to keep a louder cry of pain inside so as not to wake Josie or Randy.


  She stayed on the ground, waiting for the pain in her foot to subside while she gathered enough courage to return to the window. After a few minutes, Noella lifted her head, without the binoculars at first, and saw that Tori was gone.


  Noella swallowed the rising lump in her throat, put the binoculars back on her shelf, then opened her door and went to the bathroom across the hall. As she sat on the toilet, she thought how odd Tori looked, just standing there babbling in the dark at three in the morning. Noella had heard how sometimes sleepwalkers did weird things like that, and sometimes they’d even appear like they were wide awake.


  Noella’s dad told her that when she was six, he woke up one time to find her standing in the kitchen trying to use the bathroom, apparently sleepwalking. He managed to direct her to the bathroom where she finished her business. Then she flushed the toilet and went right back to bed. They both laughed the next morning, Noella so hard that milk flew from her nostrils, but there was something weird about it that scared Noella –that she could do something like that and have it leave not so much as a whisper of memory.


  Noella wondered if Tori had been sleepwalking, too. And if so, was it somehow tied to what she’d said earlier . . . that she’d been hearing and seeing voices in the house?


  After Noella peed, she washed her hands and opened the door, startled to see Randy standing in front of the door, staring at her. For a split second, she thought for sure he’d open his mouth and start babbling. If he did that, she would have freaked out hard enough to buy herself an express ticket to King’s Point Psychiatric.


  Oh God, he read the Facebook posts and is gonna ream me out right here and now.


  She stepped back, her heart in her throat.


  Randy continued to stare at her, as if he’d just woken, or he was trying to decide what he was going to say.


  “Your aunt is sick again, so I’ll be taking you to school,” he said. “Make sure you wake up earlier. I’d hate for you to go to school smelling like stink, and I’m not waking you.”


  “Okay,” Noella said, waiting for him to finish the sentence she could feel on his lips.


  Randy said nothing. He just turned from Noella, then went back to his and Josie’s room and closed the door softly behind him.


  Maybe he didn’t read the messages?


  Noella’s heart was racing. First the nightmare, then the weirdness with Tori, and now the close call with Randy. Too many scares for one night.


  Noella wasn’t sure how she would manage, but she had to get back to sleep.


  She went back to her room, crawled into bed, and pulled the covers over her head. She considered looking back across the street, but was too creeped out to crawl to the window.


  She began to shake her leg, trying to think of happy thoughts and relax.


  Instead, another thought surfaced. Maybe Randy did read the Facebook posts, and he’s waiting to get me alone in the car to ream me out tomorrow morning!


  Great . . . now I’ll never sleep!


  Noella turned toward the wall and prayed for peaceful sleep.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  



  the next morning...


  



  Noella woke to the hollow sound of a car door slamming shut.


  She wasn’t sure what time she finally stopped tossing and turning and fell back into the full lull of silent sleep, but she felt as though she’d had no more than an hour of shut-eye. She heard the familiar sound of Randy peeling from their driveway, then glanced at the clock, afraid that she’d overslept and lost her ride to school.


  The clock was blinking 12:00 again.


  Another power outage?


  She grabbed her pills, popped one in her mouth, then swished it down with some water and opened her door. A yellow note was stuck to the white wood:


  



  “Had to go in early. Looks like you’re taking the bus.


  -Randy.”


  



  Noella sighed, her mind temporarily eased. Randy would give her the inevitable reaming, sure as heat was hot and water was wet, but at least she wouldn’t have to hear it before her bowl of Captain Crunch, or on her way to what was sure to be another miserable day at school.


  



  **


  



  Noella stepped from her porch and onto the sidewalk, then looked across the street, just as Jen was locking her front door and Tori was climbing into her side of the Honda Element. Tori yelled something Noella couldn’t hear, but it made Jen laugh. She was smiling wide as she walked to her car, catching Noella’s eye halfway there.


  Noella waved. She wanted to run across the street and ask Tori about her sleepwalking episode, if that’s what it was. She also felt a need to warn her about what she’d seen in the dream. But what seemed so ominous in the darkness of night seemed silly in the light of morning. This wasn’t some psychic dream where she saw the future. She saw the past, something she’d seen on the news, the reported death of the missing woman. Her brain simply filled in the gaps and created an elaborate backstory to flesh out the unknown. She had no way of knowing if Melissa were actually kept in a basement dungeon, and no reason to think she’d seen a glimpse of Tori’s fate.


  Besides, the serial killer hadn’t targeted children, so far as anyone knew.


  Even if she had somehow seen the future, how would she tell Tori and Jen about the dream without Jen thinking she was some kinda lunatic?


  Hey Jen, I get these psychic visions of women being murdered, and I just thought I’d let you know that I saw Tori kidnapped, so you might wanna watch out for serial killers.


  How do I know for certain, you ask?


  Well, I also happen to be able to travel between worlds, and even rode a centaur. So, obviously, I’ve got a firm grip on reality.


  Yeah, that’ll go over well.


  Tori’s closed door swung open and the girl hopped from the Element. “Hi, Noella,” she screamed,waving. “Good morning!”


  Noella waved back. “I’ll see you after school, okay? I have to catch the bus!”


  Jen called, “Wanna ride? It’s no trouble at all.”


  Noella shook her head. “No, thank you! I’m meeting my friend Mako at the bus stop. She’ll kill me if I stood her up!”


  Jen said okay and that she would see Noella later, then everyone waved once more and Noella half-ran the rest of the way toward the bus stop, figuring she would catch Tori up first thing after school since she would be watching her anyway. She wasn’t sure if she should tell Tori or not, because even though Tori was smart for an eight year old, she might not take that kinda news well, which meant Noella would have to tell Jen. Which meant that Noella had between now and this afternoon to figure out what, if anything, she’d say.


  Noella ran into Mako a block from the bus stop. “Don’t you ever leave me like that again!” Mako said, still visibly upset over Noella’s sudden departure yesterday at lunch. “I was worried sick about you!”


  Noella was defensive. “Oh yeah, did you call me to see how I was?”


  “You’re on blackout, remember?” Mako said, pouting.


  “I’m sorry,” Noella put her hand on Mako’s shoulder. “I was just moody and wanted to go home, crawl into bed, and forget the whole day ever happened.”


  Noella had been strongly considering telling Mako the truth about everything since nothing would feel better than to feel a little less alone, but she hadn’t started with word one since she already had enough people thinking she was nuts, and certainly didn’t need her best friend hopping aboard.


  But now that Noella was reasonably certain that she wasn’t crazy, she could see confiding in Mako. But the problem was that she would need enough time to get her full story out. This wasn’t the sort of bomb you dropped on the way to school, “Hey, Mako, I am traveling between worlds. There’s a stranger from my dreams, Dante, who’s like totally real, just like the centaur I rode on when we were running from the airship. And oh yeah, I’m somehow seeing the serial murders from TV, but live in my head. OK, gotta run and get to biology. See ya by the vending machines at break!”


  No, that was a KING-SIZED crazy info dump, and something Noella needed time to explain, time when she could be alone with Mako and make sure she didn’t overreact, which she had a tendency to do with even minor things. This particular conversation would require a solid hour, if not a month’s worth of cool down, and would have to wait for after school, if Mako could manage to get out of her house long enough.


  All in all, Noella wasn’t sure if telling Mako would be beneficial to either of them, and the practical part of her figured it would most likely be a burden to Mako.Best to keep it to herself, she figured.


  Mako looked at Noella and smiled, then hugged her. “I’m sorry, I was just worried.”


  While Mako tended to get dramatic, she never made you beg for forgiveness.


  “You’re awesome,” Noella said. “Thank you for understanding. So what’s new?”


  “Well . . .” Mako started, just as a horn honked from behind.


  Noella turned and saw Sam pulling to the curb in his sister’s VW Beetle.


  “Oh God,” Noella said to Mako. “I’m soooo not ready to talk to him.”


  “Can’t run away from him forever,” Mako said as Sam rolled his window down.


  “We need to talk,” he said to Noella, leaning across the passenger seat and pointing his face out the window. “Can I give you a ride to school?”


  Noella didn’t know what to say, so she stared at the asphalt instead.


  “Please,” Sam said, then turned to Mako. “Do you mind if I take her from you? I’d give you both a ride, but to be honest, I’m sorta scared as it is, and if I have an audience I’ll probably barf on my sister’s upholstery. Ash’ll kill me.”


  Mako laughed. “That’s okay. We definitely don’t want you to barf.” She turned to Noella and lowered herself to a whisper. “Go, Noella. Talk to him. Don’t be dumb.”


  Noella looked in Mako’s eyes, desperate for her friend to find some way to keep her from climbing into the car. Noella’s eyes were pleading, but Mako’s were firm. Mako wrapped Noella in another hug, then said, “It’s okay. Go. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”


  “Okay,” Noella said, opening the passenger side door of the Beetle. “See ya later,” she said, waving at Mako.


  “Good luck!” Mako said, smiling sweetly. Then added, “Bye, Sam. Be nice to her!”


  “Okay,” Sam said. “Bye.”


  Noella lowered herself into the car and the butterflies in her stomach fluttered, making her wish she’d not gobbled through a second bowl of Captain Crunch.


  Sam drove, silence settling in the car as they each searched for the right words to say. Noella both hoped and feared that they would reach the school parking lot before a single word was exchanged. But Mako was right. They had to get this out of the way or things would never be normal between them again.


  Sam was first to split the silence. “I’m sorry.”


  Noella’s eyes were staring out the window, but she could feel his eyes burning at the back of her head. She wondered if he was even watching the road. She wanted to turn around, longed to look at him, but didn’t want to start blubbering, so she just kept staring out the window.


  She opened her mouth and before she’d even considered what to say, said, “You don’t have to say sorry.”


  Wait . . . what is he apologizing for? That Becca got up in my face? Or for liking her? Does he even know what Becca did yesterday?


  Noella wasn’t sure, so she waited for him to break the silence again, hoping he’d be clearer.


  “We weren’t dating when she kissed me,” he said. “I was just as surprised as you.”


  Noella felt the early sting of welling tears.


  No, no, not now. Don’t you dare cry.


  Sam kept talking, “And I had no idea how you felt about me. How could I?”


  She said nothing, fighting her tears and momentarily winning.


  “How long have you felt like that?” he asked.


  Noella didn’t want to answer. She was certain that the minute she opened her mouth, her voice would split, and salty tears would flood both sides of her face.


  “I dunno,” she said, sniffling. “Since we met.”


  “Wow!” Sam said, laughing uncomfortably and shifting in his seat. “I would have never known. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”


  “I dunno,” Noella said, the first tear splattering her knee as several more coated her cheeks. She wiped her face with the sleeve of her sweater. “I didn’t want to make things weird.”


  Sam laughed again, “Yeah, well, so much for that.”


  They were a few blocks from school, but Sam turned on a side street and pulled the car into an empty parking spot at a small neighborhood park. The ground wore a carpet of snow, and the park looked was abandoned. Empty parks had always seemed creepy to Noella. Creepy in a Tim Burton or Neil Gaiman cool sorta way, not in a way that truly scared her. At that moment, though, the emptiness only leant to the strain between them.


  Sam killed the engine, unbuckled his seatbelt, then turned to face Noella.


  “Don’t look at me,” she said, hiding her face behind her sleeve.


  Sam was quiet, obviously searching for the words that would hurt the least. Noella felt stupid for allowing her emotions to overwhelm her and naked for allowing herself to cry in front of Sam. Sure, she’d cried in front of him before, over other things, but never when he was the source of her tears. She was tired of keeping her emotions hidden, though. It was exhausting, always having to hide how she felt. Part of her was glad to be having this moment of openness.


  If she wasn’t safe venting her feelings in front of Sam, who in the world did she have?


  “Do you love her?” Noella asked, weighing the question too long before letting it fall from her lips.


  Sam paused for eternity, then said, “I don’t know. I think I do.”


  She closed her eyes and put her sleeve against her cheek to soak up the fresh tears.


  “I’m sorry I said anything. I didn’t mean to make things hard for you. That wasn’t fair.” She shook her head.


  “Don’t be sorry,” Sam said. “I’d rather know than have you keep it inside.”


  “Why? It’s not like it changes anything, right?”


  Again, Sam paused. “No, I guess not. But still, you’re my best friend, Noella. You should be able to tell me anything. Even this.”


  “Are you sure you can still be friends with me?” she asked. “Becca hates me.”


  “No, she doesn’t,” Sam said.


  She wasn’t sure if Sam really believed that, but wasn’t about to detour into a different discussion. And she wasn’t going to snitch on Becca and tell him how things went down at lunch the day before. If Becca wanted to tell him, great. But Noella didn’t want to add drama to Sam’s life. She liked him, and he didn’t deserve that.


  Sam added, “Well, maybe she’s a bit jealous.”


  “Jealous of me? Why?” Noella said, still turned from his gaze and staring out the passenger window at a frozen merry-go-round a hundred yards away.


  Sam waited an eternity to answer. “Because she knows she can’t replace you. You’ll always be my best friend. Girlfriends and boyfriends may come and go, but we’re gonna be friends forever, Noella.”


  She cried again, harder, but with saltier, happier tears. Sam always had a way of saying things that should have come out cornier than a Hallmark card, yet managed to sound deep and powerful. Perhaps it was his acting skills. Or maybe he was just that genuine of a nice person, that when he said such things, they meant something.


  Noella drew her breath, then turned from the window to finally meet Sam’s eyes. He was already staring, his smile sweet and dimples adorable.


  He reached across the car and hugged Noella, pulling her toward him and holding her tight. She squeezed him back, never wanting to let go, sobbing into his shoulder.


  “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I didn’t mean to make things hard for you.”


  “Don’t be sorry for saying what’s in your heart. Never apologize,” Sam said, pulling away and wrapping his fingers around the steering wheel. “Do you think we can still be friends? Will it be too weird?”


  “It’s gonna be totally weird,” Noella said, cracking into a laugh. “But I’d rather have you as a friend, weirdness and all, than not have you in my life. And who knows? If we had gone out, it might have been even weirder!” She shook her head. “I’d rather have you as a friend forever than a boyfriend for a little while.”


  “Me too,” Sam said. They hugged once more, then Sam opened the glove box and pulled out a package of Kleenex. “I knew it,” he said. “Ash is always prepared!”


  Noella took the tissues, said thank you, then dabbed her eyes and blew her nose, feeling a small wave of relief wash through her body. Though she was sad, she meant every word of what she said. She didn’t want to ever lose Sam as a friend. She loved him enough to want to see him happy, no matter who he was with. Even Becca.


  “We better get to school,” Sam said, glancing at the clock on the dash.


  “Yeah,” Noella nodded as Sam put the car in reverse and pulled the Beetle from the parking space.


  Noella stared at the passing scenery as they covered the few blocks to school, each one blurring by the frosted glass. She was no longer as sad, but was deeply relieved to clear this conversation from her mind. There had been too many uncertainties in her life. She needed the solidity of Sam’s friendship more than ever. Noella could even see opening up and telling Sam about some of the things that had been happening to her recently. Even if he thought she was crazy, it still might be easier than telling Mako.


  Maybe she’d even tell him about Dante.


  Maybe.


  



  **


  



  Sam swung into the school parking lot, finding a space in the back row. As they walked toward the school fence and away from the Beetle, Becca and Vicky pulled into the parking lot in Becca’s Jetta.


  Noella’s stomach turned, then sank several feet. “Uh-oh, she saw us together. You’re a dead man,” she said, trying to hold her smile.


  A part of her was happy that Becca had seen her and Sam together. Becca might have him for now, but Noella would still be holding him long after he got smart and dumped her.


  “I’ll handle her,” Sam said. “You two might not be friends again, but I’ll try my best to smooth things over. Who knows, maybe you’ll be a card-carrying member of EnvyUs.”


  “Yeah,” Noella said, laughing. “Don’t make me puke. I’m gonna go find Mako and avoid the drama.”


  “Probably a good idea,” Sam said, hugging her goodbye.


  As they hugged, Noella looked back and saw Becca and Vicky about 50 yards off, getting out of the Jetta. Becca saw them hugging, and her face flushed, looking extra red against all the white snow around her. Noella had a deep desire to raise her middle finger and throw it to Becca, but decided it was better to be a good girl and not cause Sam any unnecessary grief.


  “See ya later,” she said.


  “Thanks,” Sam said, “for everything.”


  Noella turned and walked toward school, smiling.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



  Dante waited in the castle tower, staring out the loophole, at the horizon’s line and wondering about the storm brewing in the North. It had never been this bad. The lightning was bright, and the thunder deafening. Certainly the showers of vengeance were going to pour.


  Airships peppered the sky. They were out in full force, searching for her, no doubt, though none had dared to cross into the King’s Point territories.


  Not yet, anyway.


  “What did you do?” William said, signaling his arrival as he stepped into the room and shut the door behind him.


  “I think I made a huge mistake,” Dante said, sighing. “She came over. Again. But this time she came asking questions.”


  “What sort of questions?” William asked, his eyes narrowing behind his lenses as he stepped toward Dante.


  “She wants to know how I know her.”


  “How does she know that you know her at all?”


  Dante broke their gaze, looking at the ground before looking back. “That’s the mistake I made. The first time she came over here, I told her that I’d known her for a long time.”


  “A long time?”


  “Centuries.”


  William closed his eyes, then shook his head with a lingering sigh. “Why, Dante? Why would you do that?”


  “I don’t know,” Dante said. “I was weak.”


  “And careless. You know what this means, don’t you?”


  “No!” Dante cried, taking a step toward William. “You can’t!”


  “You leave me with no choice, Dante. We can’t allow the queen to find her, and it looks as though the search has already started. I would be correct in assuming that’s why the sky has darkened with airships, yes?”


  Dante nodded, then gritted his teeth. “I’ll train her. I’ll teach her to fight them.”


  William shook his head. “You’re not stupid, Dante. You know the elders won’t allow that.”


  “Then we don’t tell the elders,” Dante insisted.


  “Do I need to remind you of the risk? You have feathered the mattress, Dante. Now you must lie on it. Perhaps this is Fate’s way of teaching you to be more careful.”


  “There won’t be a next time!” Dante said, trying to maintain his control as his hands shook with a sudden desire to fry the life from William, starting at his throat. But his hands stayed at his side, knowing William’s death would be the ink on Noella’s death warrant. He mustn’t allow his emotions to get the better of him.


  Dante kept his voice calm. “There must be another way,” he said. “She’s out of lives. If you kill her, she won’t come back again.”


  “That’s just a theory,” William said. “You don’t know that. I don’t know that.”


  “I know it better than you,” Dante said, defiant. “I know her better than anyone. Lest you forget, we are joined in the mind and fused at the spirit.”


  “Oh, I’ve not forgotten, Dante. And it’s your proximity that clouds your judgment and sours your usual good sense.” William shook his head and took a step closer to Dante. “This is my fault. I should have pulled you back long ago.”


  “Well, you didn’t. Now you need me. And I need her. You target her, then you’re also aiming at me.”


  “Is that a threat?”


  Dante shook his head, refusing to break his gaze. “Just the truth,” he said.


  William’s voice softened. “We’re not going to kill her, yet. But I’m certain the elders won’t allow us to continue this little experiment, not like this. They will issue a mind wipe, and you will have to accept it.”


  “No!” Dante said, his hands surging as he stepped forward.


  William stood as still as a sequoia. Dante had never known a man to remain unflinching upon his approach, especially someone who knew what his touch would do. But William had seen it firsthand. Though, of course, William was not a normal man. Normal men harbored fear in their hearts, while William harbored no such emotion. Or any emotion so far as Dante knew.


  “I suggest you get a hold of yourself, Dante. I am not unsympathetic to your situation, and I understand your emotions better than you do. But know this: The elders don’t care if Noella is on her last life. There are those among them who feel we’d all be better off if she were dead right now. And from a purely practical argument, I fail to see how they’re wrong.


  Dante shook his head. “Please. Don’t wipe her. You can’t sever our connection.”


  “You’ve left me no choice, Dante. You did this. Not I. It’s gone too far and it is now too late. If you want her to live, I suggest you let me do my job.”


  “Please,” Dante begged, hating himself for allowing his emotions, and weakness, to surface in front of William.


  “Do not interfere, Dante. Or your services will no longer be necessary.” He nodded, then added, “Good day.”


  Dante nodded, and William vanished.


  



  **


  



  William crossed over to his office and glanced at the clock. It was 3:55 p.m. He had five minutes.


  He sat at his desk, ran his hands through his hair, then pulled a hidden drawer from beneath the bottom one, retrieving the wooden box with the heart-shaped keyhole. He set the box on his desk, then opened the lid, setting the contents one by one on his desktop: first the blue book, then the pen, and finally the glowing blue inkwell.


  He unscrewed the inkwell and laid the cap gently on the table, then opened the book and dipped the pen into the ink.


  He wrote:


  



  “Status: She is starting to remember. Should wipe her soon. We may not have much time. Shall I begin?”


  



  The book was halfway closed when William noticed the words spilling their response in blue ink, just below his own. He was surprised to receive a response so quickly. That meant they’d been waiting to hear from him and that they were paying far closer attention to the situation, and him, than he had hoped.


  



  The response said:


  



  “Do it.”


  



  William sighed, then dipped his pen back in the blue and wrote again:


  



  “What should we do about Dante?”


  



  William’s phone intercom crackled. His secretary said, “Your four o’clock is here, Dr. Foster.”


  “Thank you, Mary, just one moment.”


  William wrote in the book:


  



  “What do the elders wish?”


  



  Moments passed, then the ink splashed across the page in a fluid line.


  



  “Kill him.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  



  



  Two nights ago...


  midnight.


  



  Randy sat in the patrol car in front of Harry’s Bar and Pub waiting for the waitress and the owner’s daughter, Molly, to lock up and leave. They’d been asked by Harry, who was out of town for the week, to swing by and watch the place at night since Molly had reported seeing “suspicious” people hanging around after the bar closed the past few nights. Given the bar’s location so close to the highway (and a getaway from out-of-town thieves), Harry’s concerns were justified, even if it meant a half hour of Randy’s night spent waiting for nothing to happen.


  “You see anything?” he asked his partner, Deputy Chris Barnes, via the radio. Chris was parked farther up the road in an unmarked car.


  “Nah,” Barnes said. “Nothin’ here. You?”


  “Nope,” he said as Molly came out of the bar, locking the front door behind her.


  Molly was young, red-haired, and beautiful. Randy admired her figure in the black shorts and tight green tee shirt.


  “Why don’t you let me give you a ride home, baby?” he said to his empty patrol car, eyes fixed on her backside as she headed toward her green Jeep Wrangler. Randy figured it would be worth swinging by Harry’s Bar and Pub one night when he was off before midnight, just so he could grab himself a closer look at Molly.


  She turned and waved a quiet thank you, then climbed inside her Jeep, slammed the door, and pulled from the bar parking lot.


  “Goodnight, you sweet thing,” Randy said. He picked up his radio, “OK, she’s gone. And so am I.”


  “Okay,” Barnes said. “See ya in a few.”


  Randy waited in the parking lot until Barnes pulled beside him and rolled his window down.


  “You wanna grab a bite?” Barnes asked. “I’m gonna swing by Moonlight and get a burger or something.”


  “Nah, I’ve gotta be back in the morning,” Randy said, yawning and rubbing his eyes, exhausted. “Can you do me a favor and clock me out when you go back to the station? I don’t feel like driving all the way back.”


  “No problem, but it might not be for a half hour or so. I’m starving.”


  “Yeah, no problem,” Randy said. “Thanks.”


  “See ya.” Barnes said with a yawn, then pulled away.


  Randy waited until Barnes turned left toward town, then pulled from Harry’s and drove in the opposite direction.


  He didn’t feel like heading home just yet. He needed to blow some steam off first, so he headed up the road, then took a right, hitting the highway.


  



  **


  



  As Randy sped down the highway, he found himself thinking about all the ridiculous tension he’d been having with Josie. The tension that seemed to be growing worse by the day. The boil rolling between them hadn’t been that bad for a while. Their last argument wasn’t even an argument, not really, but only because he’d been too smart to let things get that far. He saw where things were headed, so he put a cease and desist on the conversation, slamming the door and hitting the street before things got heated again.


  He wasn’t sure what was going on with that woman lately, but he didn’t like this new defiance. Josie was talking back to him like some kind of bratty teenager, like a Noella with crow’s feet. She must’ve been hanging out with the brat a little too much lately, since the two of them were obviously hatching things behind his back.


  After reading through Noella’s endless stream of disgusting Facebook messages, Randy finally realized just how bad things had gotten, right under his nose. It was all he could do to keep himself from grabbing the brat by her hair, dragging her outside, and telling her to get the heck out of his house.


  “Randy’s so mean!”


  Randy mimicked the messages Noella had sent her idiot friends.


  “He’s so gross.”


  “He never lets me do anything.”


  Randy mouthed a few more, filling the empty cruiser with his impressions, even laughing to himself at the last one. It was amazing how entitled kids were these days, thinking they were owed everything simply for existing. Liked you owed them for bringing them into this world, or something. It was disgusting. Noella wasn’t his daughter, yet she still expected him to pay the bills and put up with her crap, but threw a fit or sulked whenever he asked her to do anything in return.


  Big deal, so he’d asked her to do a few chores and he was a little strict. Boo-freaking-hoo. His daddy used to whoop him something fierce, and he’d turned out just fine. But you ask a kid to do a few freakin’ chores, and they’re running off to social media to tell the world how mean you are in real time.


  “He’s so mean!”


  Heh, I’ll show you mean!


  Randy wasn’t sure how he would respond, at least not yet, though he’d been tossing around a few ideas. He’d seen the messages a couple of days ago, and had read back nearly a year’s worth of other ones. Most of it was stupid crap, mind-numbing teenage woe-is-me crap.


  But some of it was downright nasty, evil, unappreciative stuff. If Randy had written anything like that behind his old man’s back, he would’ve been beaten an inch from death, and would have had to pick the switch that did the beating.


  Randy couldn’t beat Noella, of course. Josie would lose it and whine and cry like she always did whenever he put his foot down, including when he was 100% right, which was almost always, though not all of the time.


  Randy wasn’t quite sure when Noella had gone from sweet kid to simpering teen, but her whining seemed to be getting worse the past few months. And the worse Noella got, the worse Josie was getting. It was as if Noella’s willful disrespect was catchy like women’s cycles.


  Haven’t these stupid broads ever heard about respecting the man of the house?


  Randy sighed, feeling beat, but his spirit instantly lifted when he saw the highway exit sign. He smiled as he gained speed and pulled off the highway.


  A few minutes later, Randy pulled into his home away from home, his aunt’s old house, where he’d sometimes go to blow off steam. He hadn’t planned to keep the place a secret from the girls. Originally, he thought it would make a nice little getaway, since it was so close to a big lake, and all. He figured it would be sorta nice if he spent time fixing it up, working on it here and there, bit by bit, intending to one day surprise Josie and Noella.


  But the way they were acting these days, ungrateful and unappreciative of his hard work – no way did they get to step inside his sanctuary. This was his place to ditch their defiant stupidity.


  Randy got out of the car, then headed toward the front door. The porch step creaked beneath his weight, and he made a mental note to replace the board soon.


  He went inside the house and flicked on the light, then into the kitchen, thinking he’d grab a beer, chill out, and watch some Sportscenter.


  But then he thought back on Molly, the hot bartender from Harry’s, in her tight black shorts and tighter green tee, which got him thinking he could skip the beer for now.


  He unlocked the door to the basement, flicked on the lights, and descended the stairs to the beautiful sound of tortured sobbing below.


  Daddy’s home, ladies.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…
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  ::EPISODE 5::


  CHAPTER ONE


  



  



  Two nights ago…


  



  Dante inched forward with his bow drawn, slowly slipping his body between the trunks of the two giant trees, and edging his eyes toward the danger ahead.


  The glow of the bandits’ campfire was an orange wall set before the endless black stretching behind. The fire kept the bandits warm, but its arrogance illuminated their position. Dante had been tracking the bandits ever since their raid on the most recent transport leaving Cape Veil – the bustling seaport town which served as the mouth of the Outer Lands through which all imports and exports to and from the Far Realms flowed.


  The bandits had meant to steal the King’s Point weekly shipment of fish, which was worth about a year’s pay to a Cape Veil dockworker, but they had also managed to steal something else without even realizing it, buried within that shipment, a rare artifact smuggled from the Far Realms.


  This was the fifth raid in six months. The other four times the bandits had taken the goods but left everyone breathing. This time, they had murdered the driver and his young apprentice. In cold blood, too. So said the witness they didn’t know they left; a courier who stumbled onto the scene just before the first bolt flew from the crossbow. He managed to get off the road and hide within the woods where he hid, shaking until the bandits passed and took his certain death with them.


  “Can you see how many?” Dante turned to Finn, now standing beside him.


  “Six,” Finn said with certainty, having seen their heat even through the two covered wagons blocking the men from their view. The pair of prairie schooners both had Cape Veil Trading logos inked across the sides of their canvas coverings, giving Dante no doubt that he’d tracked the proper scoundrels.


  “Well, this should be easy enough,” Dante said.


  Finn notched a silver-tipped arrow into his black bow, then pulled the string and smiled. “Well, that doesn’t sound like a whole lot of fun.”


  Dante took the right flank while Finn took the left. As Dante drew nearer, he could hear the cold bray from the men’s cruel laughter. The bandits came into view – six men, as promised, circled around the fire; sitting, drinking, and not at all ready for an ambush.


  Dante looked up, searching for Finn on the other side of the men, but the bright glow of the raging fire draped the woods around them in curtains of black.


  Dante raised his bow, took aim at the largest of the men, then let his arrow fly.


  The arrow sailed through the darkness and found its target — the man’s head — sending him to the dirt as screams erupted from the others.


  Five men leapt to their feet, eyes darting toward the darkness, searching for their attackers, hands on the hilts of their swords. Finn fired a matching set of arrows, a moment apart, taking a second and third man out instantly. Dante pulled back again, then sent another arrow sailing into the night. It missed its mark as the man ducked at the last second, then took off into the woods screaming.


  Three down, three to go.


  Finn’s arrow found another of the bandits.


  Two left.


  The remaining bandit ducked between the wagons, about 30 yards away.


  Dante screamed at Finn, “One went north into the woods! Get him!”


  Seconds later, Dante heard Finn galloping after the man, leaving Dante with just one bandit breathing. “Give up and we’ll let you live!” Dante yelled as he raised his bow and began to step closer.


  “Never!” the man yelled, peeking from the corner the farthest wagon.


  Dante took aim, but was too late. The man had retreated and was momentarily safe between the wagons. Dante held the arrow tight, keeping it notched as he inched forward.


  The man laughed. “I suggest you leave while you can!”


  Dante ignored the man’s bluff. The bandit had either overestimated his hand, or underestimated his enemy. He should be off in the woods, pumping his legs without looking back.


  “I’m not leaving without the shipment!”


  “That’s too bad,” the bandit said, still laughing.


  It wasn’t the laughter of swagger; it was something else — the laughter of a madman. Of all the problems Dante had to deal with in his untitled role at King’s Point, tracking bandits was the least appealing. They were a nasty bunch, living on the fringes, neither accepted in the Outer Territories nor in the Queen’s Realm, forced to live off the land, or raiding weaker villages, couriers, and traders. Desperate people were less predictable than many of the other evils Dante normally dealt with. Many were crazy savages, capable of nearly anything. Because they were savages and often diseased, Dante rarely absorbed them. The dangers were too great and could push him past the brink of sanity, which is why he was forced to fight bandits with standard weapons.


  Dante felt a chill as he inched closer, cautious of every slight sound of his boots as they slapped the forest floor. He was through talking and didn’t want to give his location away as he drew closer, now just 20 yards from the wagons and the bandit.


  The man wasn’t saying anything, but he wasn’t silent. Dante could hear him breathing heavily, or maybe laughing.


  As Dante circled the schooner, the man came into view, huddled between the wagons, on his knees, with his back to Dante. He giggled, staring at something Dante couldn’t see.


  Dante’s hairs were standing on end. He was nervous though not sure why. He raised his bow to take aim, then lowered it. Until he knew for certain if Finn were able to catch the other bandit without killing him, Dante would have to leave this one alive. They needed to question at least one of the men to find the location of their hideout. This group of bandits was more organized and a bigger threat than the others. The elders wanted the group found, then plucked at the root.


  Dante waited, watching the man as he sat hunched over, as if he didn’t know or care about the threat behind him. No, he was busy staring at something out of Dante’s line of sight.


  What is he looking at?


  Dante’s curiosity pushed him closer toward the man. He kept his drawn bow on the bandit the entire time, his ears pricked for Finn, hoping to hear him return with the runaway bandit.


  Dante took another step closer and his boot cracked a branch.


  The bandit stopped laughing and lifted his head.


  Dante fixed his aim, ready. He’d have to take care to aim to incapacitate, not kill.


  The man slowly turned his head, one eye dark and beady, the other blind and milky white. He smiled, revealing two patchy rows of rotting teeth as he slowly raised his hands in surrender. In his right hand, Dante noticed a small dark pouch.


  “Put down the pouch!” Dante said.


  “Gladly,” the man said, then dropped it.


  Dante realized what the pouch was only after it fell and exploded in a thunderous flash of brightness which blinded him and left his ears ringing in a high-pitch whistle.


  The flash pouch was an old wizard’s trick to temporarily stun someone, the effects lasting a minute or two at most. Dante moved as quickly as he could while blinded, to get away from his last known spot, wondering whether the bandit would use his momentary advantage to escape or to attack.


  Dante dropped his bow and slowly backed up, searching for a tree to push himself against to protect at least one side of him from surprise attack.


  He felt the pain a second before the whistling in his ears subsided and he heard the man behind him — a sharp, sudden agony screaming in his ribs as the dagger split his flesh.


  Dante reached back and managed to grab the bandit’s hand, squeezing tightly, as he retreated with the dagger. The bandit was wearing gloves, so Dante was unable to surge his deadly current into his body, but he was able to squeeze the man’s hand tightly enough that the bandit splayed his fingers and released the knife.


  Dante’s vision returned enough to make out a few fuzzy shapes, and he found the dagger on the ground. He brought it up swiftly, then stabbed the man straight through his good eye.


  The bandit fell to the ground dead or dying, and Dante reached up to feel the depth of his wound. The blade went in, maybe an inch and a half. The pain was intense, but nothing Dante wouldn’t heal from quickly enough.


  Dante glared down at the dead man, angry at the corpse for driving him to kill him. He hoped Finn was able to catch the other bandit alive. Hairs raised on the back of Dante’s neck, but it wasn’t until his vision fully returned that he realized he wasn’t alone.


  Dante saw the archer in all black, barely outlined against the ink of nighttime, before the arrow found his leg. He screamed, hands ready to murder his attacker. But he only made it a single step before his leg went numb.


  The rest of his body followed, paralyzed by the poison.


  He fell to the ground, his entire body immobilized, except for his two twitching eyes, staring up at the millions of diamonds scattered across the black velvet sky.


  The last thing he saw before falling full into darkness was two men, shrouded in black – the Queen’s Guard coming to take him.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  



  Noella had been waiting all day to get Tori alone. And as she settled herself on the couch, with Tori by her side, it seemed like the girl’s mother would never leave.


  Jen kept going on and on about how much she loved the firm she was working for, and how it was so much better than the last firm since this one was so professional and the people were not only much nicer, but far more relaxed. She also mentioned this cute guy, Kyle, a lawyer at the firm, but quickly changed the subject when Tori started shifting uncomfortably on the couch.


  “OK, I need to get back. I’ll be home around 7:30-ish; does that work for you?”


  “Yeah, that’s cool,” Noella said. “I have light homework tonight; maybe I’ll have Tori help me.”


  “Ooh, can I?” Tori asked, excited.


  Noella winked.


  “See you all later,” Jen said.


  They stood from the couch, then Tori hugged her mom goodbye and walked her to the door with Noella. Once the door was shut and locked, Tori turned and said, “Wow, I hate school.”


  Noella followed her back to the couch as the TV played one of the several Phineas and Ferb episodes Tori had recorded. “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “Kids here look at me weird,” Tori said, “even weirder than they did at my last school. These two girls in my class named April and Lucy were laughing at me all day. Every time I turned around or looked at them, they stopped.”


  “Ignore them,” Noella said. “They’ll stop.”


  “I dunno. People have always looked at me like I’m weird, and I’ve never really had many friends. But at least I used to have a couple.”


  “I know how you feel,” Noella said. “But it gets better.”


  “It does? When?”


  Noella wanted to lie and give Tori an answer other than, “Not for another decade or so,” but had none. “I dunno, but that’s what I hear adults say all the time.”


  “So I’ve gotta wait till I’m an old lady to have friends?”


  Noella laughed at Tori’s scrunched nose and hopeless expression, even if the girl wasn’t trying to make her laugh. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t laugh. I don’t know when things get better, but I will tell you something I wish I’d known years ago.”


  “What’s that?” Tori said, hands folded, eyes wide.


  “Stop caring.”


  “Huh?”


  “Stop caring what people think. April and Lucy are stupid. Once you stop caring what they, or anyone else, thinks, they can’t make you feel bad anymore. Well, not as bad.”


  “Didn’t you say that you’re always sad? That you still have trouble making friends even though you’re so old?”


  “I’m not that old! And yeah, things are tough sometimes, but they used to be a lot worse. I stopped trying to be something I wasn’t. I stopped trying to make friends with people I had nothing in common with. And I stopped worrying what everybody thought of me. And while I don’t have a ton of friends, I have two super good friends, Mako and Sam, and I wouldn’t trade them for 20 popular people!” She smiled at Tori. “Did I say two people? I meant three . . . Mako, Sam, and you.”


  Tori smiled back, then hugged Noella.


  A flush of guilt tainted their embrace.


  Tell her about the dream. Tell her now.


  Before Noella could say anything, Tori threw her off subject, “How’s Sa-am?” she asked with a big smile, adding a syllable to the song of his name.


  “Sam’s good,” Noella said. “We finally talked things out.”


  “Ooh! What happened? Tell me everything!”


  Noella laughed. Tori sounded just like Mako the way she said, ‘Tell me everything.’ Noella filled her in on all the gossip, and how even though Sam was still going out with Becca, Noella was happy with the way things were between her and Sam. Things might be a little weird for a little while, but in the end, she had her Sammy back, and all was right in the world . . . well, that part of the world, anyway.


  “You’ll be with him, someday. I can tell,” Tori said.


  “We’re friends — that’s good enough.”


  They had a snack of warm pretzels and juice boxes as the third episode of Phineas and Ferb started, while Noella tried to find a way to mention what she’d seen in her dreams, including the whole sleepwalking thing. Finally, she forced the question from her mouth.


  “Did you have trouble sleeping last night?”


  Tori looked at her, confused by the question. “Huh?”


  “Did you sleep through the night, or did you wake up? I know you said before that you had heard voices in the playroom and would sometimes go in there and hear things. Did anything like that happen last night?”


  Tori scratched her head. “I don’t think so. I’m not sure. Why?”


  “I woke up last night and saw the light on in your playroom and saw you standing there looking out the window. You looked like you were wide awake, but I couldn’t tell.”


  “Really?” Tori said, her eyes giant. She smiled, then slapped her hand on Noella’s knee. “No, you’re just messing with me!”


  “No,” Noella shook her head. “I swear. It was really weird. I didn’t know if you were awake or maybe sleepwalking. Do you ever sleepwalk?”


  “What’s sleepwalking?”


  “Well, it’s doing stuff, like walking around, even though you’re asleep. Lots of people do it. My dad said I did it when I was a kid. One time he said I almost went pee in the kitchen when I was sleepwalking!”


  Tori cracked up. “Eeew! You went pee in the kitchen?!”


  “No, I said I almost went pee in the kitchen. I didn’t actually do it.”


  Tori was laughing so hard, Noella could barely make out her words through her snorting laughs. “Did you ever go poop in the kitchen?”


  Noella fell into a full fit of giggles, then playfully shoved Tori. “No, I have never pooped in the kitchen!”


  “Yeah, right!” Tori said, her face now screaming red.


  Noella waited for Tori’s laughter to settle, then said, “So, I guess you don’t sleepwalk then?”


  “I guess not. I mean, how would I know if I was asleep?”


  “Your mom never said anything?”


  “Not that I can remember.”


  “Hmm,” Noella said, searching for a smooth transition to the trickier conversation.


  Noella watched as Tori laughed at Perry the Platypus outsmarting Doofenshmirtz, then waited for a commercial to get her attention again. “I’ve got something to tell you, and it’s a little weird.”


  “What?” Tori asked.


  “Know how you saw me come back from the other world?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You didn’t tell your mom, did you?”


  Tori shook her head. “No way, Jose!”


  “OK, well, I need to tell you about another thing, and I need you to keep it secret, too.”


  “Ooh, what is it?” Tori asked, excited. If hopping from one world to another was cool, the girl probably figured Noella could do stuff that was cool enough to have icicles.


  “I’ve been having these weird dreams. Dreams about this bad guy who is hurting people.”


  Tori stared, waiting for Noella to continue. Noella wasn’t sure how much she should say, or how much would be appropriate to tell an eight-year-old. Did most eight-year-olds know about serial killers? Or would Noella be throwing a brick through the glass of safety the girl lived behind? She didn’t want to do anything that would scare Tori too much or mess her up. But at the same time, she felt a responsibility to warn her.


  “OK, well, they aren’t just dreams. Not all the time. Sometimes, this man really does bad things to people. And sometimes I dream about these things before they happen.”


  “He kills them?” Tori asked.


  OK, so much for being subtle.


  Noella didn’t flinch. “Yes, he kills them,” she said. “And last night I dreamed about him again. And he’d . . . taken you.”


  Tori’s eyes went wide. “What?”


  “Yeah, he had locked you up in some room with other women.”


  Tori’s eyes were still enormous, and her mouth hung open, terrified.


  Oh crap, you just scarred the poor girl for life!


  “I’m gonna die?” Tori asked, her voice at the edge of a crack.


  “No, no, no. It was just a dream!”


  “But you said sometimes they come true!”


  “I know, but I didn’t see you get hurt. Which is why I’m telling you now to be careful. Don’t talk to any strangers. Don’t go anywhere without your mom or a teacher or someone you trust. And don’t ever take rides from anyone, even people you know, unless your mom says it’s okay.”


  Tori nodded her head. “I know. We learned all that in school last year. Stranger danger and all that stuff. I’m not stupid.”


  “I know,” Noella said. “But you also need to be careful of people who might not seem dangerous. Like if a neighbor says they lost a dog or something and asks for your help. Sometimes these people will take advantage of your kindness. People who aren’t really strangers, but you don’t know them too well.”


  “Like the guy down the street who is always standing outside in his robe and talking to everyone as they go by?”


  “Yeah,” Noella said, even though she thought of Mr. Harris as perfectly harmless. “Basically, don’t go anywhere with anyone except your mom. And don’t play outside alone.”


  “OK,” Tori said, nodding. “Do you think something bad is gonna happen? Do you think we should tell Mom?”


  “I dunno,” Noella said. “Part of me wants to. But like I said, it was only a dream. I’ve had weird, scary dreams before of things happening that never did. I don’t think I’m psychic or anything. I’d hate to get your mom all freaked out for no reason, or have her think I’m some sort of weirdo.”


  “I thought you said you didn’t care what people thought anymore?” Tori said.


  “Well, yeah, not most people. But people I already like, well that’s different. Especially someone as cool as your mom. I really like her and I love watching you. I don’t want her to think I’m a nut job. What do you think? Should we tell her?”


  Tori put a finger to her chin and stared at the ceiling, pondering the question through the rest of the commercial break and into the first minute of the show’s return.


  “No, not yet. Just tell me if you have any more.”


  “OK, and what about the sleepwalking? I think you should tell her about that, to keep an eye out or something. I’d hate for you to sleepwalk your way right out of the house or something.”


  “Could that happen?”


  “I dunno. I would think you’d wake up, but I don’t know. I was gonna go to the bathroom, remember!”


  Tori said, “Poop in the kitchen,” then launched into another fit of giggles before her attention gradually drifted back to the TV. Noella sat beside her, watching the way the girl’s eyes lit up while watching Phineas and Ferb, and how her cheeks rose and blushed with each new round of laughter. Noella ran her hand through the girl’s hair as she had seen Jen do so often.


  She was surprised how quickly she’d come to think of Tori almost like family. When Noella was young, she had wanted a sibling, but her dad never remarried. Then once he died, and she went to live with Josie, that dream died with him. Noella wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think that Josie was able to have kids of her own. Tori made the perfect little sister.


  Noella wondered if maybe she should tell Jen about the dreams. After 20 minutes or so of beating the matter to death in her head, she found her thoughts drifting towards the playroom, and Dante out there, somewhere on the other side.


  She found herself missing him even more now that she was so close to the doorway, or whatever it was, that brought her to the other world. Noella wondered if there were really a portal upstairs or could she cross over from anywhere? After all, she’d also crossed over in her classroom — if that was what happened during the two incidents at school — and as she walked home. Were there doorways or portals to the other world or was she somehow just doing it?


  And if she could just do it, would she ever learn to control it?


  



  **


  



  Jen came home at 7:40, while Tori and Noella were finishing their game of Mario Party on the Wii.


  “Thank you,” Jen said, handing Noella a few folded bills.


  Noella was always tempted to count her money on the spot, but never did, instead slipping it into her pocket and waiting until she got home. Jen was generous, always paying her an extra five or ten dollars more than she owed. Truth was, Noella would’ve probably watched Tori for free, so being paid, and not have to go back to Keefer’s was all bonus.


  As they all said their goodbyes in the doorway, Noella hesitated, again considering whether or not she should warn Jen. She glanced down at Tori who seemed to be reading her mind, giving her a subtle cue and lightly shaking her head no.


  Noella swallowed her impulse, said goodbye, then headed across the street, hoping she wasn’t making a massive mistake. She promised herself that if she dreamed of Tori in similar danger again, she would tell Jen immediately. One dream was probably a freak thing that meant nothing. Besides, when she saw Tori it had been after Noella left the killer’s body, so it wasn’t even really part of the same dream. It was like the dream between dreams she sometimes had, where one part simply fell into the next.


  Noella was about 20 feet from her doorway when she heard the screaming from inside her house.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  



  Noella entered her house in the heat of the battle.


  Randy was inches from Josie, face red with rage and spittle flying from his mouth. Drunk. Again. His hands were at his sides, balled into rigid fists, which looked just seconds from unleashing their fury on Josie.


  “You think this is easy?!” he was screaming.


  What he was talking about, Noella couldn’t tell, but she knew she had to break things up and deflect his anger before he boiled over.


  “What’s going on?” Noella said in her calmest voice, like she was some kinda hostage negotiator.


  Randy turned, as if momentarily embarrassed. Josie looked almost hysterical. Something shifted in Randy’s face; and Noella could almost see his memory rising to the surface.


  The Facebook messages!


  Here it comes.


  “You!” he shouted, taking a giant stride toward her, stopping about a foot and a half from the front door where Noella was still standing. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you, missy!”


  “What?” Noella said, playing dumb and hoping he’d not read the messages, though she couldn’t think of anything else he could be so angry at. It wasn’t like she’d seen much of him during the previous week with his hectic work schedule.


  “I saw all the crap you’re posting about me on Facebook.”


  Noella’s stomach twisted into a funnel cake of tiny knots as all the horrible things she’d written ran through her mind.


  Oh yeah, here it comes.


  Josie said, “What are you talking about?”


  “Your little angel, she’s been posting all these nasty things about me to her friends!”


  “I didn’t post them publicly. They were private messages to my friends! And you weren’t supposed to read them!”


  “Wait,” Josie said, “you read her private messages?”


  “Hey! Don’t you turn this around on me! She went and said despicable, evil things! She wished I was dead, Josie. Dead! The ungrateful little . . .”


  Josie turned to her. Noella thought Josie might, in a moment of weakness, allow Randy to persuade her to back down.


  But Josie surprised her.


  “She’s a teenager, Randy! You didn’t ever say stuff like that when you were a kid?!”


  “No!” he said, his face flushed with disgust. “When I was a kid, we respected our elders!”


  “Oh God,” Josie said, “You act like you’re a hundred years old. Kids get mad at their parents all the time! Hell, I wished my own mom dead a dozen times. It doesn’t mean I really wanted her to die! She’s a teenager! Maybe you forgot what it’s like, but being a teenager is rough. And Noella’s had it rougher than most.”


  “Oh, please,” Randy said. “Are we really gonna drag that corpse out onto the lawn again? Her daddy’s been dead a decade already, and she never even knew her momma. Let’s give the ‘Poor Noey’ song and dance a little intermission, eh?”


  Noella stared at him, stunned. She wanted to smack him, punch him, knee him in the groin. Kill him. Violent images flashed through her head of all the many things she wanted to do to end his angry riot, his years of abuse.


  Instead, Noella burst into tears.


  Disgusted with herself for allowing Randy to break her and to allow him the pleasure of seeing her in pieces, Noella ran up the stairs, slammed her door, then dived into her bed, screaming into her pillow as her fingers curled into the cotton pillowcase.


  Noella kept screaming, wishing she had unleashed her torment on Randy.


  The sound of crashing glass erupted downstairs and she leapt from bed, imagining the worst — Randy had hurt her aunt.


  She swung her door open, then ran down the hall and descended the stairs just as the front door was slamming shut. Josie opened the front door and called after the storming Randy, “GOOD RIDDANCE! And don’t come back! We don’t need you!”


  Oh crap, he’s gonna flip out!


  Noella cringed as Josie screamed louder, launching into a volley of curses. She was certain Randy was gonna come back and take a swing . . . or worse. He did have a gun, after all.


  Instead, Noella heard the engine in Randy’s patrol car rev before he peeled from the driveway, tires screeching.


  Josie turned around, closed the door, and stared, wide-eyed at Noella, her mouth open as if it might break into either a laugh or cry.


  She smiled, “Oh my God. Did I just do that?”


  “Wow,” Noella said as she went to her aunt and hugged her. “Yes, you did. And thank you.”


  



  **


  



  The next morning …


  



  Noella woke with a splitting headache and the sound of someone pounding on the front door downstairs.


  Loud and frantic, with a maniac’s rhythm.


  Oh God, Randy’s come back! He’s drunk and ready to finish the fight!


  But that didn’t make sense. Randy still had his keys. And he wouldn’t knock. Noella nearly crashed into Josie as they met in the hall, descending the stairs together, confused.


  As they reached the living room, a panicked voice joined the thunder at the door: “Please, it’s Jen from across the street. Please open the door.”


  Josie unlocked the door, then opened it to Jen, who stood in her robe. Her hair was a mess and her eyes and face both burning the same shade of crimson.


  “Have you seen Tori?” she asked, her voice cracking. “She’s gone.”


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  



  Dante woke to darkness. He could see little, though he could hear a constant mechanical hum and feel the icy air circulating through the room.


  He was sitting in a chair, his arms bound behind him. He pulled, but the tight binds simply bit into his wrists. Above him, amber light bled through the black, followed by a mechanical whir, as a camera turned its attention to him.


  The room’s technology meant only one thing: Dante had been dragged behind The Dark Wall — into the Queen’s Realm.


  He swallowed, trying to hide his sudden terror from his unseen observers. The room was dark, so it was hard to gain a true grasp of its size. But the camera was at least 15 feet above, so he guessed from the camera’s distance and the echo as he tapped his right boot into the floor, that the room was at least 20x20, or slightly larger.


  Dante tried to remember how he wound up behind The Dark Wall, but couldn’t. He vaguely remembered the raid on the bandit camp, but everything else was still black or a blur. He was groggy. They must’ve drugged him, which explained why he couldn’t cross over. Then he remembered being stabbed, and shot with an arrow, yet felt no pain. He wasn’t sure if he healed on his own or if his captors had healed him.


  Light suddenly flooded the chamber as the door swished open, and a dark shape appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the bright light in the hallway beyond. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw his visitor, and a chill shot through his body.


  The Queen.


  She held her right hand — the dark metal robotic one — over a dark glass square on the wall. Lights above them flicked on, finally allowing him to see his surroundings — a plain chamber with sleek black walls, and a camera in the left corner above the door. He’d been dead-on about its size.


  The Queen moved forward. It had been years since Dante had seen her, but she was no less curious a creature — half woman, half mechanical, the skin on the left side of her face melding into sleek dark alloy on the right almost seamlessly. Her human eye was bright blue and quite beautiful, while the other was oversized and a mean shade of crimson, about as human looking as the skin of a snake. Like always, the Queen wore a long black dress, covering most of her body. Dante could see the faint red glow through the thin gauze of her dress, just above the right side of her chest.


  “Hello Dante,” she said, her voice smooth and wintry.


  “Why am I here?” Dante glared at her.


  “Ah, Dante. Always right to the point of business. So pragmatic. Just one of the many reasons I’ve missed you.” She smiled. “It’s been too long.”


  “So I’m here because you missed me?” Dante smiled, daring the devil to care.


  “You’re here because you know where she is, Dante.” The Queen leaned forward. “You’ve found her, haven’t you?”


  “I have no idea who you are talking about,” Dante said, the smirk still on his face.


  “Your dedication to your masters is amusing,” the Queen said, leaning even closer, so close Dante could hear the mechanical hum beneath her breathing.


  He let the slight pass, sealing his lips as the Queen circled him, continuing to talk. Each time she went behind him, Dante braced for a blade to the back, or worse.


  “Why do you continue to serve them, following their orders? Do you really think they’re acting in her, or your, interests?”


  “As if you are?”


  “I don’t know what the Elders have told you, Dante, but I can guarantee that the words from their mouths are as far from the truth as dusk is from dawn. We want her to take her rightful place in the kingdom. She is one of us, not one of them.”


  “Peddle your lies elsewhere,” Dante said. “I know full well what you want her for. You want to control her, to use her.”


  The Queen shook her head. Her black plastic pelt moved stiffly back and forth, a pale imitation of natural hair. “My, my, the things they’ve drilled into your sweet head.”


  The Queen moved closer, then raised her metal hand, bringing it up and extending a finger, tracing it along his right cheekbone and then to his skull, tapping twice – just hard enough to hint at the damage she could do to Dante if she wanted.


  But Dante wasn’t easily intimidated. He met her gaze, neither flinching nor breaking.


  “I assure you, Dante, we only want what’s best for her. It’s your precious Elders who wish her harm. Who wish to harm you as well, I might add.”


  Dante held his curiosity in check, choosing to let the Queen continue, rather than showing interest.


  “What would you say if I told you that the Elders have already ordered your death?”


  Dante kept his anger inside. Behind the grit of his teeth he said, “I’d say you’re lying.”


  The Queen shook her head, then lightly laughed. The whir of her motor whined from behind her cackle. “No, it’s quite true,” she said. “They ordered William to find her and erase her in their next pathetic attempt to keep her hidden. And rather than deal with your inevitable resistance, they ordered your death.”


  Dante stared at her. He didn’t bother to ask how she knew. It wasn’t as if she’d tell him. He and William had both long suspected that the Queen had spies in King’s Point, though he would not of guessed them so well placed to intercept messages to or from the Elders. If she wasn’t lying, which many lifetimes told him she wasn’t, their suspicions were now confirmed.


  The Queen was inches from Dante’s face, her blue eye piercing him with sorrow for his eternal grief, as the red one scraped the inner walls of his soul. “Have you ever asked yourself why the Elders are so opposed to your being with her?” she whispered. “Have you ever wondered that, Dante?”


  Dante said nothing. Of course he’d wondered, more times than he could count across more years than he could remember, but the Elders’ ways were layered in mystery and their secrecy was beyond him. They dealt in dimensions to which he could not go and in things he could not see.


  “Of course, you’ve wondered. How could you not? You and she are bonded, after all. Do the Elders no longer respect the bonds? Are they now somehow above the old ways?”


  “Funny,” Dante said. “You, of all people, talking about the old ways.”


  The Queen looked down for a moment, as if hiding her initial flare of anger on the cold, concrete floor.


  She lifted her head and fixed her gaze on Dante again, her blue eye injured and her red eye redder. “While I may not of been raised in the old ways, that doesn’t mean I’ve lost my respect for them, particularly when concerning The Seven. I’d wager I have more respect for the old ways than your dear Elders. I would never stand in the way of love or destiny. And I certainly wouldn’t have you murdered for following your instincts to do what you were made to do.”


  Dante stayed silent and kept himself still, terrified that even slight movement might alert the Queen that her arguments were seeping into his mind, taking their root, and blooming new questions.


  Had the Elders really ordered my murder? Was that what tonight’s robbery had been? A staged murder, arming the bandit with a flash pouch to take me by surprise?


  No, Dante decided, tonight wasn’t a setup. If the Queen were telling the truth, then whatever move the Elders or William were planning wouldn’t happen in such an uncontrolled environment. And they certainly wouldn’t try to take him down with his best soldier, Finn, at his side.


  Finn!


  “Where is Finn?” Dante asked. “Did you harm him?”


  “You’ve mistaken the nature of this call, Dante. I did not arrange this meeting to harm you or your companion. So far as I’m aware, my men didn’t encounter Finn. I merely wish to make you an offer.”


  “What kind of offer?” Dante asked, hating himself for asking.


  “Bring her to us . . .”


  “No,” Dante was shaking his head before the Queen finished her sentence.


  “Hear me out, Dante,” her motor whirred. “Bring her here. The two of you can live among us, and be one of us. You can enjoy all the spoils and thrive behind these walls. Allow her to fulfill her destiny. Fulfill your destinies.”


  “The destiny which sees you colonizing the other realms? The destiny which has you exterminating all who don’t assimilate?”


  The Queen’s red eye flared as she spun toward Dante, scowling.


  “Don’t you think if I wanted to colonize King’s Point or any of the other realms, I would have done so already? Have you not seen our machines? Your people would last all of a day against us! You’re buying into the lies spoon-fed to you by the same Elders who are eager to keep you under their thumbs, controlling you with fear of the unknown, fear of progress. Please, Dante,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “tell me you aren’t that ignorant.”


  Dante said nothing as the Queen circled him.


  “I’ll take your silence as agreement. Tell me, Dante . . . this war that is coming. Who did the Elders tell you fired the first shot? Did they claim it was us? No, never mind, don’t answer. Of course they did. We have seers on our side, too. And they’ve seen a different future, one where your Elders grow corrupted by their magick and unleash a plague upon this world that makes our arrival pale in comparison.”


  Dante watched as the Queen returned to face him. She stared at him, the alien machine part of her surely reading his face for signs that she was getting through. Her words were mining doubt in his mind, and he couldn’t have hidden the truth if he wanted to.


  Have I been played for a fool?


  For centuries, the Queen and her kind had been the enemy. They’d come to this world, colonized the northern realms, and slaughtered any of its indigenous people who dared to resist. They also destroyed all magick in the north, and replaced it with their alien technology. The Great War only ended 50 years ago, and the two sides had shared an uneasy truce ever since, with the Dark Wall serving as the line of demarcation.


  Had the Elders become so motivated by hate or vengeance, grown so misguided that they were steadily drifting the two sides into another war?


  Of course, it wasn’t the first time Dante had doubted the Elders’ wisdom, but it was the first time he doubted his allegiances.


  “I knew you weren’t ignorant,” the Queen smiled. “I have finally found one man from King’s Point willing to hear the sweet music of reason.”


  “I didn’t say I believe you,” Dante said. “I need proof.” He wasn’t sure he would believe whatever proof the Queen might present, but he was willing to say whatever needed saying to get the shackles from his wrists. He was no good to Noella dead or imprisoned by the Queen.


  “Ask your Elders. Or ask William. You’re skilled enough to smell a lie from your own kind, right?”


  “Even if what you say is true, why would I bring her here? That would just swing the balance of power in your favor. If you suspect the Elders of starting a war, what prevents you from striking first?”


  “You’re right. I may do just that. I certainly won’t lay mute and allow the Elders to usher in dark forces that threaten my people. I will send an armada of ships through the air and a sea of soldiers on the ground to kill every man, woman, and child before I ever allow that to happen.” The Queen took a step back and her red eye grew brighter. “But it is my hope that if she comes here, your Elders will stand down, making such measures unnecessary.”


  Dante shook his head, “It sounds like you’ve made up your mind.”


  “As have they. But know one thing, Dante. As it stands now, your days are numbered. They’ve moved to erase her already, to hide her away yet again. And they will kill you to silence your efforts to guard over her. Should you manage to stay alive and find her, they will eventually get her, then slice her gut to throat. I’m offering you a chance that they can never offer, will never offer — an opportunity to spend eternity at her side.”


  Dante opened his mouth to speak, but the Queen placed an icy alloy finger to his lips.


  “Shh,” she whispered seductively. “Don’t answer yet. Think about it. And know that when the time comes to make a choice, my offer will stand as strong as the Dark Wall around us. We want you with us when the war comes. After all, we’re not that different, you and I.”


  The Queen circled behind him again, placing a hand on his neck and squeezing her fingers together. Dante was out in seconds.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



  “What do you mean she’s gone?” Noella asked.


  “Usually she wakes up before me. So when she didn’t get up, I went to her room, and she was gone!”


  “Oh my God,” Josie said. “Did you call the police?”


  “Not yet, I wanted to come here first. Noella is her only friend, so I thought maybe she came here, and I didn’t want to . . .” Jen broke down into tears. “Oh my God, she’s gone!”


  Josie hugged her tight, then turned to Noella and told her to call 9-1-1, and bring the phone to her.


  Noella did so, then brought the phone to Josie, who reported Tori as missing. Josie handed the phone to Jen. “They want to talk to you.”


  Jen took the phone and started spilling specifics as Noella stared out the window toward the house across the street, a chill running through her.


  She remembered the dream.


  Oh God, he got her.


  God, oh God, oh God.


  Noella was frozen, her stomach soaking in acid as she stared at Jen on the phone with the police.


  I should have said something to her.


  I should’ve warned her.


  Noella ran outside and emptied her insides into the bushes.


  “Are you okay?” Josie asked, just seconds behind her.


  “I know what happened to her,” Noella said, raising her head and wiping the puke from her lips before she had a chance to censor herself.


  Josie’s brow knotted in confusion. “What happened, Noey?”


  “The serial killer got her . . . The one who killed Katie Blanchard and Melissa Rayburn. He got Tori, too.”


  “Why would you say that?” Josie asked, as if Noella had said something cruel. Josie looked back inside the open front door, where Jen was pacing on the phone with police.


  “Don’t let her hear you. You’ll scare her.”


  “I’m serious, Josie. I saw it.”


  Oh God, now I’m gonna have to tell her everything.


  Noella told her about the first dream with Katie, and how she’d seen the murder before anyone else had known. Then she told her about Melissa and the dungeon. Noella left out all the other stuff, about Dante, the other world, and anything which would make her seem even crazier. When Noella finished her story, Josie was staring at her like she was speaking in tongues.


  “You’ve been through a lot, Noey. Why don’t you come inside and relax.”


  “I’m not crazy,” Noella said, angry. “I saw them!”


  “I’m sure you think you did,” Josie said. “But you know what Dr. Foster said about real life and imagination, right?”


  Josie’s voice softened, and a kind smile settled on her face, like she was talking to a four-year-old. Noella got angrier. “Don’t talk to me like I’m crazy! I saw it! I saw Tori in the room! He has her!”


  Just then, Noella saw that Jen was no longer on the phone. She was standing on the porch, staring at them. “Who has her?”


  Noella’s throat tightened as Josie stared at her with wide-open eyes, silently pleading for Noella not to make things worse, to keep her mouth shut.


  Seeds of doubt sprouted wildly in Noella’s mind, causing her to doubt what she’d seen in the dream. What she’d seen in all the dreams. Maybe her TV had been on the night when Katie had been found murdered, and somehow her subconscious drew the news coverage from the real world to paint the gory reality in her dream.


  Maybe it’s all in my head.


  Yeah, then where is Tori?


  “Is there anyone you know who might want to take Tori? Your ex maybe?” Jen asked, changing the subject.


  “No, my ex hardly wants anything to do with her, much less kidnap her! What did you mean, Noella, that he has her? What do you know?” Jen stepped closer, the usual kindness in her face rinsed with the maternal fear and anger of a lioness who would do anything to protect her cub.


  “I had a dream,” Noella said. Josie’s eyes rolled and her hands danced in frustration.


  “It’s nothing,” Josie said, severing Noella to silence. “Noella has an overactive imagination.”


  “I saw her!” Noella said, now furious. The more Josie denied what Noella had seen, the more certain she was of her vision. “I had a dream the other night where Tori was being held in a room by the serial killer, along with another one of the missing women.”


  Jen stared at her, then looked at Josie, then turned her eyes back to Noella.


  “I’m sorry,” Josie said. “She means well.”


  “I saw the other two girls, too,” Noella said defensively. Jen stared at her as if she were either crazy or playing some sort of cruel joke. “And I saw one of them, Katie Blanchard, before she even died!”


  “Are you saying you’re psychic?” Jen asked, the look on her face a mix of shock, anger, and perhaps, hope.


  “I saw the house!” Noella said. And suddenly, a memory flashed through her head. She hadn’t just seen the house, but she’d seen something else in the distance . . . the lights of a water tower.


  “The police will be here soon,” Jen said, starting to walk back to her house. “They told me to go home in case Tori comes back, tries to call, or in case . . . her kidnapper tries to reach me.”


  “Would you like some company?” Josie asked, “Or maybe Noey and I can go house to house and ask around if anyone’s seen her.”


  “I’d appreciate that,” Jen said. “Thank you.”


  “OK, I’ll call the school, tell them Noella’s sick. I don’t have to be to work until three, and I’d be happy to call in later if I need to. Everything is going to be okay.”


  Noella stared in disbelief that nobody was taking her seriously. She wanted to yell, scream, anything to get them to listen. But in the end, what would it do? Even if they believed her, they couldn’t do anything to help. All she was doing was upsetting both of them.


  Then Noella thought of something else.


  “Jen, do you know if Tori sleepwalks?”


  Jen turned, frozen as if Noella had thrown her some rope of hope. “Not that I know of. Why?”


  Noella told her about how she’d seen the girl standing in her room in the middle of the night and how she asked Tori about it, but Tori hadn’t remembered a thing.


  “Why didn’t you say something to me before?” Jen asked.


  “I dunno,” Noella said, guilt flooding her guts. “I guess I didn’t think a whole lot about it. I’m sorry.”


  Josie looked up and down the street, as if she might see Tori walking.


  “Do you think she just walked out of the house while she was asleep?” Josie asked.


  “No, even though I didn’t know about the sleepwalking, I did check the doors and windows and everything was locked up tight. So someone must’ve come in and gotten her.”


  “I’m sorry,” Noella said, wanting to hug Jen. But Jen was distracted, and wanted to get back to her house and wait for the sheriff’s deputies to show up.


  Josie followed Jen across the street.


  “I’ll be over in a few,” Noella said, shutting the door as they left.


  Her head was spinning, regret worming deeper inside her, telling her that she should have said something sooner. Yes, she would have come off as a loon, but at least Tori would be safe.


  Noella told herself that the killer probably wouldn’t actually target Tori. She was just a kid after all. And so far as anyone knew, there were no child victims, yet.


  Still, she’s gone.


  And then there’s the dream.


  She paced the house, trying to think of what she could do.


  Oddly enough, one of her first instincts was to contact Dante. Maybe he would know what to do, or could help find Tori. She wasn’t sure why she thought he could help, but he had saved her, so he could obviously do things most people couldn’t. But then Noella remembered their last exchange and how angry he had been. She didn’t want to face that again. Besides, she wasn’t sure what contacting Dante would actually do, or even if she would be able to.


  Noella’s mind returned to the water tower.


  Maybe if she told the sheriff’s deputies about the water tower they’d be able to find the house. Though given how Josie and Jen, two people whom she was close to, had just reacted, what could she expect from sheriff’s deputies who probably heard from crazy, tinfoil hat-wearing weirdos all the time? All the deputies knew Noella’s history and about the recent weirdness at the coffee shop. Anything she said would be dismissed as crazy talk or get her a one-way trip to King’s Point Psychiatric.


  No, she couldn’t trust the police.


  An unsavory idea suddenly slapped her. It was the last thing in the world she wanted to do, but perhaps her only choice. She could call Randy.


  Sure, Randy was a jerk, but he was a good deputy and knew Aurora Falls like the back of his hand. If anyone could find a house given the vague details Noella had in her head, it would be him. While she would still face resistance when Randy learned that her details were delivered in a dream, Noella figured she’d probably face less opposition from Randy than anyone else. He already thought there was something spooky about Noella. He’d said as much two years earlier, and had shown as much when questioning her about how Mets Hat wound up dead. He knew something was off about her, so why not just tell him? Especially if it could save Tori.


  But what if he still upset about last night? If he was holding a grudge, he might tell Noella to screw off. It seemed unlikely, however. Say what you want about Randy being a hothead, he usually got over stuff the next day and was often eager to make amends. Perhaps he’d even welcome the chance to get back into Josie’s good graces by helping out.


  Noella swallowed her pride, then picked up the phone and dialed Randy’s cell.


  “Yeah?” he said sharply, obviously screening the caller ID.


  “Randy,” she said, getting right to the point. “Tori is missing.”


  “Tori?” he said, “Who’s Tori?”


  “The girl across the street. She went missing. And here’s the thing, I think the serial killer is holding her.”


  “What?” Randy said, “Did you dip into my whiskey?”


  “I know this is gonna sound crazy, but I saw her in a dream. She was being held in a basement with four rooms. I saw two other women in there, too, including Melissa Rayburn and some redheaded woman.”


  Randy was quiet for a long moment, sounding distracted. Noella thought maybe he was driving.


  “Randy, you there?”


  The silence continued, but just before Noella was about to ask if he was there again, Randy spoke. “A dream?” he finally said. “You saw something in a dream and you want me to do what?”


  “I think I know where the house is. The deputies are on the way over to Jen’s right now, but I don’t want to tell them or they’ll think I’m crazy. I was thinking maybe I could tell you what I saw and maybe you could find it? If you’re still mad at me, I’ll understand. I’ll just tell the deputies when they get to Jen’s.”


  Randy was quiet. Noella was afraid he was going to hang up on her, sick of dealing with her and Josie.


  “How about I pick you up and you tell me everything,” Randy said. “You don’t want to start telling the deputies about some crazy dream or they’ll likely throw you in King’s Point, ya’ know?”


  “Yeah,” she said, laughing in relief that he seemed to believe her.


  “I’ll be over in a few minutes.”


  The line went dead.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  



  



  Yesterday…


  



  Dante sat in Dr. William Foster’s office with his ankles crossed on top of the man’s desk, waiting until he finally heard the key turning in the door downstairs.


  Dante had already searched the office for any sign of The Book William used to communicate with the elders, but had found nothing, meaning either William carried it with him, or it was in his other office at the psychiatric hospital. Dante would have to rely on his instincts to tell if William was being truthful.


  He could read nearly anyone, but William was one of the few people in either of the worlds for whom that wasn’t always true. Though Dante had known him for centuries and was closer to him than almost anyone, save for Finn, he still couldn’t read the man. Nor did he entirely trust him these days.


  William stepped inside his office, set his bag on the floor beside the door, removed his hat and hung it on the coat rack, then glanced at Dante without so much as a flinch of surprise to find him there waiting.


  “They told you to kill me?” Dante said, bluntly laying his cards on the table.


  “Yes,” William said, removing glasses and rubbing them with the untucked tail of his shirt before returning them to his face. “Did you come here to kill me?”


  Dante stood from the desk and was on the other side just inches from William a second later. “Should I?”


  William met his eyes. “It will do nothing to change their order,” William said. “Do as you must. You’ll find no argument from me.”


  Dante wasn’t sure if William were as world-weary as he seemed, or so lacking in emotional outbursts that even the threat of impending death couldn’t draw the panic from inside him.


  “So, are you going to kill me?” William asked again, as if he were trying to get a commitment for dinner.


  “No,” Dante said, sighing, and moving away from the desk and began to pace in front of it. “You know better than that. You’re practically a father to me.”


  William ignored the comment, edged past his intruder, then sat at his desk and looked up at Dante. “So, what are you going to do?”


  “I think that depends on what you’re planning. Are you going to give the order?”


  “I haven’t decided yet,” William said, his expression blank. “Tell me . . . how did you know?”


  Dante reported the previous evening’s events and told how the Queen had more or less said that the Elders had betrayed him.


  “It’s not betrayal. You serve at the pleasure of the elders,” William said. “If you go against their wishes, they will remove you — it’s a simple decision for them. You know how it is; how it must be.”


  “Do I?” Dante asked. “What if it doesn’t have to be that way? What if the Queen is right? What if the Elders are simply looking for a way to attack her, seeking vengeance for past sins?”


  William shook his head, “If that were the case, don’t you think they would’ve had you bring Noella over early on so they could influence her and win her over?”


  “I don’t know why they do half the things they do. They’re above reproach and don’t take anybody other than themselves into consideration.”


  “Watch your mouth!” William said, the first flush of emotion coloring his face and bleeding into his voice. “They’ve sacrificed more than any to protect our realm. They are the only thing that stopped the first invasion and held the Queen to the northern territories. If not for them, we’d all be living under the rule of Her Majesty right now. And I don’t know about you, but I’d rather die on the spot than live under her regime.”


  “So that’s it, then? We just accept their word as rule of law and do as they say no matter who it harms?”


  “You’re thinking with your heart instead of your head,” William said.


  “Well, isn’t it about time someone did?”


  “Not when the fate of the worlds is at stake. Lest you forget the prophecy, your emotional connection to Noella makes you weak. We can’t have weakness. The closer she comes to remembering, the more she attracts the growing darkness. You’ve saved her three times now. How many more times can you do it? How long can you keep the inevitable from happening?”


  “As many times as it takes. I love her.”


  William shook his head, obviously not wanting to get into the argument again over whether Dante’s bond could truly be called love. Is something forged by destiny and magic the same as love? To Dante, they were one and the same, and he was bound to Noella for eternity, despite not being able to touch her.


  “That’s not love; it’s a curse,” William said.


  “One and the same,” Dante said through gritted teeth. “So what do we do? Who are you going to have kill me? And you will have to have someone kill me, William, because I won’t stop otherwise. I will protect Noella with every ounce of everything I have.”


  William said nothing.


  “Carter? Briggs? Ferguson? Which one of the elders’ henchmen? I promise you right now — I’ll kill them all and send their bodies back in pieces.”


  “I know,” William said, setting his glasses on his desk and rubbing his eyes. “What would you propose, Dante?”


  “You want my opinion now?”


  “You said the Queen told you about the order to kill you, correct?”


  “Yes,” Dante said.


  “If that’s true, it may mean that someone is deep inside the Elders’ circle, working for her, because nobody on my end has access to The Book.”


  “Yes, and she didn’t even hesitate giving up the information, which means her source is buried so deep we’d never suspect them, or she has more than one.”


  “Or perhaps she thought her argument was compelling enough to turn you against us?”


  “Perhaps,” Dante agreed.


  “And did it?”


  “I’m undecided,” Dante said.


  “Something seems off, though,” William said. “If they’re close enough to know about the order, then they must also know we have her location, right? So why not send someone to get her? Why try to convince you to do their work?”


  “Maybe they also know she’s starting to remember? They spotted her over there. And if they come at her forcefully, they’ll never turn her to their side, especially if they did it over here.”


  William put his glasses back on, and his eyes glimmered at the realization of what was happening. “Yes. She’s more valuable than the risk. And that means she’s an even bigger threat to the Elders.”


  Dante felt a twitch of terror at the conversation’s direction. If Noella was a threat to the Elders now, they wouldn’t even bother with a wipe. They’d simply have her eliminated, just as they’d planned to do with him.


  “Exactly,” Dante said, “which is why we can’t tell the Elders what the Queen knows. They’ll have her killed immediately.”


  “So what? We go against the Elders?” William asked.


  “They’ve been compromised, right? We’re not going against them, so much as protecting them. I propose that we — you and I — take her somewhere else, somewhere I can keep an eye out for her. A temporary measure until we can flush out the spy, or spies.”


  William sighed, then nodded. “Okay. But there’s one small problem. I’ve already ordered one of my men to wipe her tonight, as she sleeps.”


  “You what?”


  “Did you expect me to sit on my hands and wait?”


  “Damn it,” Dante said. “And what then?”


  “He’s supposed to take her and bring her to King’s Point Psychiatric as a Jane Doe, meaning that there’ll be no record.”


  Dante shook his head, sighing. “Who is doing it tonight? What time?”


  “It’s Carter. At 3 a.m.”


  “Can you call him off?”


  William shook his head. “Not without raising suspicions.”


  “I have to stop him. Then I’ll go back and talk to her tomorrow and convince her to come here, so we can figure out the next step together.”


  “You can’t kill him,” William warned.


  “I have other ways of persuading.”


  “Great,” William said. “Why do I know this is going to come back to bite me?”


  “Have faith, Doc,” Dante said, smiling.


  



  **


  



  Last night…


  



  Dante waited in the corner of Noella’s room, bathed in black. A sliver of blue midnight bled through her partially parted curtains, casting her skin in a powdery glow.


  He mentally traced his hand over her beautiful face — her soft cheeks, her neck, and back up to the pout of her lips. What he wouldn’t give to be able to touch her for real, just once.


  He’d known her in several incarnations, and this one was by far her most beautiful. Perhaps it was because this body looked most like Noella when they’d first met so long ago, back when the future seemed so promising, before his purpose was revealed.


  While he’d watched her from afar hundreds, if not thousands of nights, this was the first time in years that he waited in her bedroom. Seeing her so close, feeling her so near, yet being unable to speak to her or stare into her eyes was like death beside him.


  She murmured in her sleep and turned over, her long dark hair spilling over the pillow.


  Dante closed his eyes, trying to lock this image of her into his mind.


  His world hummed ever so slightly, just seconds before the man appeared — Carter.


  Carter’s eyes widened when he saw he had company. He did not expect a waking body, let alone Dante, to be in the room.


  “What are you doing here?” he whispered.


  “The mission has been postponed.”


  “Says who? I didn’t get word.”


  “Says me,” Dante declared in his most authoritative voice.


  “I don’t know,” Carter said, eyes moving past Dante to the bed where Noella lay. “If I go back without her, I’m gonna wind up in front of the Elders.”


  “I’m not asking,” Dante said, stepping closer, ensuring that Carter could feel the weight of his threat.


  “What am I gonna tell William?”


  “He sanctioned this. This matter is above you, so you just go back. Nobody will question you because nobody will know you didn’t do your job.”


  “I don’t know,” Carter repeated, shaking his head.


  “And again, I’m not asking.” Dante stepped forward. “Don’t make me pull rank.”


  Though Dante had only threatened to pull rank, Carter surely realized the unspoken threat. Dante had a reputation at King’s Point for being rather good at his job — and his main job was dealing death.


  “Goodbye, Carter,” Dante said, taking another long stride toward the man. “And not a word. To anyone . . . or else.”


  Carter vanished. Dante turned back to Noella, stepped closer to her bed, and stared at her still figure, suddenly flooded with the memories and emotions he usually managed to keep in the bottle. He had to get out of there or he would get swallowed by sorrow of their lives before all this.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  Noella turned over, eyes still closed, and murmured, “I love you.”


  Dante disappeared.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  



  “What are you doing here?” Josie asked as Randy parked his cruiser in front of their house. Josie had come home to get her phone book, so she could call around the neighborhood and ask if they’d seen Tori. Noella was already outside, waiting.


  “Noella called me. She said she had some information about the missing girl, Tori.”


  “Why did you call him?” Josie turned to Noella. “Why are you wasting his time?”


  “I’m not wasting his time!” Noella said. “I’m telling you the truth. I dreamed about this! I saw the house where Tori’s being held, and I can help Randy find it!”


  “I’m sorry,” Josie said, apologizing, but not meeting Randy’s eyes.


  “It’s okay,” Randy said. “And you know, I’ve seen weirder things than this. May as well have Noella take a ride with me. Maybe she’s onto something.”


  “You think?” Josie said, surprised, looking at Noella a little differently, as if maybe she wasn’t insane after all.


  “We’ve seen some weird things lately. Plus, we’ve got a little girl missing, so why not give it a shot? I’m working traffic today, so it’s not like she’s pulling me from anything important. Who’s working the case over there?” Randy asked, pointing across the street where a deputy’s car was parked.


  “Deputy Pritchard,” Josie said.


  “Ah, he’s new, but he’s okay. I’m sure if this is connected to the murders, they’ll put the detectives on it right away. But first, I’ll take Noella out and see what we can dig up.”


  “Thank you,” Josie said, looking like she might hug Randy, but instead, shuffling in her place, and then looking back to Jen’s house. “I should get back. She’s all alone and hysterical.”


  “Okay,” Randy said. “See you later.”


  “Bye,” Josie said, and then she hugged Noella. “See ya later, honey.”


  “Bye,” Noella said, feeling awkward for Josie, and herself for having to face Randy after last night’s battle.


  Not to mention the horrible Facebook messages.


  “Hop in the back,” Randy said, opening the door.


  The front passenger seat was packed with his roadside laptop and several folders, probably his in-progress case files. Noella climbed into the back and closed the door. Randy hopped into the front. A hard plastic barrier separated the passenger — which was usually a prisoner — from the front seat. Noella had gone on a few ride-alongs with Randy, but those times, he’d cleared his front seat ahead of time. This was her first ride-along in the back seat, and she felt claustrophobic and trapped since the doors only opened from the outside.


  “So tell me about these dreams,” Randy said, as they hit the highway, just like Noella suggested.


  She told him about the dreams, starting with Katie’s murder and finishing with her most recent one at the house with the dungeon.


  After she finished, Randy stared in the mirror, and said, “Wow, that is impressive.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “Katie’s murder. You knew details which they’d not reported on the news. You knew exactly where she’d been stabbed. There’s no way you could’ve known that unless you’d been there or you saw the reports.”


  “I know,” Noella said. “It’s so weird.”


  “Weird, indeed,” Randy said. “So, you must’ve gotten a look at the killer, right?”


  “No, it was the weirdest thing. He was all blurry, like my subconscious didn’t want my conscious to see him or something. And in the second dream, I was looking through his eyes, so I didn’t get a look. Plus, he put on some kinda mask.”


  “A mask?”


  “Yeah, a mask. I guess he didn’t want the girls in the dungeon to see his face.”


  “No, that wouldn’t do him a bit of good,” Randy said.


  They drove a bit longer in silence.


  “I think that water tower you’re talking about is off this exit coming up,” Randy said.


  “Okay.”


  “So keep an eye out for the house, or the water tower, whatever you see first. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Something was buzzing in the back of Noella’s mind. She’d been trying to remember another element of the dream since she called Randy. There was something on the tip of her tongue, something from the dream that she was pretty certain would help them find the house. Yet, the harder she tried to remember what it was, the less she could recall.


  But that wasn’t the only weirdness.


  Something seemed off about Randy. He wasn’t talkative like he usually was. Maybe it was because of the fight last night, or because of the horrible things she’d written about him. Or maybe it was just the seriousness of their mission.


  Noella felt another flush of guilt. “Randy?” she said, waiting for his eyes to meet her in the mirror.


  “Yeah?” he said.


  “I just want to say I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry for what?”


  “For the whole Facebook thing. I know there’s no excuse or anything I can say that will make you forgive me, but I really didn’t mean those things. Even though we don’t always get along, you’ve been there for me, especially lately. And for that, I thank you. And apologize.”


  Randy’s silence was a sting of rejection.


  He’s gonna make me grovel!


  Noella was sorry, but not sorry enough to grovel. And if she were being truthful, she’d meant every word she’d written . . . at the time, anyway.


  She said, “Did you hear me, Randy? I said I’m sorry.”


  “Oh,” Randy said. “Yeah. Thanks. No problem.”


  They drove a little longer in silence, as Randy turned into ever-narrowing side-streets, until they were on a long road out in the middle of nowhere, headed toward more of the same.


  Noella searched above the tree line for any sign of water towers.


  “Did you tell anyone else about your dreams?” Randy asked.


  “No,” Noella said, then corrected herself. “Well, yeah, I told Tori.”


  Randy’s eyes widened, “The missing girl?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What did you tell her? Tell me what you said, exactly.”


  Noella repeated everything she remembered telling Tori until Randy seemed pleased with her answer. “Why?” Noella asked.


  “It’s so weird,” Randy said, ignoring her question and meeting her eyes in the rearview. “How you were able to figure this all out. I thought I’d been so careful.”


  “Huh?” Noella asked, confused.


  “Don’t play stupid.”


  “What are you talking about?” Noella asked, noticing that Randy’s face and eyes had gone from calm to crimson and angry.


  What did I do?


  “Are you some kinda witch or something?”


  “What are you talking about, Randy?” she asked, as the odd sensation buzzed louder in her brain.


  “I don’t see how else you could’ve seen me kill those pigs. You must be some sorta witch.”


  Noella’s heart froze.


  What?


  “What?” she said, her voice broke, as fresh realization crept through her body and slithered down her spine.


  She finally remembered what was at the tip of her tongue. A realization she’d not made in the dream, but was now surfacing as big and bright as the sun at noon.


  There was a smell in the house. A lingering, familiar scent — Old Spice.


  She met Randy’s eyes, then turned crying in silent horror as she realized she was trapped in the back of the car with no way of escape.


  Randy must’ve recognized the fear in her eyes, because a twisted smile spread across his face.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  



  William opened the door and ushered Dante inside his office.


  “She’s safe for now,” Dante said. “What did you need?”


  William removed his glasses, then rubbed them on his shirt. Dante noticed that William’s eyes, which normally held no emotion, now looked disturbed, hollow, haunted.


  William sighed, then returned his glasses and said, “Follow me. I have something I must show you.”


  “What’s wrong?” Dante asked, fear creeping through him. His first thought was that something had happened to Noella.


  William said nothing as he led Dante through the front parlor and toward a quiet den at the back of the house, a room were Dante had only been a couple of times before. Whatever William wanted to show him, it was serious.


  William stopped at the door with the green seal at the top, a coiled snake eating its own tail. He opened the door and held it open for Dante. Dante nodded, then stepped past William and through the threshold.


  One step on the other side and he felt the sharp and sudden sting in the back of his neck.


  He fell to the ground and looked up, his vision a mix of a million stars and the blurry image of William fading to black. He was holding a hypodermic needle.


  Dante managed to say “Why?” before the world shifted beneath him and he fell into blackness.
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  ::EPISODE 6::


  CHAPTER ONE


  



  



  



  Randy made angry circles, pacing outside the dungeon doors, running his right hand through his hair and balling his left into a fist.


  “Why?” he kept growling repeatedly. “Why did you have to go and get yourself involved?”


  Noella sobbed from the other side of the door. “I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked in half. “I had no idea!”


  Yeah, right.


  The brat had been nothing but trouble for years, and now she’d gone and peeled back the cover on his other life – the life he’d so carefully buried from everyone, including the entire Aurora Falls sheriff’s department. How could she have known? How could she have seen things in her dreams? That sort of stuff didn’t happen, not to normal people anyway.


  “What are you?!” Randy screamed, not expecting an answer.


  He wasn’t surprised by her silence, but he answered it by slamming his fist on the metal door anyway. It made a hollow, echoing THUD. Noella screamed again, her one long cry shattered into many.


  “Please, just let us go,” she begged. “I promise we won’t tell anyone.”


  Randy laughed.


  Yeah, right.


  He’d never known a woman who didn’t blather everything to everyone. They couldn’t keep secrets any better than they could be faithful. So what were the odds the twit girl could keep something like this a secret? Zero. Zilch. Nada.


  Nope, he’d have to take care of her. That part was sure as the next sunrise. Problem was, Randy had no idea how best to do it. Josie knew they were together. He couldn’t just come back without her. He punched the metal again, hard enough to bruise his knuckles, then dropped to the old kitchen chair he’d brought down to the basement. “Why?!” he bellowed. “You screwed everything up!”


  “I swear,” the girl kept sobbing from the other side of the door. “I didn’t have any idea you were the killer. I told you, I never saw his face . . . your face. Please. Just let us go. You don’t have to kill us. You can stop this. This isn’t you.”


  “Shut up!” he screamed. “Shut up! Shut up!”


  Randy rose from the chair, kicked it to a screech across the concrete, then stormed up the stairs so he could think without the constant crying and babbling on the other side of the doors. He ran his hands over his sweaty head, pulling fat fistfuls of thinning hair tight enough to tug the roots as he howled in frustration.


  “I can’t take this right now!”


  Randy lowered his hands from his hair, then started to pace again, chewing his bottom lip, as his mind searched for a solution.


  Noella had changed everything.


  He didn’t need this distraction. Not now.


  He hadn’t picked her. Hadn’t prepared for her. She wasn’t one of the carefully chosen women, perfect for his collection. She was nothing more than what she’d been at home – a headache. A constant chattering, crying, whiney, self-absorbed teenage headache that he had to take care of.


  This was why serial killers didn’t have a “Take your daughter to work day.”


  Noella would derail everything he had worked so hard to create. Randy was a well-respected member of the community. He had Josie, who had provided a facade of normalcy. With a burg full of unstable women and a college town in spitting distance, Randy had constant company for his carnal desires. He had it made. Nobody suspected him of being anything other than what he looked like from the outside: a normal, decent guy. An alcoholic, sure, but an average guy nonetheless. Randy had lived firmly under the radar.


  Until now.


  There was no coming back from this.


  And the worst part was that in solving one problem – Noella finding him out – he’d created a new one. It wasn’t long before people would notice Noella missing.


  Josie had seen them leave together. So he couldn’t just make Noella disappear like the others. Even if he managed to dispose of the girl without it coming back to him, he’d still be a person of interest, drawing deeper scrutiny than his armor of lies could withstand. Even if they weren’t able to tie him to anything else, he’d no longer glide above the surface of suspicion.


  While Randy had always been careful to avoid anything which could be tracked back to him, there was always a possibility that he’d overlooked a detail or two. Something that could make someone put two and two together and get to the four of his double life.


  It was only a matter of time before his house of lies came falling down around him.


  Randy screamed again, balled his right fist, then punched the drywall, leaving a gaping hole and another bruise to glaze his already-swollen knuckles.


  He stared at the hole, mesmerized by the broken drywall’s chalky guts. Something about the aperture, the insides exposed, resonated deep within Randy.


  He felt suddenly exposed, like his mask was cracking. Soon the world would be peering inside, inspecting him, dissecting his actions, and seeing him for what he truly was.


  Soon, the world will know I’m a monster.


  He clenched his eyes shut, trying not to cry, but couldn’t keep his emotions bottled any longer.


  Shame, fear, and hate blended together into a volatile brew; bubbling to his surface, ready to erupt.


  They finally did, with a long and anguished howl, more animal than human, as Randy collapsed to the concrete, curled in a fetal position with his hands cradling the cap of his head.


  He stayed that way for what seemed like forever, until anger and fear gave way to numbness.


  He stood, went to the garage, then found what he was looking for lying beneath a layer of dust on the work bench — his chainsaw.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  



  



  Nobody knows you’re here.


  You’re going to die.


  Noella’s voice was raw from her constant song of terror. Her cries were finally fading to whimpers while she waited, alone and terrified in the cold, dark cell. The basement’s only light barely bled from the hallway beyond, seeping through the eye-level slit in her door.


  Randy had been gone about 10 minutes before she finally found the courage to crack her voice and speak to the other captors. There were four rooms, but all she’d heard so far were broken cries and muffled screams that sounded as though they were blocked by a gag.


  “Tori?” Noella loudly whispered. “Are you in here?”


  There was movement in the cell beside hers, then a slight tapping on the wall, which sounded like it was taking a ton of effort. It sounded so weak it was barely even there.


  “I’m gonna get us out,” Noella said, though she had no idea how she’d manage that. Nor was she certain she believed her own lie. But she had to say something to keep the girl’s hope afloat, as well as her own. Noella had tried, without success, to cross to Dante’s world a few times already. But she had no idea how to cross over on her own.


  With the exception of the time that Dante told her to leave and forced her to go, she’d never controlled the leaps. They just happened, whether she liked it or not.


  And of course, now that she wanted to cross over and escape, she couldn’t figure out how she’d done it.


  Noella figured the woman in the cell diagonally across from her was the redhead, unless Randy had picked up another victim. The woman tried to speak, but could only manage a few muffled cries.


  “I’m going to get us all out,” Noella vowed.


  Noella had spent her first half hour in the cell too scared to pace, entirely out of her mind, and unable to wrap her head around the fact that Randy was a serial killer — was the serial killer who’d been abducting and murdering women in Aurora Falls. How could neither she nor Josie have known they were living with a monster? Noella had always suspected Randy was capable of violence, but nothing like this. She never thought he was evil.


  Noella never suspected a thing, and now she, and Tori, would pay for her ignorance.


  After a half hour of self-pity and cursing herself to worthlessness, something clicked inside Noella. A still, inner voice of stony calm:


  You must get ahold of yourself.


  You can find a way out of this.


  You will survive.


  Noella wasn’t sure if it was her subconscious speaking, or maybe just wishful thinking, but the effect was the same. She felt a strength she’d not felt in years – a quiet confidence that she could, and would, find a way out.


  The trick would be recognizing the opportunity when it came and not second guessing herself. Second guesses might mean death. Then again, so might acting too soon.


  Randy’s footsteps were suddenly back, echoing through the dungeon as his boots thumped down the stairs and into the basement. There was a loud thunk as he set something on the ground just outside the doors. Noella felt an icy chill, and wondered what he’d brought with him, but had just two seconds to think before his shadow draped her vision, and his face filled the slot of her door.


  Noella tried to keep the dread from crawling up her spine and spreading to her brain. If it made it to her mind, her limbs were sure to follow. She had to stay alert, and ready.


  Surprisingly, Randy had not bound her with handcuffs or leg restraints. Perhaps he didn’t think she’d fight. Or maybe he thought such restraints meant little to a girl who had somehow attacked an armed robber without so much as touching him. Or maybe he just didn’t think she’d do much damage from the other side of the door.


  “I want you to tell me everything again.” Randy said, his voice scraping like sandpaper.


  “I already told you everything,” Noella insisted. How many times was he going to question her? What was he trying to figure out? Was he trying to catch her in a lie or hoping she’d say something she’d previously forgotten? Why did he need more information?


  “Just tell me,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm.


  Noella went through her entire story again — starting with the dreams of Katie, and then Melissa, and then ending with how she saw Tori in the dungeon.


  “Who did you tell?”


  “Just Tori,” Noella insisted yet again.


  But then she remembered also telling Josie and Jen, and wondered if telling Randy would make him more or less likely to kill her. If more people knew, maybe he’d let her go. Or maybe he’d feel even more trapped, increasing the odds that he’d murder them all. Noella felt trapped between the claws of truth and the barbs of a lie. Never in her life had one answer laid so much on the line.


  She waited too long to answer, and Randy must have sensed her hesitancy. “You told someone else, didn’t you?”


  The walls felt like they were closing in around her as Noella’s mind raced, searching for the best thing to say.


  “Who else?!” Randy screamed, his voice raw, sending his calm from a moment before into memory. “Tell me!”


  “Nobody!” Noella cried, her mouth finding the lie before her brain could object.


  Randy was silent for a long moment, his eyes gleaming in the dark as he stared into her soul, as though reading her thoughts. “Liar,” he said, his voice calm again. “You’re lying.”


  “I swear,” she pleaded, “I’m telling you the truth.”


  “No. No, you’re not. But you will.”


  Noella’s stomach flopped in acid like a dying fish.


  What does that mean?


  Randy turned, then stepped away from her door. Noella ran to the slit in her door and looked through just as he bent to pick something up.


  A chainsaw.


  Oh God!


  He opened the redheaded woman’s door, and Noella heard the sound of muffled screaming. Randy turned the chainsaw on.


  Oh God no!


  “Wait!” Noella screamed, praying he’d hear her over the chainsaw’s rattle before he hurt the woman in the cell.


  “Randy!!!!”


  The chainsaw roared, then stopped. The woman was still crying — still alive.


  “I’ll tell you everything,” Noella sobbed.


  A moment of silence stretched forever as Noella waited for Randy to step from the redhead’s cell. He left the room, set the chainsaw on the ground, then closed the door behind him.


  Noella’s heart pounded as he turned toward her, approaching her door. She backed up, but just a few inches, as his face filled the slit in the door.


  “Who did you tell?”


  “Josie . . . and Sam, I told them both about the dreams and the house,” she lied. Getting to Josie and Jen would be easy enough for Randy, but also getting to Sam, that was another story. That would be much more difficult. And if he did decide to go after Josie and Sam, well, at least Jen would still be safe and would perhaps tell someone about her dream and lead to their rescue.


  “Did you tell them about me?”


  Noella wasn’t sure what to say. If she said yes, it could mean her safety, or her death. She had no way of knowing what Randy would do. Plus, he would probably be angry at her earlier insistence that she didn’t know it was him. Noella was already beginning to doubt her response.


  Maybe I shouldn’t have said Josie or Sam. Have I put them both in danger?


  “I told you,” Noella said, “I didn’t know it was you. I swear. That’s all I told them.”


  “You swear you’re telling the truth?” he snarled, “this time?”


  “I swear.”


  “You really shouldn’t have lied to me, Noella. It’s not nice to lie to your elders.”


  She bit her tongue, chewed her lip, and swallowed her response.


  “And once again, you’ve forced me to teach you a lesson.”


  Oh no.


  He stepped from her door and went back to the redhead’s chamber. Noella looked out her door, and cried, “No!” as Randy put his keys in the redhead’s door, opened it, then raised his pistol and fired twice.


  The first shot drew a muffled scream.


  The second silenced it forever.


  The redhead was dead.


  Noella screamed, then her anguish sent her hard to her knees, sobbing.


  Randy slammed the redhead’s door with a loud thud, then returned to Noella’s. “You lie again and your friend in the cell next to you will be getting the same thing. And Noella,” his voice went to a whisper, soft but still soaking in horror. “I’m not lying one lick when I say I’ll use the chainsaw next time. You ever hear the sound of a chainsaw killing a girl?”


  Randy turned from Noella’s door, then marched up the steps and out of the dungeon. Before leaving, he flicked off the lights, plunging Noella’s world into utter black.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  



  Dante opened his eyes to find himself bound in a straightjacket, trapped inside a padded cell at King’s Point Psychiatric Hospital.


  He’d delivered enough people here to know the room’s true purpose. The rooms were built in exact coordination with King’s Point castle on the other side. Whether you were here or there, you were inside a prison. These cells were built for Dante’s kind — travelers able to move between Earth and Gairn. It was the only way to hold them captive other than constantly drugging them.


  While Gairn wasn’t a duplicate of Earth, there were several spots in both worlds with harmonized alignment. Though the Elders in his world and their counterparts on Earth had harnessed the power of such spots, most of the locations on Gairn were behind the Dark Wall, where such travel was forbidden and punishable by death.


  Dante struggled with the jacket, agitated by his bound arms. He hated confined spaces and was already upset enough to find himself in a cell. The jacket was overkill, though he supposed a necessary precaution by his captors. His touch meant death, and he would use it the second he could.


  Dante looked up, then stared into the camera in the ceiling, assuming that William was watching. He glared at the camera, silent and scowling. The camera reminded him of the camera in the Queen’s cell. He expected the Queen to hold him prisoner, but not his own people. Did allegiance count for nothing these days?


  Minutes later, William entered his cell, pulling a chair into the padded room. William shut the door, placed the chair five feet in front of Dante, and then sat down. Dante could leap forward, knock William to the ground, and easily bite his neck. But that wouldn’t get him out of the cell any quicker, and William knew it. He obviously wasn’t concerned about the danger of proximity.


  “Why?” Dante asked.


  “I don’t expect you to believe me, Dante, but I did this for your protection.”


  “Oh, of course,” Dante said. “It all makes sense now.”


  William ignored the sarcasm. “The Elders ordered you dealt with. To them, that means your death. I had another idea.”


  “Go on.”


  “You’re not gonna like it, but it’s my only choice.”


  Dante said nothing, waiting for William to continue.


  “I’m going to wipe your mind, Dante. And then we’ll find somewhere for you to live where they won’t find you. You’ll start over anew, with a fresh life.”


  “And who will protect her?”


  “She’s no longer your concern, Dante. She’s being wiped tonight. We’ll find a place for her, too. And you’ll both be safe.”


  “No! I thought we agreed that wiping her was the last thing we should do! I was going to convince her to come with me to see you and we’d talk about hiding her, maybe even training her.”


  “We are hiding her,” William said. “No one will know where she’s going to be, except for me. But I also have to hide her from you.”


  “Why?”


  “You’re slipping, Dante. You’ve become too bonded to her. While this is not your fault and has served the realm for centuries, the situation has changed. The stakes are higher now, and she has clouded your judgment. Your job is to protect the realm, not her. I should’ve removed you from your role after you failed to follow through 10 years ago.”


  “The Elders were wrong then and they’re wrong now. Tell me, William, do you really believe I should have killed a child? Your conscience would have been clear with that?”


  “She’s not a child,” William said, “and a part of you used to know that.”


  “No” Dante shook his head and gritted his teeth. “You all don’t get to change the rules just because someone suddenly sees her as a threat. It’s been my job to guard her for all of her lives. And I did what I was supposed to do. I did your dirty work. I killed any and all I was ordered to, whether they posed a legitimate threat or not. Now you expect me to change course and kill her?”


  “No, I don’t expect that. And I don’t want it any more than you do.” William held his eyes. “But this is the only way, Dante.”


  “You’re a coward,” Dante snarled.


  William leaned closer, neither challenge nor anger in his eyes.


  “There has to be another way,” Dante begged, hating the sound of his pleas, and William for putting him in this position. But as it had been for centuries, Dante would do anything to protect Noella – including grovel.


  “I’ve seen no other way. As much as it pains me to say it, I can’t trust you. Nor can I trust myself.”


  Dante was confused, and wanted to argue, but he went on listening anyway.


  “As I said, I should’ve moved on this 10 years ago when you failed to follow your orders. I didn’t, but only because I wanted to have faith in you. I wanted to believe you could find a way to keep her alive and safe from discovery.”


  “And I did! I killed the spies who found her before. I killed every last one. And I can do it again. Just give me a chance, William.”


  William shook his head, “I’m sorry, but I can’t take that chance. Not again. I’m sorry, Dante. I promise you this is the best solution for all. Including you.”


  William stood, grabbed the chair, then carried it with him from the room, closing the door behind him.


  Dante screamed, “Coward!” to the empty room.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  “Have you seen Noella?” Sam asked Mako, slamming his locker door, ready to jet toward his fourth period class, Business & Economics AP.


  “No,” Mako said. “I haven’t seen her all morning.”


  “Oh,” Sam said, disappointed. Though things had gone well with Noella the day before, he hadn’t seen her since their talk. He wasn’t sure if all was truly fine between them and wouldn’t be until they saw each other again. Only a face-to-face conversation would assure him that things were cool and they were finally past the weirdness between them.


  Sam wasn’t quite sure why he was so worried. Things had been fine when they parted, but some part of him needed reassurance.


  “Did Noella tell you we talked?” he asked Mako.


  She grinned. “Yeah, of course she told me.”


  “And?”


  “And what?”


  “Did she say how it went?”


  “You were there, weren’t you?” Mako said smiling.


  “I know how it felt for me, but I want to know what she told you. Did she say if things were cool again, or does she still feel weird about everything?”


  Mako stared at Sam for a moment, either perplexed or annoyed, he couldn’t tell. He suddenly regretted the question, realizing that he was basically asking Mako to surrender the confidence of her best friend.


  “I don’t wanna put you on the spot,” he said. “Don’t tell me if she said anything she swore you not to tell. I’m not asking . . .”


  Mako smiled, put a hand on his shoulder, and said, “Relax, Sam. It’s all good. Noella’s fine. I promise.”


  “Phew,” he said.


  “I think the more relevant question is, how are things between you and Becca? How did she take your little conversation? Does Becca know about Noella’s crush on you?”


  The way she asked if Becca knew made Sam suspect Mako of holding something back, like she wanted to ask something more. He would have pressed Mako for answers, but Becca and Vicky suddenly appeared behind Mako.


  “Oh my God, did you hear?” Becca said, rushing up to Sam and throwing her arms around him with an over-the-top hug.


  “What?” he asked.


  “There’s another girl missing. A little kid. Eight years old.”


  “Eight?” Mako said.


  Becca nodded.


  Sam could feel the layer of frost between Becca, Vicky, and Mako, but Becca was doing her best to be good, and he could feel that as well.


  “Yeah, a girl living on Oak Lane. Isn’t that Noella’s street?”


  “What’s the girl’s name?” Mako asked.


  “Tori something or other. She’s been missing since this morning. It’s all over the news. They were showing it on TV in my broadcast journalism class.”


  “That’s the girl Noella babysits!” Mako said. “Oh man. No wonder she’s not in school.”


  Vicky looked like she was about to say something nasty, but the gravity of the situation kept the words in her throat. She opened her mouth for a second, then closed it, smartly going for silence instead.


  “Do they think it’s the serial killer?” Sam asked. “Did they say?”


  “They weren’t saying on the news,” Becca said. “I guess it’s too early to say and the sheriff’s office isn’t saying much of anything, at least not now, other than she’s missing.”


  The warning bell rang, giving the group one minute to get to class before the final bell made them eligible for a yellow slip.


  “OK, gotta run,” Mako said. “Bye, guys.”


  “Bye,” Sam said.


  Mako ran off toward class while Vicky tapped her right foot.


  “OK, I’ll see you at lunch,” Becca said, leaning in to kiss Sam on the lips. “I love you.”


  “Love you, too,” he said, kissing her back.


  But Sam knew he wouldn’t see her at lunch. He was already making other plans. He would leave campus and see if he could help Noella, or at the least offer her comfort.


  And he’d spend fourth period thinking of a perfect lie to text Becca.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



  Josie had been up and down every street in the entire neighborhood, knocking on doors and asking around, but had yet to see a sign of the missing child.


  As she went from door to door, it occurred to her that even though she’d lived in Aurora Falls forever, she hardly knew any of her neighbors. There was a time, not so long ago, when Josie knew nearly everyone on her street. But lately, the street seemed crowded with strangers. She felt weird and slightly guilty approaching these people now, in a moment of need, rather than making it a point to know them before.


  There was something else mingling with her guilt. A chilly unease she couldn’t quite define. There were several scary-looking people on her street, and while Josie hated to judge people by the way they looked, she couldn’t help but wonder how many of the creepy-looking people were on some sort of sex offender list or were capable of kidnapping a child.


  Behind every closed door lurked a possible monster.


  She felt guilty for even thinking it, but it was an icy truth she couldn’t quite shake.


  As the sun cut through the cloudy sky, Josie’s stomach started to rumble, and she realized she’d not yet eaten. She tried to call Randy, wondering what was taking him so long to check in. Had he and Noella found Tori? Had they run into danger?


  No answer.


  Another uneasy chill fluttered through her gut, mixing with her hunger.


  She left a message on Randy’s voicemail — the fifth message so far this morning. “Hey, Randy. You guys okay? Give me a call, please.”


  Knowing Randy, he probably just dropped Noella at school, then went back to work without even thinking to call. He would have done something like that even when they were speaking; that was his particular brand of thoughtless. But now, after last night’s blowup, Randy might be leaving her hanging on purpose, just to prove how much she needed him.


  Once Josie hung up, she felt stupid for calling and decided she wouldn’t call again. She would wait to hear from him. That way he wouldn’t mistake her repeated calls for interest in getting back together.


  While part of her was certain they would eventually make up, another part of her was insistent that she stick to her guns. This was a chance to finally put her foot down and change things for the better. She owed it to herself, and to Noella. Yeah, she might take him back, but not without a few concessions. She was tired of being second, or third on Randy’s list of priorities. Tired of being taken for granted. Tired of him never having time to spend with her, just the two of them alone. Tired of feeling unwanted.


  He knew she wanted him. Why else would he keep coming back after every fight, hat in hand, tail between his legs? It wasn’t like he couldn’t get anyone else. Randy was a good-looking guy, and she’d seen the way other women looked at him on those rare occasions when they did go out. Sure, it was usually slutty women, but still, he could have his pick. Obviously, there was something more than a spark between Randy and her, so maybe she had a little leverage to make things work for her, for once.


  Josie wanted things to be like they were a few years earlier. And this could be her chance to make it happen, to make Randy prove that he cared — not with words, but actions. If he came back, he would have to be nicer to her and Noella. He would have to make time for them, particularly for her.


  Randy would have to put her first.


  Josie had told herself she’d make Randy work to earn her back a hundred times, if not more. Yet, every time she settled for the same routine — he’d change for a few days before things settled back into the same old crap.


  Not this time.


  This time, she was serious.


  Josie called Jen, who was still waiting at home in case Tori came back, and delivered the bad news. Jen was distraught and seemed distracted by the three deputies camped at her house.


  “I’ve gotta go. Paul is calling on the other line,” Jen said.


  “OK, I’m gonna head home and grab something to eat, then I’ll be right over. Bye.”


  Josie made it back to her house just as Randy’s cruiser was swinging into the driveway. Her heart made a small jump at the sight of the squad car, then leapt in her chest when she saw that the cruiser was otherwise empty.


  Where is Noella?


  Randy opened the door and stepped from the car.


  “Where’s Noella?” Josie said, not wasting her breath on formalities.


  “We didn’t find anything, so I dropped her at school a couple of hours ago,”


  “And you’re just now getting here? I was worried sick.”


  “Sorry, I got tied up on the way back with a DUI. Can you believe, a guy drunk out of his mind with a four-year-old in the back seat? And before noon.” Randy shook his head.


  “Wow,” Josie said, calming down. “So, Noella’s dream didn’t lead to anything?”


  “No,” he said. “Hey, Josie, do you think we can talk?”


  Here it comes. Be strong, Josie.


  “Sure, come in,” she said. “I was just about to make lunch. You want anything?”


  “Sure, I’ll have whatever you’re having,” He smiled like he loved her, then followed Josie into her house.


  



  **


  



  They sat at the kitchen table slowly chewing turkey sandwiches and sipping iced tea, steeping in the familiar, awkward quiet which often fogged their bigger blow-ups. Usually, it was Josie who broke the silence. But this time she wasn’t in a hurry and was willing to wait to hear what Randy had to say.


  Finally, after about 10 minutes, he set his sandwich on the plate, wiped the crumbs from his mouth, and found Josie’s eyes. “I just want to say sorry,” he paused, then cleared his throat and added, “I was way out of line.”


  “Yes, you were,” Josie said, firmly, testing Randy’s reaction. She thought she saw a flicker of anger burning in the center of his eyes, but it might have been her imagination, or her expectations.


  “I know,” he shook his head, “and I’ve been thinking I should finally take your advice. Even though we’re not married, and I’ve been shaking my head no on the subject forever, I think you’re right. I do need help, which is why I decided to go to counseling with you, or with you and Noella, if you think it’s worth tackling this as a family.”


  Wow.


  In all the arguments they’d ever had, Randy had never been able to admit he might need help with his anger. Not even close. Josie could hardly believe he was agreeing to therapy without her even having to bring it up. He must be feeling even guiltier than usual over how things had grown so out of hand.


  “Do you mean it?” Josie said, not wanting to sound too hopeful, needy, or nagging. It was a narrow line to walk, being a strong woman, but also supportive of someone like Randy, who most strong women would have given up on long before.


  “Yes,” he said, reaching across the table and taking her hands, then wrapping them in his. “You were right. I’ve tried to handle my issues myself, not wanting to admit my problems were bigger than me. But they are.” He looked down at the table, then back up at Josie. “It’s time to admit my weakness.”


  At the final word, Randy squeezed his eyes shut, and it looked as though he was about to cry. Josie had never seen him so free with his emotions; had never seen him so vulnerable.


  He squeezed her hands tighter. Josie wanted to pull away, get up, and hug him, but wanted to give Randy the space to finish what he was saying first.


  “As a cop . . . as a man, we’re always told we’re not supposed to have weaknesses, or at least not show them. We’re supposed to be strong. So I’ve been trying to handle this all myself, and every time things go to crap, I just get madder at myself. After last night, I had time to think . . . to really think, and I finally realized you were right. There’s no shame in getting help. But there’s plenty of shame if I ever did anything stupid enough to lose you.”


  Randy’s head dipped toward the table, as if the effort of holding it high was simply too much. Josie gave in to her urge, stood from the table, then went to his side. He stood, then pulled her into an embrace as he surrendered to tears.


  Oh my God, he’s crying!


  Josie had never seen him cry.


  She squeezed him tighter, feeling like he — and they — were finally making genuine progress. They hugged for a long minute, then Randy pulled from the embrace, eyes red, then went to the counter and pulled a paper towel from the roll and blew his nose. Josie did the same.


  It was odd to watch Randy cry — both a relief to see him admit a weakness, and a lingering fear that he might turn on a dime, angry that she’d seen him vulnerable. But it was worth working past her expectations and giving him the space he needed to grow. If he was serious about counseling, she would commit to standing by his side and helping him.


  Josie suspected that Randy had some serious abuse issues with his father, though he’d always avoided that particular line of questioning. But it wasn’t hard to tell from the way Randy reacted to certain things, or from the patches of scars that scattered his back, his father must have been a monster.


  Josie felt suddenly guilty for hating him as much as she had the night before.


  She moved closer and hugged him again. “I love you,” she said.


  “I love you, too,” he grinned. Hey, are you doing anything now?”


  “I was gonna head back over to Jen’s. Why?”


  “You think it can wait a bit? I want to show you something I did for you. For all of us, actually.”


  “What?” Josie’s face broke into a smile as she wondered what Randy was up to.


  “Something I’ve been working on for a while, a big surprise.” Randy was smiling ear to ear. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him smile.


  “How long will it take? I don’t want to leave Jen alone,” she said, stepping into the living room and looking out the window across the street at the two squad cars still in her driveway.


  Randy shook his head. “Not long at all — maybe 20 minutes. I don’t have that long before I have to be back on the road, anyway. I’ll get you right back.”


  Her eyes met his and she couldn’t stand the thought of letting him down, not after he’d let her see him so raw. And he seemed so happy and eager to share whatever it was he had done.


  “Okay, lemme just get my purse.”


  Josie grabbed her purse from the dining room table, then headed toward the door with Randy a step behind. When she opened the door, Sam was standing on the porch, a second from knocking.


  “Sam?” she said, surprised to see him.


  “Hi, Miss Snow. Is Noella home?”


  “No, she’s in school,” Josie said, turning to Randy. “Right?”


  “Yeah, I dropped her off. Come in, Sam.”


  Sam stepped inside. Josie closed the door, then turned back to Sam. “You haven’t seen her?”


  “No, I didn’t see her all morning, and I heard about what happened with the girl across the street, so I decided to bail at lunch and see if I could help. Did they find Tori yet?”


  “No,” Josie said, then turned the conversation back to Noella. “When did you leave?”


  “Just a few minutes ago.”


  “And Noella wasn’t there yet?”


  “No,” Sam shook his head.


  “Well, maybe you just missed her,” Randy said, “I just dropped her off about a half hour or so ago.”


  “Maybe,” Sam said.


  Something itched at the back of Josie’s brain, something off about Randy’s story. Then she remembered.


  “Wait, I thought you dropped Noella off a few hours ago,” she said, turning to Randy.


  Randy closed his eyes, then turned to the front door. When he turned back a second later, he was holding a gun and aiming it at Sam’s forehead.


  He said, “You really should’ve stayed in school, boy.”


  Randy’s hand exploded forward, smacking Sam with the butt of the gun hard across the head, sending him to the carpet.


  Josie was too shocked to do anything but stare in horror as Randy turned his eyes to her. His smile was gone.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  



  



  The basement-turned-dungeon had been quiet forever. Noella knelt on the floor ready, waiting for something to happen, waiting for her chance.


  The basement door opened and cracked the silence like thunder – the sound quickly followed by Randy’s voice, “Get in there!”


  A familiar voice sent a new rattle of fear through Noella. “What are you doing? Please, Randy, you’re scaring me!”


  Josie!


  Noella jumped to her feet, then ran to her door just as Randy flicked on the overhead light. Randy was nudging Josie at gunpoint into the cell across from her.


  “Josie!” Noella cried.


  “Noella?” Josie yelled, then ran to her door, putting her hands on the door and pressing her face into the hole so their eyes could meet.


  Josie looked relieved to see Noella, though her eyes were filled with terror.


  “Don’t worry,” Noella whispered. “I’m gonna get us out.”


  Josie’s mouth opened in a scream as her head was yanked away, dragged by the hair, toward the open door across from Noella.


  “Get in!” Randy screamed.


  Josie cried out as Randy shoved her into the cell. She fell forward, slapping the ground hard with her knees. Randy slammed the door shut, then spun toward Noella’s door. His eyes would have been dark if they weren’t burning with hate.


  “Remember!” he roared, “this is your fault!”


  Randy turned, then headed back up the stairs.


  After he closed the door, Josie’s face appeared in her door’s slit, her eyes wide.


  “He has Sam!” she whispered.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  



  Sam woke with his head throbbing. He was lying down, disoriented and confused, wondering why he was in the back of a car.


  The back of a sheriff’s car!?


  His hands were cuffed behind him, biting into his wrists.


  Then he remembered Randy hitting him.


  He craned his neck to look up and saw that the squad car was stopped, with the front seat empty, parked in front of a run-down- old house surrounded by woods.


  Panic swelled inside him. He had no idea what was happening, but knew it had to be something terrible. Tori was missing, and Noella seemed to be as well. And judging from Randy’s response, he was somehow involved.


  Is he the serial killer?


  While the idea would’ve seemed ludicrous just an hour earlier, it was the first thing that popped into Sam’s mind, and the thing which made the most sense. Why else would Randy attack him?


  Where had Randy taken him? And what did he do with Josie, Noella, and Tori?


  Sam didn’t have any answers, but he knew what he had to do — get away.


  He raised his legs, set the soles of his sneakers against the rear passenger-side window, then pushed to see if the glass would crack under the weight of his force. He’d never been in the back of a sheriff’s car, but assumed the glass had to be thicker than regular glass to keep prisoners inside.


  He pulled his legs back and kicked, and then again even harder. The glass shattered, mostly outside of the car. Sam had cleared a path of escape, but was still handcuffed, and if Randy was anywhere nearby, he would have heard the glass shatter. Which meant he had to get out quickly.


  Sam kicked out the rest of the glass, then twisted in his seat so he could maneuver out the window, head first. He looked at the shards of broken glass and cringed, hoping he wouldn’t slice his face open as he wormed his way from the car.


  He squeezed himself through, careful to avoid the glass, staring at the front door of the house the entire time, hoping Randy wouldn’t come outside.


  He was halfway out the window when the front door suddenly burst open and Randy screamed, “Hey!”


  Sam yelled as he fell from the window, landing face first on the ground and into the glass, desperate to scramble away before Randy reached him.


  While he avoided slicing his face, Sam felt shards cutting into his arms and back as he hit the ground and rolled. He rose to his feet and started to run, his hands bound behind him. He made it nearly 20 steps before Randy caught up, then kicked Sam’s feet from under him, sending him to the ground with a cry.


  Sam fell face first into the grass, again avoiding injury to his face. But it was a small and hollow victory. Seconds later, Randy landed on him, knees first, into his back.


  Pain splintered his body and he cried out again, this time louder. Randy grabbed Sam by his hair, then yanked him to his feet, “You think you can outrun me, punk?”


  Sam was silent as Randy seized him by his bound hands and pushed him forward.


  “Wow, what a gentleman. You were gonna leave your girlfriend behind?”


  Sam figured Randy meant Noella.


  So she was being held in the house, then. Sam said nothing, and went forward, hoping he wasn’t being marched to his death.


  



  **


  



  Sam stepped into the basement with Randy’s hand firmly at his back and pushing him forward.


  “Watch your step. I’d hate for you to fall,” Randy said as he nudged Sam, just enough to make him think he would tumble down the narrow staircase.


  Sam wanted to turn around and punch the bastard in the throat, grab his gun, and blow him away. But he played it cool, biding his time, waiting for the right moment, and hoping it would present itself, praying for the chance to make a move before it was too late.


  He made it to the bottom of the stairs when he heard Noella cry from behind one of four metal doors and saw her wide-open eyes staring at him through a slit in the door.


  “Sam!”


  Randy opened a door to Sam’s right, then shoved him inside before he could respond. Before the door closed, he saw that he wasn’t alone. A red-haired woman lay on the floor staring straight up, eyes unblinking. At first he thought she was alive. Then he saw the hole in her head, and the pool of blood beneath her.


  The door slammed shut behind him, locking him inside with the dead woman.


  “Randy!!” Noella screamed.


  Randy’s footsteps went back up the stairs, meeting her plea with silence.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  



  5:20 p.m.


  



  This was the moment Randy had both dreaded and prepared for — Randy Gardener was officially off the grid.


  He dumped his patrol car in the storage unit two counties over, where he disengaged the GPS and where he also had a Ford F150 waiting. The truck was registered to an alias, and could in no way be linked back to him. He also had his fake ID in the name of Eric Handler, burner phone, and briefcase with $60,000 in cash he’d stolen from his victims and various crime scenes over the years.


  He figured he had a few days before anyone would find the second home. By then, he’d be off, and with a bit of luck, in Costa Rica. But first, he had loose ends to tie.


  Randy had kept his newest guests alive long enough to use them as hostages should things go south, but as he pulled into his driveway, he realized their use was over. He grabbed his duffel bag and briefcase, then headed inside his secret house.


  He was tired and needed to relax. He grabbed the six-pack of cold Buds from the fridge, went to his chair, flicked on the TV, then watched as the local news spoke about the missing child. Still no word on him, Josie, Noella, or Sam, though he supposed it was only a matter of time before their faces were on the news, too. He wondered how long before anyone found their bodies. Perhaps he’d be extra creative with this crime scene, give the morons something to really talk about. And they were all morons. It was stupidity that allowed him to move so easily among the sheep, selecting his victims at a leisurely pace, always five steps ahead of the law. He hid within plain sight, a wolf among the sheepherders.


  Randy was working on his third beer when he began to consider his guests in the basement. He was feeling frisky and wanted company. While Noella was pretty, her attitude made her plenty ugly. And while it would be fun to kill her, he didn’t think she’d be as much fun as the other women had been. He considered Josie, whom he normally found somewhat attractive, but now she made him sick, too.


  He’d have to wait, satisfy those urges when he got to Costa Rica.


  Just as well, I’m too damned tired.


  He nodded off, the third beer in his lap.


  



  **


  



  Randy was in one of those dreams where he knew he was dreaming, but couldn’t wake up.


  He was in a dark room, tied up, as Noella circled his bound body, casually swinging a long blade in her right hand. She was wearing all black — big surprise — but this was a different sort of outfit. A long black dress that made him think of a witch.


  She slowly circled around him, taking long swipes and laughing as he flinched.


  “Aw, poor Randy can’t play like a big boy?”


  “Shut up!” he screamed. Except his yell came out like the whine of a pig.


  Another swipe, and this one slashed across his face.


  A splatter of blood painted the floor.


  He screamed, closing his eyes. When he opened them, his daddy was standing before him, holding the straight razor he used to shave with. The blade he also used on Randy.


  “Grow up, you little girl,” his daddy said, then swung the razor.


  



  Randy woke with a start, tipping his beer and soaking the front of his work pants.


  He cursed out loud, hopping from his chair, then tried, in vain, to shake the dampness from his pants. Annoyed, Randy went to the bedroom, found a pair of jeans, and changed his pants.


  He glanced at the clock — 3:11 a.m.


  He considered going to bed so he could get a few hours of shut-eye. He could take care of business in the morning.


  But he was agitated, both by the spilled beer, and also by Noella. Not just the dream witch version of her, but the real version, too. It was her fault everything had fallen to pieces. Her fault he had to go on the run.


  It was all her fault.


  And now it was time to make her pay.


  Randy returned to the living room, grabbed his gun, put it in his waistband, then headed into the kitchen and found the largest blade in the block of knives.


  “Oh yeah, she’s gonna pay, and she owes me interest,” he said, pulling the blade from the block and admiring its glistening edge.


  He grabbed the frying pan from the stovetop and took it with him as he headed through the door to the basement. He flicked on the light and banged on the wall as he descended the stairs, shouting at the top of his lungs, “Wakey, wakey, brains go breaky.”


  His laughter echoed off of the basement walls and back at him. Soon, those echoes would be the dying screams of Noella.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  



  



  Dante woke to the dull ache of knowing Noella was in certain danger – a familiar tug he’d felt countless times before, dozens just in the past few years. But it was now amplified by a hundred. Being bonded to Noella meant he could feel what she felt, no matter their distance in miles or worlds. It was how guardians like him were able to protect their assignments.


  It also hurt like hell.


  He rose to his feet and shouted into the camera, “William!” he called.


  Dante paced the room as the confines of the jacket and the walls seemed to somehow tighten around him, restricting him further.


  “William! She’s in danger!”


  Moments later, his door opened, and William appeared on the other side, his eyes more hollow than usual. He hadn’t slept. He’d been on his way to Dante before being summoned. Something was wrong.


  Dante’s instincts were right.


  “What’s wrong?” Dante asked. “Something’s happened to her, hasn’t it?”


  William closed the door behind him, then removed his glasses and wiped his eyes.


  “She’s not in her house. Nobody is. Carter went back tonight to do the job and he said no one was there. He senses that something terrible has happened.”


  “I know,” Dante said. “I feel it too. You must release me.”


  “I can’t,” William shook his head.


  “She’s in danger! Do you want her to die? Or worse, do you want the Queen’s people to get ahold of her?”


  “Perhaps they already have,” William suggested.


  “No,” Dante insisted. “She’s still here. I can feel her. But she’s in danger. Something horrible is about to happen.”


  William put his glasses back on and shook his head, “Let’s say you save her. Then what? What assurances do I have that you’ll bring her here? That you’ll return?”


  “None,” Dante said. “Because we won’t. You’ve just proven my point. You can’t keep her safe. The Elders can’t keep her safe. I am the only one. I’ve proven it time and time again. Let me do my job.”


  William stared at him. Dante could feel the man’s gears spinning, weighing Dante’s words. Finally, he said, “Okay. But I’m going with you.”


  “Fine,” Dante said. “Just get this damned jacket off of me.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  



  



  Noella woke to the sound of banging and Randy shouting.


  “Wakey, wakey, brains go breaky.”


  “Good news, ladies, and gentleman . . . One of you gets to go home. And by home, I mean to your Lord in Heaven above, of course.”


  Oh God, this is it.


  “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe . . ., ” Randy began.


  “Please,” Josie screamed from her door. “Please, Randy. It’s not too late.”


  “Hello? I’m trying to do my thing here,” he said, agitated. “Don’t interrupt me!”


  Noella watched as he began again, banging on each door with every word:


  “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe,


  Catch a tiger by the toe.


  If he hollers, let him go,


  Eeny, meeny, miney, moe.


  And my mother told me to pick the best one,


  and you are . . . it.”


  He stopped on Sam’s door. Josie and Noella both cried out.


  “Hey there, Sammy boy, it’s your lucky day!” Randy opened the door, then told Sam to walk out and stand in the center of the room.


  “No!” Noella screamed.


  “Get on your knees, boy. I want these ladies to watch you beg,” Randy said, waving his gun in Sam’s face.


  “Please,” Sam started begging, “You don’t have to do this. Just let us go, man.”


  “No, I won’t let you go, man,” Randy said, mocking Sam. “On your knees!”


  Noella banged on her door, screaming, trying to think of anything she could say that might stop Randy in his tracks. Something suddenly came to her. A way to maybe buy a few minutes.


  “I told someone else,” Noella said.


  Randy looked at her door and smiled, “Yeah, right.”


  “Okay, don’t believe me. It’s your life,” Noella said, bluffing. She walked away from the door as if she could care less what Randy did next, then listened, praying the basement wouldn’t echo with another gunshot.


  “Who did you tell?” he asked after a long silence.


  “Nope, I’m not telling. Not unless you let Sam go.”


  “Not gonna happen, honey. Now come say goodbye to your boyfriend.”


  No, please, don’t kill Sam.


  Noella forced herself to the door. Just as she reached the slot, Randy’s eyes met hers and he again instructed Sam to get on his knees.


  Sam surprised both Randy and Noella as he lunged forward, head-butting Randy hard. Everything happened so fast, Noella could barely make out the movements in the dim light.


  Josie screamed. Randy fell back against the stairs, dropping the gun. Sam seized the moment and leaped on top of Randy, despite his hands being bound in cuffs, knees first into Randy’s chest.


  Randy recovered quickly. He thrust his legs out, sending Sam flying backward hard enough to slam the wall with a sickening thud – so loud, Noella was certain that Sam’s head must have cracked.


  Sam slumped to the ground.


  Noella screamed, cursing at Randy as he rubbed the front of his head, momentarily dazed from Sam’s attack. He shook it off as anger flushed his face. He didn’t bother getting the gun. Instead, he started repeatedly kicking Sam’s unconscious body.


  “Stop it! Stop, you bastard!” Noella screamed.


  Randy laughed maniacally as Josie and Noella screamed for him to stop before he killed Sam. He finally did, panting, out of breath. He looked back behind him and found the gun.


  No, no, no, no.


  He retrieved his gun, then turned around, and aimed at Sam as he slowly approached his motionless body.


  Rage, hate, and a million sensations swelled inside Noella. She yelled loud enough to shatter glass, as if her voice alone would knock the door from its hinges, and take Randy with it.


  “Die!!!!” she screamed.


  And then they were gone.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  



  



  Dante and William arrived at the house that served as Noella’s prison. The windows were all dark, except for the blue glow of a television illuminating the curtains of the living room windows.


  “You sure this is it?” William asked.


  Dante was certain the entire trip. He could feel Noella’s soul like a lighthouse calling him to shore from a turbulent sea. Yet her signal had suddenly faded to a distant echo.


  “She’s gone,” Dante said, fear icing his veins.


  Am I too late? Is she dead?


  Dante jumped from William’s car, then raced toward the front door of the house at full speed, never stopping, and plowing right through it.


  The door burst inward and he spun around, searching for Noella.


  She was gone, but he could feel her having been there. Recently. He could sense it and see faint trails of her distinct bright purple aurora on the ground leading toward a door in the kitchen. He followed, hands ready to end anything that got in his way. He had no weapon, but didn’t need one, confident in the power of the rage fueling him forward.


  He opened the door leading down to the basement below. On the ground was a young man with the faint glow that comes when life’s final breath is ready to leave the body. He could sense Noella on him.


  What did you do to her?


  Dante raced down the stairs and was ready to lay hands on the man to absorb his life and memories. But before he reached him, he heard a woman’s plea.


  “Help!” she cried. “Please help us.”


  Us?


  Dante looked through the hole in the door and saw the woman, recognizing her immediately as Josie Snow, Noella’s aunt.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  “My boyfriend, he kidnapped us. He’s holding us here. He took my niece, and I don’t know where they went! Please, help us!”


  “She’s gone?” Dante said, mostly to himself.


  “Huh?” Josie asked, crying on the other side of the door.


  “Nothing,” Dante said, looking at the door. There was no knob, only a lock. And he had no keys. Though he could kick the door down, he decided it was best to keep Josie safe behind the door for now, at least until he could find out what was going on.


  “I don’t have keys to open your door. Hold on, I’ll get help,” he said, checking the other rooms for Noella, then heading up the stairs.


  Before he was halfway to the top of the stairs, he felt it — a stain left on the world where Noella had crossed over. He had to cross over immediately so he could find her.


  Dante had no idea where this part of Earth led to in his world, but she could have crossed right into the Queen’s realm. Or worse . . . the Dark Territories, a place not even the Queen’s soldiers usually dared to go.


  As he ascended the stairs, Josie cried, “Wait! Don’t leave us!”


  “I’ll send someone right away. Someone who can help. He’s a doctor,” Dante said, then he went back upstairs. He went outside, met William, then updated him on the situation and how there was a boy at the edge of death downstairs.


  “I don’t know who he is, but I think he’s close to Noella,” Dante said. “Help them. And don’t go wiping them! I’m going to find Noella and bring her home.”


  “Wait!” William said. “Do you know where we are? You’re gonna cross from here? This will lead you straight into the Dark Territories!”


  “Well, all the more reason I need to go now. Noella already crossed.”


  William’s face drained of color. “Oh my Gods.”


  “Indeed,” Dante said, as he went to the trunk and grabbed his black leather gloves and long black jacket. Also in the trunk, his belt, sheathe, and ebony sword. Dante smiled grimly as he slipped them on and crossed over, hoping he wasn’t too late.


  It never took long for death to find you in the Dark Territories.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  



  



  “What did you do?” Randy asked, standing beside Noella, staring into the sky with widened eyes.


  Noella peered through the trees at the two moons hanging fat in the sky.


  I did it! I brought us both over!


  Then Noella realized that Randy still had his gun in hand, and decided that now — while he was staring at the sky — was her chance to run.


  She fell back on her heels, then launched herself into the dark unknown as fast as she could go as Randy screamed after her.


  “Come back here, you witch!”


  Noella kept moving. Though she’d not been overweight for many years, she still felt woefully out of shape and unprepared to run. The last time she ran at anything faster than a trot was the year before in gym class during a softball game. She had hit a ball between second and third, then raced past first base, pulling up limp, thanks to a horrible cramp. She fell to the ground writhing in pain; embarrassed, and hearing quiet cries of “Scarella” all around her. She hoped to God she wouldn’t get a cramp as she ran from Randy. Anything that dampened her speed would spell her certain doom.


  “Noella!” Randy continued to scream as leaves crunched and branches snapped on the forest floor behind her.


  She pushed herself faster, through the woods as curling branches reached from the trees to claw at her skin, drawing thin lacerations on her arms and face as rocks and underbrush threatened to trip her every step.


  Noella’s legs were on fire and her breath was ragged, but she kept moving, pushing herself too fast to think. She wanted a moment to stop, to evaluate her environment and find a way to lose Randy, but couldn’t afford to turn back and see how close he was.


  The snapping branches and footfalls were growing louder and closer.


  She pressed herself to move faster, and then it happened — the cramp she feared stabbed her right calf. She tried to keep moving, but couldn’t, then fell to the forest floor, thankful it was covered in a carpet of leaves.


  Her gratitude lasted only a second as Randy’s footsteps turned to thunder.


  He stopped, then leaned over, hands on his knees, his right hand holding his pistol, as he tried to regain his ragged breath. He looked up at Noella, his eyes glimmering in the double moonlight like a hungry wolf.


  “What did you do? Where are we? What are you?”


  She tried to stand, but her leg spasmed, then sent her back to her butt, hunched over, pressing her fingers into her right calf as she tried to work the cramp from her leg. Noella said nothing.


  “I asked you a question,” Randy pointed the gun at her, shaking it for emphasis. “What the hell are you?”


  “I’m just me,” she said.


  “No, you’re some kinda freak! Some kinda monster or something.”


  Monster? Hello?


  Pot meet kettle!


  Noella said nothing; shaking, too scared to provoke him. She would milk the moment as long as she could, searching for a way out. Noella wondered if she could cross back home and leave him behind.


  “Are you a witch? Some kinda Satan worshipper or something? Would explain all the black clothes.”


  There was an idea bubbling to the front of her mind that might work, though it could also make Randy more inclined to shoot her. But since she couldn’t stand, much less run, she had to try something.


  “I’m not quite a witch,” she said, slowly, elongating each word as much as she could, both to buy time to heal, and consider what she would say next. She paused, waiting to see if he’d take the bait.


  He did. “Keep going,” he said, now standing, slightly more relaxed.


  “Have you ever heard of fairies?”


  Randy laughed, and she could already see where his juvenile mind was going.


  “Not that kind of fairy. The magical kind.”


  “You mean like the little flying things. Like Tinkerbell?”


  “Sorta, except they’re not little. Or I should say, we’re not little. We’re magical beings, though we look like humans.” She watched Randy’s eyes, hoping he wouldn’t realize she was pulling her story from thin air in a desperate buy for time. He waited for her to continue, though his amused smile seemed to be fading.


  “I’m not from your world, Randy. I’m from here,” she said, waving her arms through the air, then pointing at the sky to remind him of the two moons above them. “I came to your world long ago.”


  “Why?” he asked, apparently buying every word.


  Um, why, Noella? Think, think!


  “I can’t say why,” she shook her head. “It’s a secret, even to me. But I do know one thing. . .”


  As she paused, she stretched her leg a bit, to see if it would support her if she were to leap to her feet. The moment her muscles flexed, the pain returned; a shooting intensity that felt like liquid fire.


  Crap.


  “What do you know?” Randy said, his voice suggesting he was growing tired, or perhaps skeptical of her story. Or maybe he figured out what she was trying to do.


  Double crap.


  “If you kill me, you’ll never get home,” she said. “And if you kill me, I’ll haunt you forever.”


  Randy stared at her, entirely silent as he inched toward her.


  Noella’s right hand dug into the cold dirt beneath the leaves.


  Leaves crunched under his boots as Randy stopped just inches from her, staring down, close enough for her to smell Old Spice and the stale stench of beer on his breath.


  Her fist filled with cold soil.


  He aimed his pistol at her. “You freak.”


  Noella threw the wad of dirt at Randy’s face, striking him in the eyes. She expected his gun to go off that second and the bullet to hit her, but instead, he yelled, swiping his face.


  Noella hopped up and pushed herself into a sprint, despite the pain. She hobbled over a slight hill, then heard the gunshot behind her as thunder split the night’s silence.


  She dived into a thicket of shrubs as her leg erupted in pain. She wasn’t sure if she’d been shot in the leg, or if it was another cramp. But at least for the moment, she lost sight of Randy, and he’d lost sight of her.


  Randy fired another shot into the dark, and Noella heard the bullet thwap into a nearby tree.


  The forest went eerily silent as if the gunshot had severed the natural sounds of insects and nocturnal animals.


  Something was wrong. Noella could feel it before she heard a rising whistle in the distance, followed by dozens, if not hundreds, of whistling things approaching from the darkness behind Randy.


  What is that?


  Noella sat up to look, but instead saw Randy just a few feet in front of her. “There you are,” he said, oblivious of, or ignoring the high-pitched sound as it grew louder.


  He brought his gun down on her again. “Time for you to go home,” he said.


  Lights suddenly exploded through the trees behind him. It looked like there were at least 20 small circular lights bobbing up and down, flying toward them.


  “What the...” Randy turned as they whizzed by both of them. They looked like flying tennis balls, but dark with blue light inside them, somehow hovering in the air with an ear-splitting whistle.


  Randy turned his attention back to Noella and aimed the gun at her again, “Take me home,” he ordered. “Now!”


  The whistling grew louder, and Randy’s eyes went wide at whatever he saw. Noella didn’t have time to look, diving down as the whistling went shrill, and the balls sailed over her again. As they passed, they unleashed thin blue wires that hooked into Randy’s flesh.


  Randy screamed and his body convulsed as the balls stopped in mid-flight, then swung back, wrapping around him, like tether balls on a rope.


  Randy was the pole.


  He fell to the ground screaming, trying to free himself, but could only shake as if being electrocuted as the high-pitched whistle grew louder.


  Noella could do nothing but stare as the balls, of which there were about 20, began to glow a brighter blue, almost white, like the wires still wrapped around him.


  Something was about to happen.


  Noella knew she should stand and run, but she couldn’t move. Nor could she look away. She was hypnotized.


  The whistling was now at a scream, and Randy’s screams were now at a choking as he began to gag on something. Blood. Noella was horrified to watch him dying in front of her, but relieved to be free of his horror, finally.


  Noella had traded one monster, one she knew and might be able to reason with, for something else, alien and unknown. Two hands were suddenly behind Noella, grabbing her arms and wrapping around her chest, pulling her back into the forest.


  She didn’t resist. Whoever was pulling her back was saving her life. She and her mystery person stumbled backward as the balls exploded, blowing Randy to bloody chunks which splattered her and her savior as they rolled back, then down a hill into more brush.


  Noella’s ears were ringing, her leg was screaming in pain, and her head was throbbing. She rolled over to see who had saved her — Dante.


  “What? How? Where?”


  Noella’s mind was filled with a hundred questions, but his gloved hand closed tight around her mouth. He crawled halfway on top of her to keep her down, then said something she couldn't hear; an inaudible whisper over the whistling in her ears.


  “What?” Noella cried.


  Dante brought his other hand to his lips and shook his head, signaling Noella to “Shhhhh.”


  She shut her mouth as more lights whistled through the trees. The balls flew past Noella and Dante, then came back around, passed them again, and then stopped, hovering in the air at the spot just above Randy.


  Noella was transfixed as three pale figures appeared in the darkness.


  Her breath and heart stopped as she recognized them as the same pale creatures with the horrible mouths and sewn-shut eyes she’d seen when she crossed over from school . . . the monsters. They weren’t naked as she’d seen them before, however. They were dressed in white robes.


  Two of the creatures lifted their hands and the glowing balls flew to them. The monsters took the balls and placed them within the folds of their robes.


  They circled around Randy’s body, examining him. The chime in her ears was still ringing, so she couldn’t hear if the monsters were speaking or not. Noella stayed perfectly still, feeling Dante’s warmth against her body, and his gloved hand over her mouth. She could feel his heart racing against her chest, and it sent a tingle through her, though it was good, not scary.


  The three monsters turned toward them and moved closer. Noella remembered how the things had sniffed her location as she tried to hide from them in the decrepit school. They were nearly 30 yards away, and moving closer, sniffing the air.


  She wanted to move, to run, to do anything other than sit, but Dante kept still, keeping his hand on her mouth. She looked at him for direction, and his eyes locked onto hers.


  He shook his head no.


  She had to trust him.


  The monsters inched closer, and Noella’s heart raced, certain this was it. They were going to find and kill them.


  She had an almost violent need to pee. The last time she’d gone was in a bucket in the cell, which was utterly gross. But now she was about to pee her pants, right in front of Dante.


  Suddenly there were more lights — now above them — and Noella wanted to cry.


  This is it. Now they’re surrounding us.


  As the whistling from the explosion faded, Noella heard another sound — the familiar hum from one of the blimp-like machines above them. The three monsters looked up, then turned quickly, and started to run.


  Sparks shot from the blimp, and a voice called out, “Stop, in the name of the Queen!”


  The monsters kept running, surprisingly fast and agile, given their size.


  Noella waited as the blimp-thing passed, until there was nothing around them but black.


  The song of night returned. Dante said, “We must get you back.”


  “First, I need to pee,” she said, then hopped up and hobbled to a spot behind a large tree and dropped her pants, embarrassed, though not half as embarrassed as she would have been if she had peed her pants.


  She returned to Dante, who didn’t seem too weirded out to see a girl peeing without privacy.


  “What were those things?”


  “Harvesters,” he said, as if she’d understand.


  “Harvesters of what?”


  “You don’t wanna know,” Dante said, as he began to walk up the next hill, distracted, searching for something in the distance, or maybe the sky.


  “Where are you going?” Noella asked. “I have questions.”


  “Yeah, I know. But first we need to get you home.”


  “How did you find me?” she asked. “How did you know I was in danger?”


  Dante stopped, then turned to face her, and for the first time his features softened, and his eyes locked onto hers, almost hypnotically.


  “You still don’t remember? Even after all this?”


  He reached out and held her hands in his gloved palms. She remembered his warning before about not touching him. Still, as her hands fell into his embrace, she felt butterflies stirring. She laughed, feeling silly, as he moved closer, now just inches away. She continued to stare into his eyes, her mind settling into the oddest sense of deja vu. Like she’d known him before.


  Well, of course you do, you’ve been seeing him in your dreams forever.


  No, it was something else.


  It was what he’d said before.


  They’d known each other for centuries.


  But how?


  “This isn’t your first life,” he said. “I’ve known you now in nine different lives.”


  “Nine?” she said, staring at Dante in shock. “Nine lives like a cat?”


  “Yeah, something like that.” He smiled. “You are a very, very special being.”


  She flushed, at first feeling like he was heaping undeserved praise on her. But then Noella realized he wasn’t necessarily complimenting her.


  “What are you saying? I’m not human?”


  “Not even close,” he said. “You’re one of the last of your kind. And some of infinity’s most powerful people are fighting over you. They want to capture you, to turn you to their side. And they’ll stop at nothing, spare no one.”


  Noella’s head was spinning as she tried to pull sense from the incomprehensible.


  “Come here,” he said, taking her hand and leading her up the hill he had been heading toward just a moment before.


  They walked in silence as she tried to comprehend what he’d said, but also because he seemed to be listening for something. Perhaps more of those blimp-things.


  As they stepped into a clearing atop the hill, Noella saw what he’d wanted to show her — they weren’t just in a clearing. The forest had suddenly ended, as though someone had burned the world for at least a few thousand feet between them and a giant, black wall before them.


  “What is that?” Noella gasped, barely able to say the words as she stared at the marvel before her. The wall was massive, seeming to sprawl forever in either direction. It stood at least 20 stories high, and it looked like there were millions of tiny dim lights inside the wall — robotic or, maybe organic in nature. Above the wall, was a thick cloud of darkness — like a wall of living smog.


  “It’s the Dark Wall,” Dante said. “The last place in the world you want to be near or behind.”


  Through the smog, Noella could make out vague shapes in the black haze — arches, spires, and skyscrapers, and even more lights deeper in the darkness. An entire city breathing beyond the wall.


  “You don’t remember any of this?” he asked.


  “No. Should I?”


  “That’s where you were born. Though it didn’t look like that back then,” Dante looked away, as though embarrassed.


  They were suddenly blinded by a light from above.


  Noella looked up to see one of the blimp-things, but this one made no sound.


  “Airship! Run!” Dante said, as he grabbed her hand and pulled.


  “I can’t!” she cried. “My leg is cramped.”


  Dante glanced at her, and without hesitation, swooped her into his arms and carried her. “Don’t touch my skin,” he warned, racing into the woods with her.


  She was shocked that he was able to walk while holding her, much less run as fast as he was. Noella was reminded of how quickly Finn had galloped, carrying her weight. But Dante wasn’t a centaur; he was a man with two legs.


  Except he wasn’t a man. Dante was something else.


  As was she.


  They raced through the darkness, with Noella certain he’d drop her at any second. She held on tight, making sure to avoid touching his only exposed skin — his neck and face.


  The airship, as Dante called it, hovered above, its constant bath of light focussed on them no matter how fast Dante ran. The ship moved closer, hovering just above the tree tops.


  A man in black leaned from the bottom of the airship, in the pilot’s basket, and withdrew something that looked like a weapon.


  “He’s gonna shoot!” Noella cried, staring up.


  Dante glanced up. His eyes widened, then he flung Noella to the ground.


  Noella fell forward hard, rolling hard through the darkness, over the leaves, rocks, and knotted tree trunks snaking through the underbrush.


  She glanced back to find Dante about 20 yards off, caught up in some sort of black net, struggling to break free, or grab his sword, even as he was being lifted from the ground. But he was tangled and losing his battle.


  She ran toward him, crying out, then grabbed onto his boot, trying to snatch him back from the net.


  Dante looked down, surprised to see Noella trying to save him, “Go home!” he yelled.


  Another of the men in black leaned out of the basket, holding another of the net devices, taking aim at Noella.


  “Go!” he said, screaming.


  “Not without you!” she screamed.


  “I’ll come, but you have to go now! Concentrate!”


  “I can’t!” Noella screamed as the man fired and the net surrounded her, sticking to her flesh like some sort of man-made web. She screamed, struggling to break free as the net began to raise in the air with her inside.


  She cried in terror, afraid to be trapped, but equally afraid to fall as they went higher and higher, now 30 feet from the ground and quickly climbing.


  Noella looked over to Dante.


  Why isn’t he bringing us over? Why can’t he do what I did with Randy?


  Then she saw something hanging from his neck. They had shot Dante with some sort of blue glowing dart. He was struggling to keep his eyes open and focused. He said, “Go,” but it was barely a whisper.


  Noella looked up again and saw the man now aiming one of the darts at her.


  “Go...” Dante said, his voice finally fading to nothing. His eyes closed.


  “No!” Noella cried, as the man took aim, and then she . . .


  was gone.


  



  Noella crossed over, not in the sky, as she feared, but in the middle of train tracks.


  She searched for Dante, but he was nowhere.


  “Dante!!” she screamed into the night until she realized she’d come back alone.


  Noella sobbed, hoping he’d somehow found a way to escape. She wanted to cross back to the other side to save him, and tried several times without any luck.


  She waited for a half hour before the cold night chill prompted her to start walking. She wasn’t quite sure how, but she eventually found her way back to the neighborhood where Randy had held her prisoner. She wasn’t sure which street Randy’s murder shack was on, but she kept following instinct until she finally happened upon a street bathed in red flashing lights. She walked down the road and saw dozens of local police department squad cars, along with a few sheriff’s deputy cars from Aurora Falls, and an ambulance.


  Her eyes widened, as she saw a policewoman coming from the open front door of the house.


  “I’m sorry, miss, you can’t go in there,” the woman said.


  “No, I was held prisoner in there. My aunt Josie’s in there. Is she okay?”


  “Noella?” Josie cried from behind. She was standing in front of a car with Dr. Foster of all people.


  What’s he doing here?


  Noella ran to Josie, hugging her tight.


  “You’re okay!” Josie said, “Oh my God, my poor baby.”


  “How is Sam?” Noella asked, remembering the last time she saw him, bloody on the ground in the dungeon.


  “They took him to the hospital. I’m not sure how he’s doing. He was hurt pretty bad.”


  Noella felt her guts churn at the thought of Sam hurt, or possibly dying.


  “How’s Tori?” Noella asked. “Is she okay?”


  Josie’s eyes were grim, red, and swollen and filled with bad news.


  No. Please.


  She remembered the last thing she’d heard from the cell beside her, thumping on the wall, weak.


  “Is she . . .?” Noella asked, unable to finish the sentence.


  “She wasn’t in there,” Josie shook her head. “There was some other woman, but she didn’t make it.”


  Noella stared, unable to register what Josie was saying.


  “Did they check everywhere? She has to be in there! He had her!” Noella approached the house, pushing her way past cops, screaming, “Tori!!”


  Two cops blocked her from going inside.


  “You have to let me in! He took her! I have to find her!”


  “Please, step back, ma’am,” one of the cops, a young chubby man, said.


  “No, she’s in there! I’ve got to find her! Tori!!”


  The cop grabbed Noella by the arms and pushed her back. “I can’t let you in there,” he said. “Please, step back.”


  Noella pulled away from the cop, balled both fists, and began to wildly swing, battering the cop, unleashing the entire night’s rage and fear in one violent outburst.


  “Noey!!” Josie screamed as she tried to break up the battle.


  Two more cops joined her, and Noella felt hands closing in on her, forcing her to the ground. Memories flooded her brain: being trapped in the net, being confined in the cell, being held down against her will in her bed . . . though she wasn’t sure where that memory came from.


  “No!!” she screamed, feeling the world tighten around her as handcuffs slipped around her wrists.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  



  



  Two weeks later…


  



  



  Noella opened her eyes in King’s Point Psychiatric, just like she had every morning for the past two weeks, wondering if this would be the day when she’d finally get a visitor again.


  She waited for Dr. Lipton to bring her the paper cup with the pills, trying not to appear too eager. The more even she kept her emotions in check, the less questions the doctor had. A nurse, Ms. Franklin, had been bringing Noella’s meds, but for the past three days, Dr. Lipton had taken over the morning job for reasons Noella didn’t know and didn’t care to ask about.


  Noella kept her questions to herself, figuring the less waves she made and less questions she asked, the sooner she’d be home.


  Dr. Lipton handed her the pills, four in all — a pink one, two whites, and one large red capsule – always the hardest to swallow.


  “All gone?” he said, his way of asking her to open her mouth and show him that there were none hidden under her tongue, like she’d done the first few days. Having to show the doctor that she swallowed the pills sent waves of anger through her.


  I’m not a child!


  Swallowing the anger was about as hard as swallowing the pills.


  “Good girl,” he said.


  Condescending jerk.


  She wished she had Dr. Foster back, but she hadn’t seen him since her arrival, and no one would say why, or where he went. She wondered if all psychiatric hospitals were so secretive, or if it was just this crazy place.


  She hated returning to King’s Point. But after Randy kidnapped her, things got bad again. She had another psychotic break, or so they said, though she didn’t remember much. Her memories of the past month were cloudy, and was pretty sure the pills had something to do with it, though she couldn’t figure out why the hospital would want to make her forget what happened, rather than helping her work her way through it.


  Maybe you’re just paranoid.


  Maybe.


  Unfortunately, the memory of Randy taking her was clear as day, and probably would be forever. She also remembered Josie and Sam being brought into the dungeon, but everything else after that was a blur. According to the doctors, Noella had managed to get to a phone to call Dr. Foster and tell him where they were being held. He showed up with another hospital worker, unsure if she were having another break or if she were telling the truth. Once they saw that she was telling the truth, they called the local police who came to rescue them.


  That was their story, anyway, though it was all a blur to her.


  When the sheriff’s investigators came around to question her, the doctors ordered them gone.


  “Good news,” Dr. Lipton said, “You have a couple of visitors today. Are you up to seeing them?”


  “Yeah!” Noella said, forgetting to shroud her excitement. Josie had been her only visitor, five days after being admitted to the hospital. But that visit had not gone well. Noella had broken down, begging to go home with her, and when one of the nurses came to see what was wrong, Noella freaked out and slapped her on the side of the face.


  She wasn’t sure why she flipped out like that, and barely even remembered it. She did remember being tired and cranky with a bottomless sadness. Seeing Josie reminded her of how alone she was, locked up like some sort of crazy, dangerous person.


  She hadn’t had an episode in two years. Hadn’t she proved herself? Who could blame her if she snapped after being kidnapped by a serial killer?


  Dr. Lipton scribbled something on his clipboard, and Noella felt a flush of anger at the way the doctor barely acknowledged her and almost never met her eyes. It was hard to get to know someone when they wouldn’t look you in the eye, and impossible to trust them. He seemed more interested in writing his notes on his pad than interacting with her, at least beyond making sure she took her pills like a “good girl.”


  Dr. Lipton’s note-taking reminded Noella of when Dr. Foster had showed her those stupid inkblot cards. And while she didn’t think she had liked Dr. Foster all that much, he was a million times friendlier than this guy — and Dr. Foster had saved her life. Noella’s other doctor was much nicer, a woman named Dr. Williams. She was an older black woman, who reminded Noella of one of her favorite middle school teachers, Ms. Austin. But most days Noella was stuck with the cold Dr. Lipton.


  She was looking forward to seeing Josie and wondered who her other visitor would be. Maybe it would be Sam.


  Josie said he’d been in the hospital a couple of days and was now doing surprisingly well. But as much as she wanted to see him, to know he was okay again, she didn’t want Sam to see her like this. And she really didn’t want him to bring Becca. That would be like the worst thing ever.


  Maybe it was Mako. That would be nice. But seeing Mako might make her even sadder. She had no idea when she’d be getting out, and seeing Mako would make the days seem further away.


  “I’ll go tell them you’re ready,” Dr. Lipton said, and he left her room. Moments later, the mystery was solved.


  Josie came in with Tori right behind.


  Tori!


  Noella burst into tears — happy tears — seeing the girl looking so cute in her red coat, blue jeans, and even a red bow in her hair.


  “No-Snow!” Tori said, running to Noella’s bedside, hugging her hard.


  Tori had been found the same morning that Noella, Josie, and Sam were saved. The girl had been wandering in the woods, lost, scared, and without any memory of what happened. In many ways, her experience had echoed Noella’s.


  Tori remembered Randy taking her in her sleep, and telling her that he wanted to show her something, and that Noella needed her help. After that, she didn’t remember anything except waking in the middle of the night in the woods.


  “Oh my God, I’m so glad to see you!” Noella said, hugging the girl and never wanting to let her go.


  She smelled like strawberry perfume, and reminded Noella of hanging out at her house, watching Phineas & Ferb, playing video games, and hide-n-seek. Tears streamed down Noella’s cheeks, and she didn’t care.


  “She couldn’t wait to see you,” Josie said. “Jen wanted to see you, too, but they only allow two visitors, so she said next time she’ll come up with Tori. Jen sent some cookies, though.”


  Josie hugged Noella, then handed her a plastic bowl with cookies. Tori had taped a drawing she made of her and Noella together, smiling beneath a rainbow, to the top of the cookie bowl.


  “Thank you!” Noella said.


  “I helped make them!” Tori said, beaming.


  Noella opened the lid, saw oatmeal, chocolate chip, and even snickerdoodles.


  “Oh wow, I’m so gonna pig out today!” she said.


  “So, how’s it going?” Josie asked.


  “OK. I miss you. Both of you. How are Mako and Sam?”


  “Good. Mako said hi. She wants to come up and see you soon, but she’s not sure because of her parents, and all that.”


  “Oh, yeah. They’re probably not even gonna let her talk to me after this!”


  Josie frowned, “I can’t wait until she goes to college and gets away from them. It’ll be so good for her to break free and finally spread her wings.”


  “Speaking of breaking free,” Noella said, “any word from the docs on when I might be getting out?”


  “Not yet, they’re not saying too much.”


  Noella swallowed, trying not to let her disappointment turn her happy tears into sad ones.


  “Don’t worry, honey, you’ll be out soon. Just keep your head up, and do what they say.”


  “Yeah, please get out soon,” Tori said. “I can’t stand my new babysitter!”


  “You have a new babysitter?” Noella asked, surprised, though she supposed she shouldn’t have been. Life went on, whether she was there or not.


  “Yeah, this girl Wendy who lives down the street. She’s only in ninth grade, and she’s soooo stupid.”


  “She have super long brown hair and braces?” Noella asked, vaguely remembering the girl from the bus stop, but not enough to have formed an opinion.


  “Yeah, and let’s just say, I should be babysitting her! So you have to get better soon.”


  Noella laughed. “Okay, I’ll try.”


  Noella turned to Josie, “How are you doing?”


  In all the drama, and Noella’s thinking about herself and being locked up in King’s Point, she hadn’t given much thought to how hard everything had been on her aunt. To find out your boyfriend, a man you were practically married to, was the town’s most notorious serial killer, and that he tried to kill you and your niece, had to be one of those things that was nearly impossible to recover from.


  By all regards, Josie should be in the room next to Noella.


  But Josie was strong. She stepped up when her brother died and took Noella in. And now she’d do what she had to do to move on.


  Josie’s gaze was slightly distant, as if she were going down the same broken roads of memory as Noella.


  “I’ll be okay. You just worry about you. I’ll get by. I picked up some extra shifts at work, and I have some money saved.”


  That last sentence made no sense to Noella. She knew for a fact that money had been super tight, but she didn’t ask. Something in Josie’s eyes told her not to, especially in front of Tori.


  Okay, that’s weird.


  “I’ll be home soon,” Noella said. “And we’ll get through this together.”


  They hugged again.


  Visiting hour raced by, mostly filled with small talk that made Noella feel human again, but left her feeling lonelier than ever once Josie and Tori left.


  As much as she hated Aurora Falls and its petty people, and never felt as if she truly belonged, there was nowhere she would rather be right now.


  To go home, where she belonged.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  



  



  Tori adjusted her dress and stole another glance in the gorgeous beveled mirror in the bathroom, liking the way the red dress looked on her. It was cute but grown-up.


  She left the bathroom and walked down the long white sterile hallway until she reached the elevator. Tori passed a few people, but they all seemed too pre-occupied with the day’s business or one another to notice her.


  She reached the end of the hall with the two large double elevator doors. She pressed the UP arrow button and waited for what seemed an eternity.


  The elevator arrived and the doors opened with a ding. It was empty, like it usually was.


  She got on, then pressed the UP button.


  The elevator began its long trek to the penthouse suite as orchestral music played over speakers. It sounded like Wagner, but she couldn’t recall the name of the piece.


  The elevator dinged and she arrived at the penthouse floor where a thin man in a dark charcoal suit, Mr. Harris, sat behind a desk in a small lobby. He looked up over his wire-framed glasses, and his eyes lit in recognition.


  “She’s expecting me,” Tori said.


  “Ah, go right in, ma’am.”


  Mr. Harris hit a button beneath his desk and buzzed the door behind him open.


  Tori stepped through the unlocked door and into the spacious office with its all white walls, oversized plush furniture, and giant window that sprawled along the entire south wall, looking down on the city below.


  “Hello, mother,” Tori said.


  The Queen turned from the window and looked down at Tori, “Hello, my dear,” she said. “You have good news to report?”


  “Oh, yes,” Tori said, smiling. “It’s all going as planned.”


  



  



  TO BE CONTINUED … THIS WINTER


  



  * * * *


  



  Want a sneak peek at Season Two? Sign up for our ForNevermore mailing list and get exclusive first looks and bonus content before anyone else!


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/joinfornevermore


  



  Check out the latest ForNevermore video trailers at:


  



  http://collectiveinkwell.com/fornevermorevideos


  



  and tell a friend!


  



  


  INTERVIEW WITH THE AUTHORS


  



  



  ForNevermore was a huge leap of faith for us as writers.


  



  We were coming off a popular adult horror series and seeing if we could make serialization work for us with Young Adult paranormal fiction, a genre we’ve not written in before.


  



  At times, I (David) wasn’t sure if we made a mistake, or if anyone would even like the story. Fortunately, we stuck with it and have created something special that people are connecting with.


  



  Recently, we reached out to one of our most supportive (and critical) reviewers, to discuss the ups-and-downs of writing this first season of ForNevermore.


  



  Amazon reviewer Ray Nicholson http://www.amazon.com/gp/pdp/profile/AUX9KZUUB3YCE found us when we were writing Yesterday’s Gone. He got our attention with his thoughtful, professional-quality reviews. He also seemed to have similar tastes in fiction and television as us (horror, fantasy, post-apocalyptic, and loves The Walking Dead).


  



  We asked him if he’d like to interview us for our end-of-season bonus section.


  



  He was kind enough to take the time to ask us some questions.


  



  Here’s the interview:


  



  



  Ray: How did you guys decide on doing the ForNevermore series?


  



  David: I’ve had variations of this story in my head since I was a teenager. After the success of our post-apocalyptic adult serial Yesterday’s Gone, we wanted to write something more accessible to all ages. Something which speaks to the loneliness and isolation of being an outcast and not really knowing where you belong.


  



  Sean: Yesterday’s Gone was a sprawling epic, with a ton of characters and story arcs. I liked the idea of doing something under a slightly tighter lens. ForNevermore could sprawl with its ideas and settings, but fewer characters would give us a chance to tighten the focus and help us on some of the production parts, allowing us a breath before we got into the sprawl of Yesterday’s Gone again, and our new series, WhiteSpace.


  



  



  Ray: What were the circumstances that made you decide to lean heavily towards the Young Adult (YA) instead of the Adult audience?


  



  David: The story always seemed like a natural for the genre. We love the serialized format and though it’s been done by others, we like to think we’re doing it a bit differently, and we don’t want to limit ourselves to just one genre. We want to tell different stories to different people.


  



  Sean: I really love writing for children. And while we won’t (or aren’t likely to) have any pure juvenile titles at the Inkwell, I will have several in production at my other publishing company. I actually started out by writing for children, both full-length adventures and short rhyming titles in the spirit of Silverstein and Seuss. ForNevermore is the first thing I’ve written with Dave that I can share with my daughter. That makes me happy.


  



  



  Ray: What was your biggest headache with ForNevermore?


  



  David: Definitely marketing it. We had a lot of success with Yesterday’s Gone. People were paying attention to us. The smarter thing probably would’ve been to have written another book closer to the Yesterday’s Gone genre to capitalize on that momentum. Instead, we told people, “Hey, this is a young adult title! But we swear, it’s good!”


  



  It’s like telling people “Hey, it’s broccoli, but it’s good for you!”


  



  The young adult genre has some baggage because of a glut of bad YA fiction out there. A lot of people hate the genre and dismiss it immediately, seeing only the negatives associated with it. So we had to battle those preconceptions. At the same time, we had to deliver something that YA readers will actually like!


  



  We billed ForNevermore as a dark romantic fantasy, but in the first season, we’re still getting to know Noella, and the romantic tension between her and Dante doesn’t really exist yet. We are going back and re-writing the book descriptions to downplay those elements and play up the horror a bit more.


  



  Sean: Yeah, we shouldn't have front-loaded the audience at all. We should have just published the book and let readers draw their own conclusions. Beyond the label, I think we had a slightly bigger challenge with our writing process. We started out approaching the same way we wrote Yesterday’s Gone, but only once we found a new rhythm, did we really start finding our fluidity.


  



  But I’d say the biggest challenge of writing ForNevermore also became its biggest benefit. We were able to find an ideal flow that we’ll be carrying forward to our next title, WhiteSpace. And because of the awesome energy we found at the end, I’m already looking forward to revisiting ForNevermore for Season Two.


  



  



  Ray: Did ForNevermore meet your expectations from a personal satisfaction point of view and did it meet your sales goals?


  



  David: From a personal satisfaction point, I love the story! It’s a bit tough to get a real feel for it so soon after writing it, of course. Usually it takes me a few months to discover what I don’t like about something, what I’d do different. But as of right now, I love what we’ve created. As for sales, it’s too early to say.


  



  The first season of Yesterday’s Gone was a bit of a slow burn sales-wise until we had the full season compilation out and properly marketed the book. And things really took off with the second season. While we’ve not sold nearly as many copies of ForNevermore as YG, I believe that we’ll find our readers in time.


  



  Sean: So far it looks as though all the sales, success and word-of-mouth for a series happens with the second season. To do our best work, Dave and I have to play a long game and think as publishers as much as we have to think as writers. Now that the full season of ForNevermore is available, word will spread. But out real momentum will happen once Episode 7 from Season Two is available.


  



  



  Ray: If you had to do it all again, what would you do different?


  



  David: Other than the marketing, I’m not sure of anything I’d do differently. Of course, I could change my mind in a few months.


  



  Sean: I would have liked to have had our writing and publishing flow more settled from the beginning, but then again, finding it (like finding the story) is part of the process, and much of the joy.


  



  



  Ray: I really dislike the teenage girls in episode 3, thrashing their schoolmates... any regrets?


  



  David: No. We wanted readers to feel what Noella felt. So if you hated the other girls, we did our job.


  



  Sean: That’s a reality of high school, and life in general. Part of being a writer is observing, and interpreting the world around you. The fantastic part of the world building is fun, but I believe anchoring it to the real world behavior of some catty teenage girls gives the fantasy a depth it might not otherwise have.


  



  



  Ray: What prompted the inclusion of the centaur in episode 3. Will he be back?


  



  David: Wait, centaurs aren’t the next big thing in YA fiction? I was as surprised as anyone as I was writing that scene. I sent it to Sean for the second draft, thinking for sure he’d hate it or ask me why a centaur? Instead, he loved it.


  



  Considering that this was the episode where we were really changing things up by introducing fantasy elements to a horror story, I was afraid I was making a disastrous choice. But it felt right, so we went with it.


  



  One thing I’ve learned in the past year is to trust my instincts. Usually, when I start to second guess and try to make “safe” story choices, it winds up complicating the story and making it worse.


  



  Finn also made an appearance in Episode 5 where Dante and he were hunting bandits. And yes, he’ll be back. I love his character, even if we haven’t explored it too deeply yet.


  



  Sean: The centaur was a transitional moment for me with ForNevermore. I loved that Dave put him in the story, and was all “HELL YEAH! It’s game time!” as soon as I read it. It was so unexpected, and yet read with clarity and seemed natural, I loved it. I can’t wait to see what else happens with Finn.


  



  



  Ray: I loved the potential for the heart-shaped mark on Noella's face (seen in the trailers), is this an item of importance for future episodes.


  



  David: Yes, but I can’t say much more about it other than we wanted to play it naturally. We didn’t call much attention to it this season because it would have felt forced. People who already know Noella wouldn’t really react to it on an everyday basis, especially when so many other weird things are going on with her!


  



  Sean: There is something uber cool that will be happening with Noella and her heart-shaped birthmark, likely within the first couple of episodes of Season Two, but if I tell you then Dave will be super mad and probably grouchy. So it’s best for our production schedule if I keep it mum.


  



  



  Ray: Noella Snow vs Bella Swan (Twilight)... a coincidence?


  



  David: I’ve always liked the name Noella. I’ve had it in my head since around age 17. I hadn’t even thought of Bella sounding like Noella until a friend of mine, a Twilight fan, mentioned it. I didn’t care enough to change the name, though.


  



  Sean: Dave named Noella and I gave her the last name Snow. I didn’t even know Bella’s last name was Swan. I’ve not read any of the Twilight books, and fell asleep about 15 minutes into the first movie.


  



  



  Ray: When you get to a point where you two have two different ideas about the direction things are going, who makes the final decision.


  



  David: We have two weekly story sessions where we map out the next episode or iron out kinks in the current one. Our brainstorming sessions are a democracy, both of us pitching, and rejecting, ideas. In almost every instance our disagreements have led to even better story choices. Sean and I are on the same page seven times out of 10, though.


  



  Sean: I can’t remember a single argument about story direction. I think we both feel it when one of us has a better idea. Our trash usually leads to something better. For example, we were plotting out the first episode of WhiteSpace, and 80% of my draft had to be trashed. However, the trash ended up leading us toward a few significant and rather awesome story developments we wouldn’t have had otherwise. I’d say we’re on the same page eight times out of 10.


  David: No, it’s seven times out of 10!!


  



  



  Ray: Has ForNevermore caused any rifts in your working relationship with each other?


  



  David: No, not with one another. It’s been an act of faith, however. We’re in uncharted waters, and when we got some negative feedback early on, it was easy for me to get dissuaded, to second guess what we were writing. Sean, who is far more positive, talked me off the ledge and convinced me to see the story through.


  



  I’m glad he did.


  



  Sean: I think ForNevermore actually made our working relationship tighter. With Yesterday’s Gone, Dave had his characters and I had mine. We were able to write a bit more in isolation. That wasn’t possible with ForNevermore, and ultimately I think it’s making us better writers with better stories. A lot of the habits we’ve picked up with ForNevermore are easily imported into the rhythms of our upcoming stories.


  



  



  Ray: Has the marketing of FNM and your other series (Yesterday's Gone) posed any difficulties that you didn't expect?


  



  David: We marketed ForNevermore all wrong. Like I said before, we played up the romance angle of it even though the romance is more of a slow burn in Season One. I think we also would’ve faced less critical feedback if we’d just pitched it as our next story instead of a Young Adult story.


  



  I think some people didn’t give it a chance, or their opinions were flavored by a bias against Young Adult. And I get it. It’s human nature. I’ve done it myself with authors I like, ignoring some of their work that was billed as outside their normal stuff.


  



  I liken it to becoming well-known for making the most awesome chocolate in the city. And then one weekend you decide, “I think we’re gonna serve some awesome chili.” Yeah, you might be good at chili, but people didn’t come for the chili. They came for the chocolate. Give ‘em chocolate.


  



  However, we’ve gotten some great feedback from people who stuck with it, or gave it a chance after originally skipping it, and they’re loving it as much as anything we’ve done. We think we can find enough readers who like our chili as much as our chocolate, and serve both without alienating the others.


  



  Sean: ForNevermore will absolutely find its audience, and the audience is arguably far larger than the Yesterday’s Gone audience. We’re not in a hurry. We started out marketing this all wrong, but that’s okay. Most of our marketing at this point comes from Amazon. The best way to spend our marketing minutes is to write more stories. We have a clearer idea of what the story is now, as well as our ideal reader. When Season Two comes out, we’ll be ready.


  



  



  Ray: How many seasons are you planning to make ForNevermore?


  



  David: I’m not sure yet. It’s still too early in the story, and we’re allowing the story to tell itself to us as we go down its many twisted roads.


  



  Sean: I could see this running slightly longer than Yesterday’s Gone, both because the episodes themselves are shorter, and because the world seems larger. But I don’t think we’ll really know until we’re nearly finished with the next season, if not later.


  



  



  Ray: Do you know how the series will end, or do you wing it from episode to episode.


  



  David: One of the biggest problems I’ve noticed as a reader of long books and series is that at a certain point, the magic of discovery seems to fade. I hate that feeling and never want to inflict that on our readers.


  



  When we plot things too tightly, or too far in advance, we lose a bit of that sense of discovery. We knew the twist in the finale of Season One before we wrote the first sentence, but we left room to discover things as we went (like the centaur). Some elements of the story are clearer than others, but as for the ending of the series, no I don’t even know how it will end yet. And I like not knowing.


  



  Sean: I’ve no idea how the entire series will end, but I do like knowing how the seasons will end before they start. We knew a lot of ForNevermore’s final episode (of Season One) before we started writing, which helped to inform a lot of what we put together. But I don’t think there would have been nearly the same magic if we had plotted things out episode-by-episode before we started writing.


  



  



  Have questions of your own that you’d like answered? Email us at collectiveinkwellmedia@gmail.com and ask us.


  



  * * * *


  


  The Most Important Thing You Can Do To Spread the Word


  


  



  


  We thank you for reading our book.


  


  You’ve already rocketed to the top of our Favorite People In The World List, currently populated by J.J. Abrams, Stephen King, Clive Barker, Craig Ferguson, and whoever first thought to put cookies in ice cream (someone give that person a Nobel Prize!)


  


  But there’s one more thing we’d appreciate if you have a few minutes…


  


  If you enjoyed this story, or even if you kinda liked it, please LEAVE A REVIEW TODAY.


  


  



  


  WHY REVIEWS MATTER


  


  We hate begging you like an NPR pledge drive, but we’re new writers, still making our names. In today’s publishing world, with so many great writers out there trying to get noticed, reviews are one of the primary ways writers free themselves from obscurity.


  


  We would both write no matter what, even if we only had five readers.


  


  Dave wrote for years while working graveyard shifts at a gas station, dreaming of a day he’d have people wandering the worlds of his design. Sean spent 30 years sucking movies, books, and TV through a pop culture straw, thinking the entire time that he “could never do that” until the day he wondered if he could.


  


  We’re writers. We have stories to tell, and want to tell them to you forever.


  


  Our books are what we do when we get up to go to work each day. The better our books do, the better we do. The more we can write, and the more ambitious we can be.


  


  



  


  Will You Be a Part of Our 1%?


  


  About 1% of people who read a book will also review it.


  


  Some people don’t like leaving reviews.


  


  Some people don’t realize how much it matters to a modern author.


  


  Some people have never left a review and have no idea what to say.


  


  Some people never even consider it.


  


  Most people don’t have time.


  


  If you can’t leave a review for whatever reason, or even if you don’t want to, we totally understand. We are thrilled you’re reading, and appreciate the time you spend in our worlds.


  


  But if you do leave a review, please know that you’re part of that 1% who can help us get the kind of attention that brings authors to the next level. It’s that kind of attention that helps make a book or series the next Twilight, Hunger Games, or Harry Potter sort of success — readers talking about the books they love.


  


  The biggest challenge for indie authors is finding an audience. Word-of-mouth and reviews at Amazon, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Sony, Goodreads, and similar sites can make all the difference in the world between whether a new reader will find and buy our books.


  


  If you have a few minutes, you will make a huge difference in how our story as indie writers continues to unfold. It doesn’t have to be a long review, just an honest one. Three sentences saying why you liked the episode (or season) can help us continue to write these kinds of stories for you.


  


  



  


  Thank you for reading,


  


  David Wright & Sean Platt


  


  



  


  Click here to review this episode at Amazon:


  


  ForNevermore: Episode 6


  



  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007QUVFFG/


  



  UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007QUVFFG/


  



  


  Click here to review the full season:


  


  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  



  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  



  


  * * * *


  


  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  



  Sean Platt is coauthor of the serialized sagas, Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore and Available Darkness. He is also author of Writing Online, and founder of Sterling & Stone Publishing.


  Despite having a big plate, full of dark horror and serialized mayhem at Collective Inkwell with his coauthor David Wright, Sean is also cohost of the Better Off Undead, and Self-Publishing Podcasts. Sean helps tomorrow’s authors with David, and Johnny B. Truant with the Self-Publishing Podcast, and Sean nurtures his tribe of “digital writers” at his home site, SeanMPlatt.Com


  Sean is currently developing super cool serialized fiction for children, available some time before spring, 2013.


  Sean lives the writer's life and dreamer’s dream in Ohio with his wife (who endlessly listens) and two children (who sometimes don’t). He wakes up happy almost every day.


  



  Connect with Sean at:


  



  sean@thedigitalwriter.net


  http://seanmplatt.com


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://twitter.com/seanplatt

  http://www.facebook.com/DigitalWriter


  https://www.facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *


  David W. Wright is a former newspaper reporter and cartoonist. He is the co-author of the Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore, and Available Darkness series.


  You should avoid feeding David after midnight, getting him wet, or exposing him to bright light.


  



  He writes about Collective Inkwell stuff at:


  http://CollectiveInkwell.com


  He blogs about himself, pop culture, and other stuff at:


  http://DavidwWright.com


  David lives on the East Coast with his wife, his five year old son, and the world’s most pooping-est cat.


  



  Connect with David at:


  Collectiveinkwellmedia@gmail.com


  http://twitter.com/thedavidwwright


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://davidwwright.com


  http://facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *
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