
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Whispered Darkness

      (The Curse of Hallows Hill, Book 2)

    

    
      
        Jessica Sorensen

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Whispered Darkness

        Jessica Sorensen

        All rights reserved.

        Copyright © 2020 by Jessica Sorensen

        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The author holds exclusive rights to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

        No part of this book can be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without the permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer who may quote short excerpts in a review.

        Any trademarks, service marks, product names or names featured are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement if we use one of these terms.

      

      

      

      
        
        For information: jessicasorensen.com

        Cover design by MaeIDesign

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Harlynn

      

      
        2. Harlynn

      

      
        3. Harlynn

      

      
        4. Harlynn

      

      
        5. Kingsley

      

      
        6. Harlynn

      

      
        7. Harlynn

      

      
        8. Kingsley

      

      
        9. Harlynn

      

      
        10. Harlynn

      

      
        11. Harlynn

      

      
        12. Harlynn

      

      
        13. Harlynn

      

      
        14. Harlynn

      

      
        15. Kingsley

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jessica Sorensen

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Harlynn

          

        

      

    

    
      I am death.

      Death is me.

      We are one.

      But we’re also separate. At least, I think so. I’m not sure anymore, of where I begin and death ends. It’s all sort of blending together. Everything is now. Time. Existence. Memories.

      I feel strange, like I’m starting to fade. Wither. Die. And maybe that’s how things are supposed to be.

      As I lie in my bed, staring up at the ceiling of my bedroom, dark thoughts plague my mind. I feel strange, disconnected from the world, and I can’t figure out why. But I know something is definitely going on with me. I feel different. As if I’m changing. But into who?

      Or what?

      I shake the ludicrous thought from my head. Yes, I sometimes see dead people. Yes, I sometimes see shadows moving around in the forest. But that doesn’t mean I am something.

      Right?

      My thoughts drift to the feather on my wrist. I trace the wound. It’s been long enough now that the flesh is beginning to stitch back together, so I took off the bandage. However, the injury is deep enough that I’m certain I’ll have a scar. I wonder how strange that’ll be—to have a feather-shaped scar marked upon my flesh forever, to have that night forever branded on my body.

      I roll over on my bed, anger biting underneath my flesh as I replay what happened that night. Well, what little of it that I can remember.

      Foster kissing me.

      The truck going over the cliff.

      Darkness.

      Then a spark of light.

      Kingsley’s face appearing in front of me.

      His promise to save me.

      Then darkness got ahold of me again.

      His lips on mine, breathing air into my lungs …

      I touch my lips with my fingertips as I recall the feel of his lips pressed against mine. Then the anger inside me dwindles, shifting to something else, something warmer.

      Why do I feel this way toward Kingsley? Because he saved me? Because he gave me my first kiss in the closet that night at the party? Because I used to be friends with him? Or is it because, deep down, I’ve always felt attracted to him, even when I wouldn’t admit it. And now our souls are intertwined, and I can sometimes feel what he’s feeling. Like how I can tell he’s worried in this moment. I don’t know why, but it still has me concerned.

      I need to talk to him.

      I haven’t heard from Kingsley since he called me from the police station, which was over a day ago. I know he was released because the detective overseeing his informant case informed everyone that he didn’t crash into Foster’s truck and send it over the ledge, that he was working with him that night. And now Kingsley is out in the world somewhere, but I don’t know where since he hasn’t called me back. I’ve tried to call him a few times and also sent him a few messages. However, he hasn’t replied. And yes, I know he told me that he might be MIA off and on for a bit due to his informant job, but after learning about how our souls are twined together, and that if I don’t solve the dead girls’ deaths, Kingsley and I are going to die, I need to talk to him. I also need to talk to him about how Beth told me that he tried to take his own life. I want to know what happened to him, want to make sure he’s okay, want to take away his pain.

      What I want is some answers.

      But strangely, everything has been quiet. Even Beth. So has my mom.

      Death, the person I emailed, hasn’t even sent me another message as to where we should meet to discuss the afterlife. The only noises I have heard are the thoughts plaguing my mind.

      Is this what death is like? Silence? Or is something else wrong with me?

      She lies at the bottom of the lake, water swirling around her, wings sprouting from her back. The angel is drowning, sinking into darkness, punished for her sins. Water fills up her lungs. She can’t breathe. She is going to die. She is death—

      I gasp, choking on my own breath that is trapped inside my chest.

      Once I get my breathing settled down, I try to process what the hell happened.

      What were those images? Who did they belong to? I’ve seen images of other people before, but I don’t think it was of a person this time.

      She had wings.

      An angel?

      I rake my fingers through my long, wavy brown hair. “I’m losing my damn mind. I really am. I need to get some answers before I go completely crazy.”

      “What you need is to talk to Kingsley.” Beth appears in my room, dripping dirty lake water onto the carpet, her skin rotting, her eyes hollow.

      The first time I saw her, her appearance startled me. Now I’m used to it, which brings me a whole new set of discomfort.

      I sit up on my bed. “I have been trying to talk to him,” I inform her. “He won’t call me back.”

      She steps toward the bed, her bare feet leaving imprints in the carpet. “Then go look for him.”

      “I don’t think I can.” I stare down at the footprints, wondering if they’ll remain there and if anyone else will be able to see them. “My parents will freak out if I try to leave the house this late. Plus, I promised Kingsley I’d keep myself safe, which probably means no wandering around this late at night.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why are you so worried about what everyone else wants you to do? You need to start making your own decisions. Otherwise, you’ll never get anywhere. And all of us will be doomed. If you don’t solve our deaths, Harlynn, not only will the killers continue to murder, but us and you and Kingsley will be doomed. Everything will be doomed.”

      “I know that. Though I think you’re being a little overdramatic with the whole everything-will-be-doomed thing.”

      She frowns. “You’ve never been more wrong than in this moment.”

      I huff a weary sigh. “And you’re the most riddle-y talker I’ve ever met.”

      “And you’re naïve, which again worries me that we all might be doomed. And poor Kingsley … his life is in your hands.”

      I swallow audibly. “I know that. And I’m doing my best to figure out what happened to you and Paige and the rest of the girls, but I’m not a detective. I don’t know what to do.”

      “I know you’re not. You’re much better than one.” Blood trickles from her eyes.

      “I highly doubt that,” I say. “The only thing that makes me different is that I can see you. And maybe that would make me better if you’d tell me who killed all the girls, or maybe where their bodies are. But you won’t.”

      She stiffens, choking out, “Because I can’t.” Water begins to waterfall down her body, coming from seemingly nowhere and pouring onto the floor. “You’re better than you know. You just haven’t discovered your true potential yet. Once you do, everything will change. You’ll be able to do things no one else has ever been able to do. You’ll be able to save so many others from evil. From death.”

      “You’re acting like I’m some sort of murder detective, but I’m not. I’m just a girl who died, came back to life, and is now cursed with being able to talk to corpses. No offense or anything, but that’s not a superpower.”

      “No offense taken. I know what I am,” she tells me dismissively as she sinks onto the edge of the bed. “But you have no clue what you can do yet. You’ve been marked by death, and once you start accepting that, you’ll be able to tap into all sorts of abilities.”

      “Abilities?” I question with an arch of my brow. “You make that sound like I’m not human.”

      Pity stains her bloody eyes. “You died. You went into the land of the dead—the in-between. You’ve seen things behind the veil that divides life and death. You may not be able to remember them, but you did. And no one stays the same after that.”

      She’s right; I’m not the same Harlynn I was before I went off that cliff that night. I’ve known that from the moment I opened my eyes in that hospital bed.

      But the other stuff she’s saying has me sort of wigged out.

      “What sort of abilities?” I ask.

      She gives a pressing glance at the feather-shaped wound on my arm. “The answers are in there.”

      “In my wound?” I say flatly.

      “Yes,” she replies tiredly.

      I internally sigh. “I wish, for once, you could give me a straight answer.”

      “There are no straight answers in life,” she replies. “And the answers you need, they lie in death.”

      “Again, I don’t know what that means.”

      Her lips part, but then her eyes suddenly snap wide, her gaze darting to my window. “Oh no.”

      An electric current zaps through my body, and my back stiffens. “What is it …?”

      She dissolves into nothing but air.

      When she first did that, I nearly pissed myself. Now I’m sort of getting used to it.

      Used to her.

      Used to death.

      Okay, maybe the latter isn’t completely true.

      Truthfully, I’m not sure I want to get used to it.

      But even though I’m used to Beth just up and fading, it seemed like she was spooked by something this time, which is creepy.

      What the hell spooks a dead girl?

      My gaze travels to the window, the last place she looked. My blinds are shut, so I can’t see anything. Maybe Beth was just being weird. Nevertheless, I get up and pad over there. Then, sucking in a deep breath, I peer outside.

      Darkness blankets the land, along with dim lighting of nearby porch lights. The forest that lies just outside my house’s property is a shadow against the nighttime, the trees nothing more than silhouettes. While I’ve seen shadows creeping around in there before, I can’t see anything now. Beth warned me, though, that the shadows were things that’d try to conceal the truth from me. One had once grabbed me in the forest, and the fingers had felt inhuman, but I’m still not sure what it was. Part of me doesn’t want to know what it was, either.

      Evil, Beth had said.

      Evil is near, my instincts whisper to me.

      As my heart rate accelerates, I step back then turn away from the blinds. I make my way to my bed, exhaustion overcoming me.

      I text Kingsley again, my worry for him rising. And again, I only receive silence.

      So much silence.

      That’s all I sense right now.

      I need to see him. I just don’t know how to do that without giving my mom a panic attack.

      After lying in bed, fighting not to go to sleep and trying to figure out a way to get out of this house without making my mom super worried, I decide that I’ll talk to her tomorrow morning, explain some things.

      But not everything.

      Then, hopefully, I can go see Kingsley.

      Because I feel like he needs me.

      And I feel like I need him.

      I need him. He’s my other half, is the last thought that wanders through my mind before exhaustion takes over and hauls me into dreamland.
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      I’m walking in a forest, and the trees are laced in fog. The air is chilly, yet I feel like I’m part of it. Part of the cold. I am the cold—

      Snap.

      A branch breaks from somewhere close by, and I stop, peering around at the shadowy trees. That’s when I see it. The shadow, looming in the distance, the moonlight casting across its face. Only it doesn’t have a face. It’s just a shadow, too, with no eyes, no mouth, no nothing.

      Evil.

      Run, Harlynn.

      Run now!

      I spin around and sprint through the trees, branches and rocks tearing at my bare feet. I realize I don’t have any shoes on and am wearing nothing but my pajama bottoms and a tank top.

      How did I end up like this?

      I’m not sure. All I know is that I need to run, that if I turn around, that shadow will grab me. So I keep going, moving as quickly as I can until I break from the trees. Only then do I slow down, somehow knowing that I’ll be okay here.

      As I turn around and look back at the trees, I see the shadow still standing there, watching me, but not moving toward me. I don’t know why it won’t come after me now that I’ve left the forest and am …

      I swallow hard as the scent of lake water touches my nostrils. Then I twist around before stepping back as a soft wave reaches up to the shore and tries to grab my feet.

      I want nothing to do with this lake.

      Why did I come here?

      Why?

      Why?

      Why?

      My gaze travels to the cliff where Foster’s truck went over with me in it. A night I can barely remember, yet if I somehow could, this might all be over. But there are holes in my memories, empty graves, like the girls who keep haunting me.

      Pressing my lips together, I inch back from the lake, but my feet start to sink in the mud. I try to wiggle free, yet I keep sinking.

      “Harlynn,” the wind whispers. “Save us.”

      “Help us.”

      “Please.”

      Movement forms in the middle of the lake, like limbs reaching out of the water.

      As I squint against the darkness, I become painfully aware that that’s exactly what they are—arms and fingers reaching for me.

      I try to run away from them, yet my legs won’t budge, and now the water is rushing around me, pulling me out toward them, toward the bodies.

      Fingers wrap around my arms, my waist, my legs. They pull me under to my hidden grave—

      I gasp, my eyelids opening.

      It was just a dream, I tell myself, trying to calm down. Just a dream …

      Cold air chills my bare skin, and my stomach drops as I glance around at the lake, the shadowy forest, and starry night sky. Panic flares through me as reality sets in.

      Oh my God, it wasn’t a dream!

      I frantically shake my head. No, it was. That much I know, because I definitely just woke up. What I don’t know is how I got here, unless …

      Did I sleepwalk?

      My heart thrashes in my chest. I think I did. I’m not sure how, though, when I’ve never done it before. So, why did I start now? Is this an ability that Beth was talking about? If so, how in the hell is sleepwalking an ability?

      My thoughts drift back to what I dreamt about, to that shadow chasing me, those limbs of the dead dragging me under water, and those haunting whispers begging me to help them.

      I stare out at the lake, at the rippling water. Not a single limb is present, only the glow of the moonlight reflecting off the water’s surface, yet I swear I can feel them in there, those girls. Beth—

      Snap.

      A branch breaks from behind me, causing fear to pulsate through my veins.

      A snapping branch. Just like in the nightmare I just had!

      “I need to get the hell out of here,” I mumble to myself, reaching for my phone in my pocket. But then I become painfully aware that I don’t have any pockets. Because I’m wearing pajama shorts and a tank top, and my feet are bare.

      The fact that I’m wearing the exact same outfit that I was in the nightmare sends a chill up my spine, but I’m even more worried over the fact that I’m miles away from my house and it’s in the middle of the goddamn night! I have no shoes on and …

      “How in the hell did I even walk here without anyone noticing me?” I mutter as I wrap my arms around myself.

      Did I take a path through the forest? Or did I walk on the side of the road? Either way doesn’t sound appealing. And I had to have walked for at least a couple of hours.

      While I haven’t been able to feel much since the accident, I definitely feel a very intense sense of fear in that moment. It’s like waking up in the hospital all over again with no memory of how I got there.

      I release a shaky breath as I glimpse around, trying to figure out what to do next. I need to go home, but should I go through the forest or take the road? The forest … well, considering I just had a nightmare about a shadow figure chasing me through the trees, I really don’t want to step foot in there right now. However, walking on the side of the road seems sketchy as hell, especially with so many murders plaguing the town. What if someone dangerous spots me?

      What if Foster spots me?

      I smash my lips together as my eyes burn with approaching tears. I hate that I’m about to fucking cry. That I’m falling apart right now.

      “Beth?” I whisper, hoping she’ll appear and … I don’t know, keep me company or something.

      But she doesn’t, and I’m left trying to figure out which of the two ways home is the least dangerous.

      I’ve just about decided to take my chances with the forest when I feel something …

      A whisper …

      A pull …

      A warmth …

      Kingsley.

      His name starts pulsating through my veins, over and over again, until all I feel is him.

      He’s somewhere close.

      I start to walk aimlessly along the shore, letting that pull guide me away from the lake and toward a path that leads around the forest. Once I reach it, I keep walking, hoping this is the right choice. That the connection I feel to Kingsley will actually lead me to him. After all, Beth told me that I needed to go to him. Maybe that’s why this is happening. Perhaps this is Beth’s way of forcing me to him.

      Can she do that? I’m not sure. And I guess it doesn’t really matter right now.

      What matters is getting out of this forest and finding Kingsley.

      I keep walking and, at first, all I see is darkness and trees. But the farther I hike up the path, the more sounds start to brush across my ears.

      A fire crackling.

      Music.

      Voices.

      A party is going on nearby. And while I’m not positive, I have this overwhelming sensation that Kingsley is at that party. I just hope I’m right, or an entirely new set of dangers might arise.

      Quickening my pace, I powerwalk up the path until I stumble into an opening. Sure enough, a bonfire is blazing in the middle of a flattened area, groups of people surrounding it, talking, drinking, smoking.

      I search the crowd for Kingsley but can’t spot him anywhere. Then I suddenly become aware that I’m in my pajamas. I almost back up onto the path, but if I do that, it means walking home, so …

      Sucking in a breath, I force myself to walk forward.

      The moment I step out into the opening, a few people glance in my direction. Some people who I know, too.

      “Harlynn?” Eli, one of Foster’s friends, says as I emerge off the path. He’s standing by a couple of other guys who don’t go to my school. He has a drink in his hand and the hood of his jacket is pulled over his head. His face is scruffy, like he hasn’t shaved in a couple of days.

      “Um, hey,” I mumble, pausing a ways apart from him.

      I’m not sure what to do, and that unsureness only doubles as his gaze scrolls up and down me.

      “Is everything okay?” he asks, the corners of his lips tugging downward.

      I wrap my arms around myself. “Yeah, I’m good. I’m just …” You just what, Harlynn? You were just sleepwalking and ended up in the forest? Yeah, go ahead and tell him that. See how that goes for you.

      The glow from the fire highlights the worry in his eyes. “Let me go get Foster, okay?”

      Go get Foster?

      Foster is here?

      Foster the liar.

      Stay away from him, Beth’s voice floods my thoughts.

      “No,” I quickly tell Eli. “Don’t do that, please.”

      He pauses, glancing at me, hesitancy written all over his face. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but …” He massages the back of his neck, uneasiness flowing off him. “Foster will be pissed off if I don’t tell him you’re here.”

      “I’m not your responsibility,” I assure him with a hint of a bite in my tone.

      “You kind of are,” he mutters, scratching his cheek.

      Something strange is going on. I can feel it through his uneasiness. It’s almost like he’s afraid of something.

      “Why do you think that?” I wonder, tucking my arms underneath my armpits. While it may be early summer, the air is a bit chilly.

      He lifts a shoulder. “Foster just makes sure all of us keeps an eye on you.”

      I lift a brow. “What do you mean by all of us?”

      “Um … you know, his friends.” He stuffs his hands into the front pockets of his jacket. “If we see you at a party, and he doesn’t know you’re there, we’re supposed to tell him.”

      I recall the last time I went to a party. It was only a couple of days ago, and I went with Porter and Kingsley. One of Foster’s friends had seen me and, sure enough, Foster had shown up at my window that night, demanding that I tell him why I was there. It was also the same night that he had told my mom we were dating.

      That controlling asshole!

      How could I not have seen all of this? How could I not have noticed how he always seems to know where I am. The only time that didn’t happen was when I went to that party with Star, and Kingsley kissed me in the closet. But none of Foster’s friends were at that party. It was probably too rough of a crowd for them to hang around.

      “You know what? I’ll go find Foster,” I lie to Eli. “I actually came here to see him anyway.” I say the words so easily, the lie flowing off my tongue like liquid poison. And I don’t feel bad about it. At all.

      Foster has everyone keeping an eye on me.

      He’s keeping tabs on me.

      He’s a liar.

      A controller.

      And I want him out of my life.

      “Are you sure?” Eli double-checks, his gaze scrolling over me again. “I mean, maybe you shouldn’t be wandering around by yourself when you’re dressed like that … You’re not even wearing any shoes.”

      “I know.” I could give him an excuse as to why I’m dressed this way. I’m sure he wants one. And the old Harlynn would’ve given him one. This new, undead version, though, doesn’t care what he wants, what he thinks. So, I don’t bother giving any further explanation. I just swing around him and walk toward the other side of the fire.

      I can feel his eyes on me.

      I can feel all their eyes on me.

      But there’s only one set of eyes I want to see.

      Please, please let Kingsley be here, I think as I make my way past the crowd, searching for him.

      I know there’s a chance he might not be here, especially with Foster being here. If he’s not, I have no idea what the hell I’m going to do …

      I freeze as I reach the edge of the crowd and the open space shifts to a road where cars are parked. It’s darker over here, but in the shadows, I can make out two figures. While I can’t make out their faces, I sense that Foster is nearby.

      Sense.

      I’m starting to sense things now.

      Is this another ability that Beth mentioned manifesting?

      Before I get noticed, I duck between two vehicles and crouch down, straining to hear what they’re saying. In reality, I know they’re too far away for me to hear, but I still try, and somehow, I do manage to hear them. And very clearly.

      “I don’t like this,” Foster says, irritation lacing every syllable. “My fucking brother is here, and if he sees me, he’ll …”

      “He’ll what?” The sound of that voice sends a chill across my flesh.

      Grey? Foster is talking to Grey?

      What the hell?

      “You know Kingsley isn’t going to do shit,” Grey continues. “And even if he tried, no one would believe him. You made sure of that.”

      “True.” The frustration slowly fades from Foster’s voice. “Still, we should head to another party. Him being here … I’ve got a weird feeling about it.”

      “Dude, you probably just smoked too much,” Grey replies. “You always get paranoid when you overdo it. Usually, you don’t give a shit about your brother. You need to remember that you have him wrapped around your little finger, just like you do everyone else. I don’t even know how you fucking do it. It’s amazing, though.”

      “Maybe I was good at it, but I think I might be off my game,” Foster mumbles. “Which is why I think we need to roll right now. There’s a party up by Anna’s, which means a lot of higher-ups. I can probably get her to suck me off while we’re there, too.” He sounds amused by the idea.

      I stab my fingernails into my palms until I feel blood trickle out of my flesh.

      The entire conversation … what he said about Anna … Porter used to tell me all the time that Foster was a player. I never believed him, though, because I rarely saw anything that would lead me to believe that. Then again, I only saw what he wanted me to see. And honestly, I think sometimes I only saw what I wanted to, too blinded by the veil of my delusional feelings for him to see the truth.

      I was an idiot. I can see that now.

      “Let me just tell Eli we’re taking off. I’d text him, but he never checks his phone,” Grey says over the sound of footsteps.

      “Hurry,” Foster replies. “I’m gonna stay here, light up, and make a call.”

      They grow quiet then, but the footsteps get louder, which means they’re getting closer to me. I smash my lips together and hunker down lower, every one of my instincts screaming at me to hide.

      Don’t let him see me.

      Don’t let him know I overheard what he said.

      Through the darkness, I spot a figure pass by. But another never appears.

      A slamming heartbeat later, the smell of smoke floods my nostrils.

      He’s close by and smoking. Shit.

      I glance behind me, wondering if I should sneak out and try to backtrack to the fire, but what if he spots me? I guess it probably doesn’t matter. Eli is going to tell him that I’m here anyway. That is, if he hasn’t already.

      As I’m mulling over what to do, I hear a phone ring.

      He’s calling someone.

      A few rings later, I find out who.

      “Hey, this is Harlynn. You can leave me a message or you can just text me, because I’m probably just going to text you back anyway.” The sound of my voicemail fills up the silence.

      Awesome. He’s calling me.

      At least I don’t have my phone on me.

      Instead of leaving a message, he hangs up.

      “Where the fuck is she?” he mumbles to himself.

      Like I have no reason not to answer my phone. Or be out at a party. Or not waiting around for him to call me. The brutal truth is that, in the past, I did wait around for him to call me. All the damn time.

      I’m so pathetic.

      What I don’t understand is why he doesn’t realize I’m mad at him. The last time we talked, I basically spit in his face. Is he that clueless? Or does he just not care?

      I hear Foster dial someone else’s number. At least, I think it’s someone else, but then I hear my voicemail again. This happens three more times before Grey returns.

      “Hey, so Eli just told me something weird,” he says. “He said he saw Harlynn a little while ago. He also said she was wearing what looked like pajamas and no shoes.”

      “What the hell?” Foster mutters. “Did she come here with someone?”

      “Not sure,” Grey replies. “But he said, when he saw her, she came here from a path that goes into the woods … a path that leads to the lake.”

      A beat of silence drifts by.

      “Why the hell was she by the lake, Foster?” Grey asks demandingly.

      “How the hell should I know?” Foster snaps. “And watch your tone with me.”

      “You’re the one who’s supposed to be keeping an eye on her,” Grey bites out. “But you clearly aren’t.”

      “I’m trying,” he stresses, irritation biting his own tone. “But she’s …” He heaves out a frustrated sigh. “There’s been something off about her since the lake incident.”

      Silence trickles by, and I trap my breath inside my chest.

      “You think she knows?” Grey finally asks.

      “No.” But a hint of doubt rings in Foster’s tone. “How could she?”

      “I don’t know.” Grey pauses. “If she’s here, though, she can’t see us hanging out together.”

      “I know that.” Foster lets a beat of silence trickle by. “I wonder if my brother knows anything about this?”

      “Why would he?” Grey questions. “Him and Harlynn aren’t even friends.”

      Foster hesitates. “Maybe not in the past, but ever since the incident, she’s been hanging around him. One of my friends even said they spotted her at a party with him the other night.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. And it’s pissing me off. She’s not his; she’s mine.”

      Every single one of muscles constrict as irritation bites through me.

      I’m his? Is he kidding me? I belong to no one. I’m a freakin’ person, not an object.

      Does he seriously think I belong to him?

      Apparently, Grey thinks so, because he says, “I know. And Kingsley should know, but he’s always been an idiot. And he’s been obsessed with Harlynn for years, yet she doesn’t even like him.” Foster doesn’t comment right away, leaving Grey to ask, “Unless that’s changed?”

      An unsettling stillness creeps by, and I swear I can hear whispering from the darkness, hundreds of voices overlapping and making it nearly impossible to hear what’s being said. I can make out a few of them, though.

      Be careful.

      We see you.

      It’s coming.

      Danger.

      Come closer.

      The sounds are horribly chilling, but amongst them, I sense the strangest sensation of worry and nearing comfort. Still, with all these things mixed together, it’s making me nauseated to the point that I feel like I’m going to vomit. I force down the urge, though, and bottle it inside me, knowing if I throw up, I’m going to get seen.

      “I already said she’s different,” Foster mumbles.

      “Different how?” Grey questions. “I mean, I always thought she was a little bit weird, but you never agreed with me.”

      “I’m not talking about weird, so shut the fuck up,” Foster warns. “And don’t pretend like you don’t want to fuck her. You’re lucky I haven’t beaten the shit out of you with how many times you’ve hit on her.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re usually okay with sharing,” Grey remarks amusedly.

      “Not with her. And you know that, so you better watch your mouth before I make sure you can’t use it at all.” And just like that, Foster goes from composed to chilling in the time it takes to suck in a breath.

      I know Foster wasn’t who I believed him to be, but hearing him sound so violent, without a drop of remorse in his tone, is startling. I swear, in that moment, the sound of his voice cracks my past apart, and it crumbles, right there beneath my feet, dissolving into the darkness and dirt.

      My past was nothing but a lie.

      “Dude, chill the hell out,” Grey says. “I was just kidding.”

      “No, you weren’t. And you won’t insult her again. Got it?” Foster doesn’t wait for him to reply. “I’m going to go find Harlynn and make sure she heads home. Then we’ll go to Anna’s. And you’re going to stay as far away from me as possible while we’re here so Harlynn doesn’t know we’re hanging out. If she does, she’s going to grow suspicious, because she knows I hate you.”

      “Yeah, the feeling’s mutual, man,” Grey replies with annoyance.

      The exchange is really bizarre. If they hate each other so much, then why are they hanging out?

      I hear footsteps walk away; Foster leaving, I’m assuming. Grey lingers in the darkness for a moment. I’m not sure what he’s doing.

      “Whatever,” he finally mutters under his breath. Then I hear him stomp off, griping, “He always gets like this whenever it comes to her.”

      By her, I assume he means me.

      If I had heard all this before the accident, I would’ve been flattered. Now, I feel nothing.

      Nothing but disdain.

      That disdain swiftly fizzles as I feel someone move up from behind me.
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      Fear lashes through me, and I rack my brain for every self-defense move I’ve ever learned as I start to reel around. Then I feel it.

      Calmness.

      Stillness.

      Connection.

      Kingsley.

      “Har?” he whispers through the darkness.

      I turn around and find him standing on the other side of the car, looking around. He has a black hoodie on, black jeans, and black boots. He nearly blends in with the darkness, except for his pale blond hair that nearly glows against the afterglow of the fire and the moonlight. I can’t see his face, but I can feel that it’s him, so I stand up, revealing where I am.

      “Right here,” I whisper. And then I do something completely and utterly bizarre.

      I step forward and kiss him. It’s just a soft kiss, a relieved kiss. Still, he groans the moment our lips come into contract, gripping my waist, digging his fingers into my skin. Then he sweeps his tongue into my mouth and, for a moment, there is no darkness, no lies, no death. There’s just warmth and peace and connection.

      What is this thing with him? It’s so intense that I almost can’t breathe.

      Then he’s pulling back, a shaky breath fumbling from his lips. “Sorry.”

      “Why?” I ask, confused, placing my hands on his chest. I can feel his heart pounding through my palm.

      Adrenaline is coursing through him. Life is coursing through him.

      He sighs. “For kissing you.”

      “I kissed you, actually,” I point out.

      “I know, but …” He steps back, yanking his fingers through his hair. Then he just stares at me. “Why did you kiss me?” While I can’t see his face, I can sense his apprehension.

      “Because I wanted to.” It’s the most truthful words that have passed across my lips lately. “We’ve kissed before,” I add, like it’s some sort of validating point as to why I just randomly kissed him in the dark.

      He doesn’t say anything, but I can feel him studying me through the darkness. “I heard someone say you were here, but I didn’t believe them.” He gives a short pause. “What’re you doing here? I thought you were … I thought you said you were going to stay away from Foster.”

      “I’m not here because of Foster,” I assure him. “In fact, I’m out here hiding because he was just here and I didn’t want him to see me.”

      “Oh.” He pauses again. “I don’t want to sound controlling—I don’t want to be like my brother—but you shouldn’t be here.”

      “Oh, I know that.” I wrap my arms around myself. “I didn’t come here on purpose.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks confusedly.

      At first, I don’t answer, unsure if I can trust him not to think I’m insane.

      You can tell him.

      You can trust him.

      He saved you.

      “I slept-walk,” I divulge, “out to the lake. And then I woke up, and I … I didn’t know what to do, so I found a path and started walking and ended up at this party.” Because I could feel that you were here. I don’t tell him that part.

      “You slept-walked to the lake?” he asks, baffled. “What …? Huh?” Confusion flows off him, a reminder of just how linked we are. And a reminder that I am literally holding his life in my hands.

      “Yeah … it’s a little crazy,” I admit.

      He reaches out then, brushing his fingers across my bare arm. Goosebumps sprout across my flesh. Not because I feel cold, though. No, I feel the exact opposite.

      Warmth.

      Kingsley is warmth in this coldness that has glazed my insides ever since the icy chill of death seeped into my soul.

      Then, if things can get any warmer, he trails his fingers down my side, across my hip, and to the edge of my pajamas shorts

      “Fuck, are you wearing your pajamas?” His skin brushes across the side of my leg.

      “Yeah.” I try not to sigh when he pulls away. “I told you I slept-walked.”

      “I know, but I guess I just didn’t think about what you’d be wearing …” He clears his throat. “You’ve got to be freezing.” He slips off his hoodie and hands it to me. “Put this on … Do you have any shoes on? I can’t tell.”

      I take the hoodie from him and shake my head. “No.” I slip it on. The fabric smells like him, and I discreetly breathe it in, like a weirdo. But I was weird like this even before I died. It was just directed more at Foster. With Kingsley, it feels different. It doesn’t feel like I’m some silly girl with a crush. It feels like … well, like I’m standing here with a guy who saved my life.

      “This is the second hoodie you’ve given me,” I remark. “I really need to give the other back or you’re gonna be hoodie-less.”

      “I’m fine,” he tells me distractedly while staring at my feet. “Are your feet hurt? You walked here, right? Are they cut up?”

      “No, they’re fine,” I attempt to reassure him, but I can feel his worry increasing. “The path I took was just flattened dirt.”

      “Okay … I’ll carry you to the car. Then we can talk a bit more about this in private.” He starts to reach for me, but then he hesitates. “That is, if that’s okay with you?”

      I step toward him. “Yeah, it is.”

      I’ve never actually been carried by a guy before. Well, not that I remember. I imagine that, when Kingsley saved me that night, he had to carry me out of the water and to the shore. This is different, though. I’m not dying. I’m alive. I’m breathing.

      Before I can freak out too much—which FYI, out of all the things to freak out about, that’s what my mind chooses?—he slips an arm behind me and picks me up, putting his other arm underneath my legs. Then he starts down the road, heading past the line of cars and farther away from the glow of the fire and farther into the darkness. And for the first time since I woke up at the lake, I feel safe, like I’m wrapped up in some sort of protective bubble where nothing can touch me or hurt me.

      “Sorry about this,” he mumbles, his boots scuffing against the dirt.

      “What’re you sorry about?”

      “I don’t know.” He lifts a shoulder. “For the entire situation. That you were sleepwalking. That you ended up here. That I had to carry you.”

      Always so hard on himself.

      And that’s partly my fault.

      “The first two things aren’t your fault. And as for the last”—mustering up every ounce of courage I have, I place my hand on his cheek—“I like that you’re carrying me. In fact, it’s been the only good thing about tonight.” I trace my fingers along his cheek, down to his lips.

      Those lips that saved mine.

      Those lifesaving lips.

      I still can’t get over it.

      That he saved me.

      And that he was going to die with me if we didn’t get out of that lake.

      A breath shudders from those lips and dances across my fingertips. I expect him to say something, but he doesn’t, remaining quiet until we reach his car. Then he shifts me into one arm so he can get the door open.

      After he gently sets me down on the passenger seat, he closes the door and rounds the front of the car. He doesn’t get in right away, though, stopping beside the driver’s side door. There, he digs out his phone and glances at the screen, staring at it for a moment before pocketing it then climbing into the driver’s seat.

      Once he has the door shut, he leans back in the seat and grips the wheel. “I just got a text from Foster. He’s looking for you, and he knows you’re here.”

      “I know.” I rotate in the seat to face him. “Eli, one of Foster’s friends, saw me when I got here. He said a bunch of shit about him having to report to Foster that I was here, that Foster always has his friends tell him if they spot me at parties.” I expect Kingsley to react, but he doesn’t. Suspicion stirs inside me. I don’t like that it does. “Did you know he did that?”

      He lowers his hands from the steering wheel. “I wasn’t positive. But I’m not surprised with how protective he is of you.”

      “Protective?” I mutter bitterly. “That’s not what that is. That’s controlling. That’s …” I shake my head, irritated. “He always accused you of being the stalker, but really, he is. Tonight, I overheard him say that I’m his, like I’m not even a person.”

      He fiddles with the keychain dangling from the ignition. “Can I tell you something? It’s something that has to do with that secret I told you about.”

      I nod. “Of course. You can tell me anything, and I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

      “I know. And I want you to know you can tell me anything, too.” He means what he says, too. I wonder how he can so easily believe me? If he just does or if he can feel that connection, too. “And I want to hear more about what happened with this sleepwalking thing, but I need to tell you this first.” He glances out the windshield, his gaze sweeping the crowd and the fire in the distance. “Is it okay if we leave here, though? I don’t like that my brother could show up at any moment.”

      I nod, reaching for the seatbelt. “What about Porter? Don’t you need to get him?”

      “He’s actually not here,” he says as he starts the engine.

      “Really?” I lift a brow and smile for the first time since … well, in a while. “Aren’t you two like joined at the hip or something?”

      “No.” He flips on the headlights and a sliver of light slips into the cab, just enough that I can see the slightest smile on his face. “We’re more like attached at the pinkie.”

      My smile widens, but then it falters as I spot Foster striding up the road toward Kingsley’s car.

      “If you want to avoid Foster, you might want to take off now,” I say, pointing at Foster.

      Kingsley glances that way and mutters a string of curses. Then he throws the shifter in reverse and backs out of the space, driving off the road to turn the car around in the space of field beside it.

      I twist around in the seat and peer out the window as Kingsley backs down the road. Foster is no longer walking, but he’s watching the car drive away. I can’t see his face, but I can envision how mad he probably looks. Weird, because I used to not be able to do that—picture him mad.

      Moments from pulling away, Kingsley receives a text.

      He digs his phone out of his pocket, reads the message, and then shakes his head. “God, my brother is so annoying,” he mutters then glances at me. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” I ask. But then it dawns on me. “Wait—are you apologizing for insulting Foster?”

      “Yeah, I just …” He shrugs, setting his phone on the console. “I honestly don’t know why I did it. It’s just kind of a habit to think you’ll defend him.”

      “Well, consider the habit broken,” I promise. “Forever.”

      He drives farther away from the party. “Okay.” He pauses. “He wants to know if you’re with me.”

      “That’s why he keeps messaging you?”

      “Yep.”

      “What does the message say exactly?”

      He hands me the phone. “You can read it if you want to?”

      I’m a little surprised he’s letting me, but I’m glad. It means he trusts me, a little bit anyway. And that’s what I want. What I need if I’m going to be able to ask him about his past, about that day he died, so I can learn more about this connection between us.

      I take the phone from him and read through the messages.

      Foster: Where the fuck are you? I know your dumbass is at this party, so text me back. We need to talk.

      Foster: Is Harlynn with you? If so, there’s going to be consequences, so be prepared to pay, you piece of shit. You know you shouldn’t be with her. She’s too good for you. You’re toxic. A waste of space.

      Foster: I can see you driving away. You better not be with her.

      A foul taste burns in my mouth.

      Foster may have been controlling with me, but it was in a different way from how he tries to control Kingsley.

      The way he is with Kingsley … it’s mentally abusive. With me … well, I’m not really sure what it is yet. It never felt like abuse when I was with Foster, but now that I’m breaking free of him, I’m not sure that it wasn’t. It was just more subtle than what he does to Kingsley. Like always making sure I doubted myself enough that I sought his opinion for everything. Like making me feel bad when I did stuff he didn’t deem worthy of him, like the time I pierced my lip. How he always expected me to be there for him, and when I wasn’t, he made me feel bad about it. Yet, he didn’t always have to be there for me.

      He had clawed his way into my head so much that I hardly did anything on my own. The only time I really did what I wanted was when I went to that party with Star. And if I hadn’t done that—briefly broke free of the chain that I let Foster keep around me—I’m not sure I would’ve ever figured out who saved me that night.

      I wouldn’t be here with Kingsley.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have let you read those,” Kingsley abruptly says.

      I startle, aware that I’ve grown quiet, yet I’m not sure for how long. Long enough that I can no longer see any signs of a party. Only darkness and trees and shadows twirling amongst them.

      They’re out there. Those shadowy things.

      Swallowing hard, I hand Kingsley back his phone. “No, I’m glad you did. I was just thinking about some … stuff …” I waver, unsure how much I want to tell him, but decide to hell with it. I need to be honest with him if I’m ever going to be able to get him to be honest with me. “I was just thinking about how abusive Foster is. Not physically, but mentally. How all those years I was friends with him, he made me feel so bad about everything I did to the point that I couldn’t even make decisions on my own. And during the few times I did, he always made me feel bad about it. And those messages he sent to you, they’re kind of the same thing, only he’s so much more crueler to you. With me, he was always sweet about it, and I never was able to see it until now because I was an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot,” he starts to defend me, but I talk over him.

      “No, I was. But not anymore.” I face him so he can hopefully see how much I mean what I’m about to say. “No more assuming that I’m going to defend Foster. That I’m friends with him. That I like him. Because I don’t. Not anymore. And I want to be friends with you. I should’ve been this entire time, but I messed up. I was stupid. And that’s on me. But, from now on, no more stupidity. You and I are friends. Foster and I are not.” I press my lips together, something dawning on me. “Unless you don’t want to be friends with me.”

      He stares at me and, for a moment, I think he’s going to say no. Then he says quietly, “No, I do. I really fucking do.”

      “Good.” I let a nervous exhale slip from my lips then smile at him.

      He smiles a little, too. Just a little, but good God, is that smile beautiful. So beautiful that it’s crazy to think about what he would look like if he smiled completely.

      Probably unimaginably beautiful.

      “As your friend, I need to tell you some stuff, though. And I’m not sure how you’re going to take it, but with Foster being so persistent about being around you, I think you need to hear it,” he says as he steers off the dirt road and onto the main road. “Remember the last time we talked on the phone and I told you that Foster might be dealing that drug, night kiss?”

      I nod.

      “Well, tonight, I learned a couple of things. Actually, about him and Grey and how they might be dealing together.”

      “Yeah, I overheard them talking,” I tell him. “Which surprised the hell out of me since Foster’s always hated him. Or, well, pretended to. Honestly, it kind of sounded like they hate each other but are hanging out for some reason.”

      “Yeah, I got that.” His brows knit. “It doesn’t really make sense. I mean, at school, they always acted like rivals, and yet they were talking at the party tonight when I saw them.”

      “You’re right; it doesn’t make sense. Foster hates Grey, so why hang out with him in the open? And I overheard him say to Grey that he wanted to make sure I didn’t spot them together, yet isn’t he worried someone at the party would tell me that they were hanging out? And why is everyone okay with them hanging out? Every one of Foster’s friends hates Grey. So do I.”

      “Almost everyone does,” Kingsley agrees then sighs. “But I don’t really have any room to talk. Not a lot of people are fans of me either.”

      I find myself reaching over and brushing my hand across his cheek in an attempt to comfort him. “Maybe that’s not as true as you think. Maybe you just think that because Foster wants you to.”

      “No … a lot of people hate me …” His eyelids momentarily shut. “Har … you’ve got to stop doing that,” he murmurs, opening his eyes.

      He may be saying that, but I can feel how much he likes it, so I touch him again.

      His knuckles on the wheel whiten. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to get so distracted that I’m going to crash the car.”

      That should frighten me after what happened, but it doesn’t. Because …

      “No, you won’t,” I tell him but pull my hand away.

      He looks at me questioningly. “How can you be so sure that I won’t?”

      I lift a shoulder. “Because I’m in here, and I know you won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he says, staring at me almost dazedly. Then he clears his throat and that dazedness evaporates. “If it does turn out that Foster is dealing night kiss, there’s going to be a case built against him.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “And I don’t want to bring this up, but I feel like I have to … It’s about what you told me about the night Foster’s truck went off the cliff and how you thought maybe you were … drugged.”

      A chill nips at my skin, even though I’m more than warm in Kingsley’s hoodie. “Okay.”

      He scratches the side of his neck then rests his hand on the shifter, appearing twitchy. “I don’t want to push you or pressure you to do anything you’re not comfortable with, so I want to talk to you about it before I do anything.” Another hesitant pause. “I just think that it might help the case. Not just the one I’m working on, but the one for the night of the accident, if maybe you told someone about what happened.”

      “I kind of told the detective working my case about it already,” I inform him. “Well, I told her a little bit about it. Honestly, I can’t really remember much about what happened that night.”

      “I know. I still think you should maybe mention the drug thing to her … and Foster’s name.” He wavers. “Well, that is, if you don’t mind talking about what happened that night. If you don’t, I completely understand.” His grip on the shifter tightens. “I never want you to have to relive that sort of pain.”

      “You … You talk as if you’re speaking from experience. Like you’ve experienced that sort of pain before,” I say cautiously, wanting to tell him that I know.

      Know all about his pain.

      Strands of his blond hair fall into his eyes as he shakes his head. “No. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”

      I internally sigh. He’s not going to open up to me.

      “But you’ve experienced pain like that before.” It may sound like a question, but it’s not.

      He shakes his head again, but with much more hesitancy this time, and his lips remain sealed together, locking his secrets inside.

      Maybe I should back off, stop myself from telling him the truth—that I know. But all of this pain—his pain—swells through me, so powerful that I feel like my skin is going to burst open. That featherlike wound on my wrist begins to throb, too, and when I glance down at it, the flesh is splitting open, blood weeping from the wound. It was healed enough this morning that I took the bandage off. Maybe it wasn’t ready for that, though. Or maybe it was. Maybe ripping it open is exactly what I was supposed to do.

      Just do it.

      Dragging this out will get you nowhere.

      You can’t help him unless you tell him.

      Tell him the truth.

      “I know,” I say.

      A crease forms between his brows. “Know what?”

      I stab my fingernails into my flesh until that’s the only pain I feel. But why is this so painful? Because I feel like I’m about to open an old wound of his?

      “I know what happened to you … How you … died.”

      “That … That never happened,” he chokes out, that pain inside him amplifying.

      I suck in a deep breath. “Kings, I know it did, and I want to help you. But before all that, I need to tell you something important.” I take another preparing breath. “When I died, I don’t think I came back right. I not only feel different, but I’ve started seeing … things.”

      Silence ticks by. I can hear my heart screaming inside my chest.

      “What sorts of things?” he asks, glancing at me.

      “Shadows in the trees. Sometimes I hear voices. But mostly, I see the … dead … Particular, Beth.” God, I sound crazy. I know I do.

      Please don’t think I’m crazy. Please feel that I’m being truthful.

      He stares at me, his expression unreadable as so many emotions swirl around him at once that I can’t decipher what he’s feeling. “Beth? As in the girl who just went missing?”

      I nod, hoping my instincts are right, that I can trust him.

      “She’s dead, even though no one has found her body yet. And she talks to me sometimes, and she told me what happened to you. About how you were in so much pain that you tried to …” I swallow hard. “That you tried to kill yourself. And I’m so sorry that you felt that way. I’m so sorry that I didn’t save you.” My control is splintering, and words are trickling from my tongue like blood is suddenly trickling from the featherlike wound on my wrist. I can feel it, the warmth dripping out of it as the seams pop open. Beth had said the answers were inside it. Is this what it is? Are the answers weeping out in blood?

      “I was a terrible person, just bailing out on our friendship like that. And I’m so, so sorry. I really am. I feel awful that you were in so much pain. I should’ve helped you. I should’ve been a better friend. I should’ve …” I trail off as tears burn my eyes.

      It’s like I’ve been carrying these words around with me for the last couple of weeks, and now it’s all rushing out of me.

      My guilt.

      My worry.

      My sins.

      “Har, calm down.” He lifts his hand from the shifter and places it on my cheek. “What happened to me wasn’t your fault. And it was a while ago. I’m not … I’m not hurting as much anymore.”

      “But you’re still hurting,” I whisper. Again, it’s not a question, because I can feel his pain tearing through his veins. And mine.

      He shakes his head, as if to deny, but I speak before he can even try.

      “I know you are.” I put a hand on my chest. “Because I can feel it.”

      Again, silence skips by. And again, I question if he’s going to think I’m insane.

      “Feel it how?” he asks, not seeming as surprised as I thought he’d be.

      “It’s inside me.” I trace my fingertip down my arm. “Underneath my skin, in my veins”—I touch my chest—“in my heart. I can feel what you’re feeling.”

      Pressing his lips together, he looks away from me and slows down the car.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask as he flips on the blinker and pulls over onto a turn out that gives a view of that stupid lake that looks so black right now that it nearly matches the night sky.

      He doesn’t answer, shoving the shifter into park, then silencing the engine. He remains quiet, gazing out at the lake, and I start to worry that perhaps he’s debating what to do with the crazy person sitting in the seat beside him. But then he whispers, “I can see them, too.”

      My eyes widen. “Beth and the dead girls?”

      He shakes his head, his gaze gliding to me. “No, the shadows in the trees.”

      My heart rate quickens, deafeningly inside my chest. “You see them, too?”

      He gives a shaky nod. “Ever since I … since I died …” He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “Fuck, that’s the first time I’ve ever talked about this aloud.”

      “Ever?” I ask, and he nods, opening his eyes. “How? I mean … don’t your parents know about it?”

      His jaw tightens. “Of course they do. They’re the ones who … found me and took me to the hospital where I was revived. And once they made sure I was good and alive, they made sure to tell me how disappointed they were in me, and that if I wanted to make things right, I would keep my mouth shut about it.”

      I shake my head, in complete shock. How can this be true? How can my parents’ best friends, who are—were—almost like a second set of parents to me, be that cold and cruel?

      “I didn’t know they were like that.” Although, I did get to witness a bit of their cruelty the other day when Kingsley was arrested.

      It was like they were different people. Perhaps that’s where Foster gets his ability to cover up his true identity. Or maybe, like with Foster, I’d been blind to who the Portersons really are.

      “Most people don’t,” he mutters. “And they’re only like that with me. And only because Foster has manipulated them into thinking I’m a bad person. Maybe they’re right, though …”

      “They’re not right,” I stop him right there. “At this point in my life, you’re like the only person I trust, which is saying a lot.”

      His gaze sweeps across my face, as if he’s searching for signs that I’m lying. “How are you so sure you can trust me? I mean, I know I saved you but, for years, you seemed like you hated me, and I …” He trails off, staring out at the darkness, the pale moonlight reflecting in his eyes.

      Since he hasn’t freaked out too much about everything else I’ve told him, I figure I’ll tell him everything. I just hope he doesn’t finally decide to freak out.

      “Beth—the dead girl that I see sometimes—she told me that when you …” God, I’m probably going to sound crazy. I pick at my fingernails unable to look at him as I continue, “She said that when you saved me that night, our souls became intertwined, and that if I don’t figure out who killed all the girls who died here, you and I … will fade away.”

      The air is so silent that I can hear my heart beating loudly inside my chest.

      “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” I mutter without looking at him.

      When he makes no effort to say anything, panic courses through me.

      Then he’s fixing his finger underneath my chin and angling my head up to look at him. “You don’t need to panic … I believe you. I’m just trying to process everything.”

      I give a shaky nod, looking into his eyes. “How do you know I’m panicking?”

      He carries my gaze. “How do you think?”

      “You can feel what I’m feeling, too?”

      He nods. “I’ve been able to for almost a week now. I just didn’t know why and, honestly, I kind of wondered if maybe I was going crazy.”

      Relief washes over me. “Well, if you’re going crazy, then so am I.”

      “I don’t think either of us are going crazy. I am worried about what you said, though—that we’re going to fade if you don’t solve all the deaths.” He removes his finger from my chin. “Did she, by chance, say how to do this?”

      “No, not really. Beth … she’s always so vague. All the dead girls are that I see.” It’s the first time I’ve talked about this aloud, and I’ll admit that even I think I sound crazy. “You really believe me?”

      He trails his fingers up my face again then rests his palm against my cheek. “I really believe you.”

      The truth of his words pours through me, melting my worries away. At least, some of them.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out how to do what she’s asking me to do, and I’ve been looking around on the internet and ended up talking to a person who knows about the shadows that are currently in the trees right now … They called them death stealers. But, anyway, this person also is supposed to know a lot about what happens to people when they die and come back to life. And they’re supposed to be setting up a meeting with me, but I haven’t heard back from them yet … And I know this probably sounds sketchy—trust me, I think it is, too, especially since they signed the email as Death—but it’s the only thing I can think to do right now since all Beth will tell me is that I need to solve the deaths, that I can trust you, and that I may have some sort of abilities …” I trail off, realizing I’m rambling and probably adding to my already potential crazy appearance.

      When Kingsley makes no effort to say anything, I add, “I’m starting to sound crazy, aren’t I?”

      “No. I’m just trying to process everything you just said.” He skims his finger along my cheekbone. “It’s a lot to take in, but what I’m really concerned about is you even considering the idea of meeting up with someone that you met online. And someone who calls themselves Death.”

      “Well, I think they may have just used that alias because of the topic of our conversation,” I say. “But I get you’re worrying. Trust me; I’ve stressed about it myself. But I’ve also searched and searched and searched, and this person is the only one who seems to maybe know about this whole dying and coming back to life thing.”

      He lowers his hand from my face. “Can I see the emails?”

      “Yeah, sure. I don’t have my phone with me, but you can come to my house. Or I can just pull them up on your phone now.”

      His gaze sweeps the forest around us and the shadows creeping around in the distance. “Actually, can we just go to my place? Being out here is creeping me the hell out. And I’m kind of worried that if your mom finds out I was at your house, she might call the police on my ass.”

      “My mom doesn’t think you tried to kill me,” I explain. “I told you that already.”

      He picks at his fingernails. “I know, but she’s not a huge fan of me, either.”

      I wish I could tell him he’s wrong, but the lie won’t leave my lips, so all I can do is nod and feel the guilt that comes with it.
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      We remain fairly quiet during the drive to Porter’s house where Kingsley has been staying. Or, that’s what I thought. Eventually, I realize he’s not driving in the direction of Porter’s house.

      “I thought you were staying with Porter?” I ask, glancing at the neighborhood that we’re driving through.

      “I was,” he replies as he turns into an apartment complex located about five miles away from my house. “But it was only until we got our own place. There wasn’t supposed to be an apartment available at this place until a few more days, but one opened up earlier than the landlord thought, so we moved in this morning.”

      “Oh.” I peer around at the apartment complex lit up by porch lights and moonlight.

      Hardly anyone is around, and the forest is close, the taunting shadows reminders of what is hiding in those trees.

      Kingsley parks the car then shuts off the engine, but he doesn’t take the keys out of the ignition. “If you’re not comfortable being here, I can take you home, and we can do this in the morning.”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just that …” I chew on my bottom lip. “The forest makes me nervous.”

      “I know. It makes me nervous, too, but I promise I won’t let anything happen to you,” he assures me.

      “I know.” I reach over the console, take the keys out of the ignition, and hand them to him. “Let’s go inside so we don’t have to look at it anymore.”

      He wraps his fingers around the keys, takes them from me, and nods. Then we climb out of the car and make our way across the grass, walking side by side. Our arms brush, touching just enough that I can feel his warmth. It feels like it’s not enough, though, and I have the strangest urge to reach over and hitch my pinkie with his. I almost do, but then we reach the stairs and he motions for me to go first.

      “It’s the top one on the left,” he tells me.

      I start up the stairs, wondering why he asked me to go first. When I glance over my shoulder, I see he’s walking close behind me, his gaze skimming across the parking lot and forest.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask as we reach the top of the stairway.

      He nods then moves by me to unlock the door. “I just get a little uneasy when the shadows are out.”

      “Me, too.” I chew on my thumbnail as he turns the doorknob and opens the door. “How long have you been able to see them? Has it been since you …?” I bite down on my tongue, unsure if he wants me to talk about this aloud.

      He reaches inside and flips on the light. “The first time I saw them was the day after … while I was in the hospital. I had just woken up, and one was hovering over me.”

      My eyes go huge. “Holy crap, one got that close to you?”

      He nods as he steps inside and motions for me to come in. “It was the only time it happened, and while I’m not sure, it kind of felt like maybe, if I hadn’t woken up that moment, it may have done something to me.”

      As I step inside, my gaze skims across the leather sofa, the coffee table, and the flat screen propped against the wall. A few boxes are here and there, but other than that, the place is mostly bare.

      “What do you think it was going to do to you?” I ask as he shuts the door behind us and locks it.

      “I have no idea.” He tosses the keys onto the kitchen counter that’s attached to the living room. Then he turns toward me, dragging his fingers through his hair and making the blond strands go askew.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen him in the light tonight, so I get the full picture of how gorgeous he is, and I discreetly take him in, wanting to kiss him but deciding I probably shouldn’t, that I’ve already done enough crazy stuff for the night.

      His hand falls to his side. “What did you say that person—Death or whatever—called the shadow things?”

      “Death stealers. I’m not sure what that means, though.”

      “Have you tried to look it up?”

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t find anything legit.”

      He pauses, considering something. “You want to show me those emails?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I wait for him to hand me his phone, but he just flips on another light and starts down the hallway.

      I follow him, confused about where we’re going. That is until we enter a room that has a bed, dresser, and boxes. On the bed is a laptop, which he picks up. Then he sits down and presses the power button.

      This is the second time I’ve been in his bedroom in the last few weeks, although it’s not technically the same room. But his stuff is still everywhere, including that album I found that I know has photos of me inside it. It’s on top of his dresser beside an expensive looking camera.

      “This thing is so slow turning on,” he mutters, scooting back and leaning against the headboard with his legs stretched out across the bed.

      “Mine’s that way, too. I keep trying to convince my mom that I need a new one for when college starts, and I think I’ve convinced her to get me one. Or, well, I did before the accident. Now I have no clue what’s going to happen since she can barely stand the idea of me leaving the house by myself.”

      He clicks a few keys then looks up at me. “Are you still planning on going to college?”

      I nod, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m just going to the local college, though.”

      “I know.” He glances at the screen again, the light reflecting in his eyes.

      “How do you know that?” I wonder, stepping toward the bed.

      He shrugs. “I’ve heard our parents talking about it a couple of times. I also heard my mom mention how she wished you’d go to the same college as Foster.”

      “I thought about it at one point,” I admit. “But it was too expensive. And I think the only reason your mom probably said that is because her and my mom have this idea in their heads that Foster and I are going to get married. In fact, my mom actually said something along those lines to me once.”

      “Yeah, I’ve overheard my mom saying the same thing. I always thought it was kind of weird how much they tried to push you two together.” He keeps his gaze fixed on the screen. “But I guess, in their eyes, they think Foster is this great guy who’ll give you this great life.”

      “Well, I completely disagree with them. And not just because I know what kind of guy Foster is now,” I mutter, leaning against the dresser. “I want my life to be great because I make it great. I don’t want my happiness to have to be dependent on someone else.”

      His gaze flicks to me. “I get that. I mean, I know my life is shit right now, but after all this happened … after I got arrested and had to make a deal to be an informant, I made a promise to myself that, after this is all done, I’ll start living my life based on my own decisions instead of my anger toward my parents and brother.”

      “You’re still holding on to some of that anger,” I state.

      “I know. I’m trying to let it go.” His gaze searches mine. “You’re holding on to some anger, too. I just can’t figure out for what. Not that you don’t have the right to be angry about a lot of things.”

      “I’m mainly angry with Foster, but I have some bitterness toward your parents … and mine. And some toward Evalynn for lying and making it look like you were the murderer. Which, what happened with that, anyway? I mean, with her? Did she get in trouble for lying?”

      He shakes his head, wisps of his hair falling into his eyes. “She got called in for more questioning, but there wasn’t a whole lot she could do since she basically just said she must’ve gotten confused.” He clicks a few more keys. “She seems kind of crazy.”

      “Oh, she is,” I assure him. “She stalked Foster for years and did a lot of crazy stuff. Although, now I’m kind of wondering if maybe there was more to it than that.”

      He pauses with his fingers over the keyboard as he glances up at me, a crease between his brows. “What do you mean?”

      I step away from the dresser and toward the bed. “That night at the party, when the cops showed up and I ran into the woods with Star, Evalynn was there, and she basically said a bunch of stuff to me that implied Foster may have been secretly hooking up with her. And that maybe he was doing it to feed her obsession with him so that she’d do stuff for him, like lie to the police.”

      “So, you think she lied to the police for him because he’s sleeping with her?” he questions with a hint of skepticism.

      “That, and maybe telling her that he loves her.”

      A frown etches onto his face. “But wouldn’t that also mean that he’s the reason his truck went over the cliff? I mean, if he needed a reason for the police to be led in a different direction?”

      “Maybe.” While I may be pissed at Foster, it still hurts to admit this aloud, admit that he might be the reason I died that night.

      I just wish I knew why, wish I knew what happened amongst those foggy memories of when Foster kissed me in the truck.

      Did someone else show up? Who ran into his truck? And how far did we go before all of this happened? We had kissed and touched a bit, but then the fog takes over my mind and I can’t see through it.

      “Hey, calm down and breathe, okay?” Kingsley says, making me aware that I’m holding my breath in my chest. “Everything’s going to be okay. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      I exhale shakily. “Sorry, I was just trying to remember what happened that night, but I’m not sure I ever will. And since the only other person who really knows what happened is Foster … I have a feeling I may never know.”

      He hesitates before cautiously saying, “Don’t completely discount that idea yet.”

      “You think he’ll tell the truth one day?” I question. “Because, from what I’ve just learned, he’s basically been lying his entire life.”

      “He has, but if him and Grey end up getting arrested for dealing night kiss, Grey might crack and tell the truth. Well, if he knows what happened that night, and I have a feeling he might.”

      My brows dip. “Why would you think that?”

      He fiddles with one of his brow piercings. “I don’t want to upset you.”

      “Then tell me the truth,” I urge. “Please don’t lie to try to protect me. I don’t care how bad it is. The truth … it’s important to me.”

      Hesitancy remains on his face as he says, “Porter and I have been talking to a few people who were at that party you and Foster were at the night of the accident, and from what everyone has told us, Grey and Foster had an argument.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “I don’t remember that happening.”

      “It happened in one of the bedrooms where I don’t think too many people were there to witness, which was probably the point … But, anyway, from what we’ve found out, Grey owed Foster something—we still haven’t figured out what or what it was for. What we do know is that Foster told Grey to meet him up on the hill that night so he could pay up.”

      My stomach plummets. “Grey came up to the cliff that night?”

      “We don’t know if he did for sure,” he presses. “We just found out that they agreed to meet up there. But who the hell knows if they ever did?”

      I hug my arms around myself as my body suddenly feels very cold. “What if he did, and I can’t remember it happening because I was drugged and passed out when he showed up?” Tears burn my eyes.

      What if they did something to me together then tried to get rid of me by letting the truck crash off the cliffside?

      Kingsley abruptly sets down the computer, scoots to the edge of the bed, and takes my hands in his. “I don’t even know if Grey made it up there. It’s just a theory and I …” He shakes his head, the muscles in his jaw pulsating. “This is hurting you. I never should’ve said anything.”

      I suck back the tears. “No, I’m glad you did. I want to hear the truth, even if it’s hard to hear. I just … I hate that I don’t know what happened. Hopefully, if Grey and Foster do get arrested, you’ll be right and Grey will confess.” Honestly, I just wish I could find a way to remember, because this unknowingness, the emptiness inside my mind, is starting to drive me insane. I wish I could fill in the gaps.

      Maybe hypo-therapy could work? Or Beth mentioned I have some sort of abilities. Perhaps if I can figure out what those are, I can figure out a way to fill in the gaps of my mind.

      “I hope so, too.” He skims his finger along the back of my hand, causing a shiver to roll through my body. He does the movement again, and I shudder again.

      His touch feels so unbearably amazing, and I think he may be catching on to that, because he repeatedly strokes the back of my hand. By the sixth time, I feel like I’m about to explode out of my skin. Well, that and kiss him. To avoid doing either, I try to focus on something else.

      “Did you get your computer to turn on?” I ask, my breathless tone making me cringe.

      He nods, sketching his finger along the back of my hand one more time before letting go. Then he picks up the computer and moves to hand it to me.

      “You wanna log in to your email?” he asks.

      Nodding, I sit down beside him, close enough that our legs touch. I have no desire to move away. In fact, I want to move closer, so I do. Then I take the laptop from him and open up the email I received from Death.

      “Here’s the conversation we’ve had so far.” I show him the screen.

      He slides one arm behind me and leans over my shoulder to read it. I can smell his cologne mixed with a hint of cigarette smoke as I watch him read what’s on the screen, probably looking like a freak. But I can’t help it. I feel so safe right now, something I thought I’d never feel again after that truck went off the cliff

      I can’t help thinking about every missed moment I’ve ever had with him and the moments I did have before I stopped being his friend.

      Why wasn’t I strong enough to see past Foster’s lies? Why couldn’t I see the truth? Why did I have to be so blind?

      “You’re staring,” he says softly, his eyes remaining on the screen.

      “I know.” I crack a smile. “Call it even for all those times you took photos of me.”

      He glances at me, briefly assessing me. “I still can’t believe you’re not more upset about that.”

      “It’s kind of flattering,” I admit. “And besides, the photos are beautiful … Are you gonna be a photographer one day?”

      He gives a half-shrug, directing his concentration back to the screen. “I don’t know. I want to take some classes for it, but my dad has always said he’d only pay for me to go to real college. And that was before all this shit with Evalynn happened. Now I know he won’t give me a drop of money, which is fine. It’s not like I ever wanted to go to college, anyway. I just want to take some classes that I’m interested in. I know the local college has a few photography classes, and I was thinking about taking them, but that requires getting a full-time job. I can’t do that until this whole informant thing is over.”

      “That makes sense, I guess.” I pause. “Do you have a part-time job right now?”

      He nods, taping the cursor. “I work at that photography studio that’s next to the bank your mom works at.”

      “How did I not know this?” As soon as the words leave my lips, I realize the answer. Because I hardly know anything about him. I used to know him until … well, I decided to end our friendship. “I don’t really know much about you. You should tell me some stuff.”

      He arches his brow at me. “You want me to sit here and tell you stuff about me?” he asks dubiously.

      I nod. “Yeah, I do, unless you don’t want to.”

      He chews on his bottom lip, sucking on his lip ring. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that … a lot of it isn’t very pretty.”

      “Neither is a lot of stuff about me,” I say, “so I won’t judge you.”

      “I beg to differ on that. You’re a good person. You always have been.”

      I frown. “You think too highly of me.”

      “No, I don’t. I know there’s some bad stuff—there is with everyone—but there’s also a lot of good stuff.”

      I want to ask him what that good stuff is and how he knows it exists, but that’s not what this conversation is about. It’s about finding out who Kingsley is now, after years of me cutting him out of my life.

      “I know you’re heroic,” I say, causing him to roll his eyes. “You swam into a sinking truck to save me, so don’t roll your eyes. Own your awesomeness.”

      He shakes his head but humors me. “You should also know that I used to get high a lot down by that lake, and if the accident had happened a handful of months before, I may have been too high to swim out there.”

      His words may be hard to hear, but at least he’s being honest with me, even though I can feel that he doesn’t want to.

      “Would you have still tried to save me, if you were high when it happened?”

      He nods without zero hesitation. “We both probably would’ve died, though.”

      Words he said to me that night that we were together in the sinking truck pour through my mind. “You’re strong. I know you are. And I need you to do this, because I’m not going to leave without you. If you don’t go, I don’t go.”

      He said it because I was too scared to swim out, and he meant them; that much I know. What I don’t know is how in the hell I was ever even able to look at Foster when someone like Kingsley existed. How did I not see him? How could I be so blind?

      Not anymore. I want to know all about him, see all of him, if he’ll let me.

      “You said you’ve been doing drugs since you were thirteen, right?” I ask, and he reluctantly nods. “How hard did you get into them?” When wariness floods his features, I add, “You don’t have to tell me. I’m just trying to learn about all the stuff that happened between now and the day I decided to be a stupid idiot and stop being your friend.”

      He scratches the side of his neck. “If you really want to know …” He sighs, lowering his hand. “I was into some pretty hard drugs for a while. Porter and I both were. In fact, we were probably high on something almost every single day for years.”

      It hurts to hear, like a knife slicing open a wound. I look down and realize the wound is indeed bleeding again, red staining the white bandage wrapped around it.

      Why does it keep doing that? Why won’t it heal?

      “Is that how you two became friends?” I ask, focusing back on Kingsley. “Because you both liked to get high?”

      He shakes his head, fiddling with the leather band on his wrist. “Nah. Porter may get on my nerves sometimes and likes to act like everything’s a joke, but he can actually be a decent guy. He’s never judged me, and I’ve never judged him, which was the main basis of our friendship. But we also both come from shitting home lives, so there was kind of an understanding there. Plus, we like a lot of the same stuff—tattoos, piercings, music. Porter’s really into art, and I like photography.”

      “That makes sense, I guess,” I say. “I didn’t know Porter was into art.”

      “Yeah. He designed a lot of my tattoos.”

      “How many tattoos do you have, anyway? I’ve always wondered, because there was a year there when it seemed like, every time I saw you at school, you had a new one. And a new piercing. I think you took a few of the piercings out, though.”

      He’s looking at me so funnily that I start to wonder if maybe tattoos and piercings are a touchy subject. I don’t know why, though. Then he says, “You noticed that?” and it starts to make sense. Because what I think he really wants to ask is: you noticed me?

      I could lie. I’ve been doing that a lot lately. Except for when I’m around him.

      I nod. “In case you haven’t noticed, you stand out big time.”

      He stares down at his fingers as he undoes and refastens the clasp of the leather band on his wrist. “It’s mostly because I’m covered in tattoos and piercings, which seems to be a very unpopular thing in this judgmental town,” he mutters.

      I resist an eye roll. “That’s not the only reason you stand out. You’re gorgeous. But what I’m wondering is, if you don’t know that or if you’re just pretending you’re unaware.”

      He shakes his head, looking a little annoyed. “I’m aware that some people think I’m good looking, but it doesn’t matter. Being good looking hasn’t done shit for me, except attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugs. “I mean that it’s gotten me nowhere, other than being used. Which … whatever. It is what it is, and I stopped trying to look for anything past that a long time ago.”

      “What do you mean by used?” I ask, his irritation and pain colliding inside me.

      He tensely massages the back of his neck. “I can tell you, but the story’s kind of ugly.”

      “I want to hear it,” I say. Because I do. I want to know all about him, the boy I chose to ignore but now is all I see. “Unless you’re not comfortable sharing it with me.”

      “No, it’s fine … I just …” He lowers his hand to his lap. “About a year ago, I started going out with this girl, Natalie. She went to the school over in Fareland, so she didn’t know about me or who Foster was. At least, I thought so. But after about a month of dating her, I found out that she did know Foster, and she was using me to get to him.”

      “What? Why would she do that?”

      “Well, apparently, she hooked up with him a few times at parties, and she wanted to be more than a hookup, but he didn’t want that. No surprise there. My brother is known for being a player.”

      I can’t help thinking of how Porter said something similar to me the night of the accident when we were at the gas station and Foster had been flirting with Beth. Beth who’s now dead and who’s death I need to solve.

      Part of me wonders if she somehow made me sleepwalk to that lake so I would snap out of it and find Kingsley.

      “Were you in love with her?” I ask. “Natalie, I mean.”

      “No. She was just my first and only girlfriend, and honestly, she was the first girl to really pay attention to me. I think that’s why it didn’t hurt that much when I found out she was into Foster. I didn’t really like her. In fact, she did a lot of shit that annoyed me. But the realization of her using me to get to get to Foster sucked.”

      “I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, this Natalie sounds like a dumb fucking twat,” I tell him. “And I’d know, because I’ve been that dumb fucking twat.”

      The corners of his lips twitch upward. “Did you just call yourself a dumb fucking twat?”

      I shrug, smiling. “It seems like a really fitting name for any girl who thinks your brother is worth a second glance.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re not dumb at all. Natalie may be, but you … you’ve known Foster and me forever, and your whole life, our parents have acted like everything he does is perfect, so how else were you supposed to see him?”

      “Maybe you’re right, but I still feel stupid. And oblivious.” I give a short pause. “I didn’t even realize you’d ever dated anyone. For some reason, I always thought you hadn’t. Not that I don’t think you’re dating-worthy—you totally are. I just … You never really seemed to be into anyone, and I never saw you with anyone, other than Porter and Star. And, well, at that party, I saw you around people.” That party where you kissed me.

      He must be thinking the same thing, because his gaze briefly descends to my lips.

      “Natalie was the only girl I have dated,” he says, meeting my gaze again. “And it was for a short time, so you probably never did see me with her. And even though I didn’t know it, the relationship wasn’t even real.” Weirdly, he doesn’t feel as hurt about this. “So, technically, I guess I really haven’t been with anyone.”

      “You don’t feel as upset about this as I’d guess,” I state, observing him.

      He lifts a shoulder. “That’s because I’m not. Not really. I mean, at the time, it kind of stung, but like I said, I didn’t love Natalie or anything.” His throat muscles work as he swallows hard. Whatever he’s thinking about in that moment causes hurt to sting through his veins.

      “What is it?” I wonder.

      “What’s what?” he asks without looking at me.

      “You’re hurting right now,” I say. “What’re you thinking about?”

      “Nothing.” His lie burns against my flesh.

      “Please don’t lie to me,” I whisper. “Whatever it is—ugly or not—I need the truth. I always need the truth.” And I want—no, need—to know everything about you.

      He traces the lines on his palm with his finger. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Then don’t lie to me. When I ask for the truth, please give it to me.”

      He continues to shake his head with his lips smashed together.

      “Please,” I beg.

      He sighs audibly. “It’s not really important anymore. The hurt your feeling … it’s an old wound.”

      I scoot closer to him. “Caused by what?”

      He closes his eyes, and his chest puffs out as he exhales. “By you.” He opens his eyes and stares at his hand as he sketches the lines on his palm. “What Natalie did didn’t really hurt me, because I’d been through something similar, where a girl I liked left me for Foster. Only, this girl, I liked a lot more. And I think maybe, in a way, I may have even loved her, because she was the only light in the darkness that consumed my fucking pathetic life.”

      I am literally the worst fucking person in the world.

      This corpse of a girl who exists merely because this shadow of a boy saved her. Only, he’s not really a shadow. He’s just covered by one. But underneath the darkness is a beautiful, fractured glow of light.

      I need to fix this, fix what I did.

      “I’m sorry,” I start. “I don’t even know what to say to—”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” he cuts me off. “It was a long time ago.”

      I swallow hard. “No, it really wasn’t. I mean, sure, I broke off our friendship quite a few years ago, but every day I spent with Foster and ignored you was another break. And that’s a lot of damn breaks … But I’m going to try to fix it. I just need you to let me, okay? Can you do that? Can you try to let me fix what I’ve done?”

      “Harlynn, you don’t owe me anything. I wish you’d stop thinking that.”

      “No, I really do. Whether you can see it or not”—I reach forward and sweep strands of his hair out of his eyes—“you’re a good person.”

      He sucks in a breath through his nose. “No, I’m not.”

      “Yeah, you are,” I insist then place my palm on his chest where his heart is racing. “Because I can feel it. I can feel everything you’re feeling, and I know there’s nothing malicious inside here.” And I have to wonder if I had this curse—ability—before to feel what Kingsley is feeling, if maybe I’d been able to see through Foster’s bullshit.

      “Well, whether you think I am or not, you still don’t owe me anything.” His voice comes out uneven.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Harlynn,” he starts to protest when the computer pings.

      My attention darts to it, my hand drifting from his chest. “What was that?”

      “I … I think you have a new email.” Blinking a few times, he picks up the computer and sets it on his lap.

      I scoot closer to him, probably unnecessarily, but I still do it, anyway; that desire to be close to him magnifying after his declaration that he loved me once. Sure, we were young enough at the time that I’m certain it wasn’t him actually being in love with me, but he loved me like a friend. And I broke that love and him.

      But I’m going to fix this; fix what I did. Somehow. I just need to figure out a way. Just like I need to figure out who killed the girls, something I’m reminded of when I see who the message is from.

      “It’s from Death,” I say as I tap to open the new message.

      Tomorrow, 2:30, at the bench in the park near the statue of the willow tree with a cat in it.

      “What the hell?” I mumble. “Is this where they want to meet me?”

      “Wait—Did you tell them where you live?” he asks, looking horrified.

      I swiftly shake my head. “No. I’d never do that.”

      We trade a look that reads, Then how the heck do they know where I live?

      “Maybe they don’t know where I live?” I suggest. “Maybe there’s a statue in the park in their town that looks like ours?”

      “Maybe.” He sounds doubtful, though.

      The feeling is mutual, since it’s a really weird statue.

      “What should I do?” I hover my fingers over the keys. “I mean, I think I should reply, but should I agree to meet them? I think maybe I should. The meeting place is in a park, and it’s at two thirty, so there’ll be people there.”

      “This whole thing makes me uneasy,” he admits. “And I honestly think you shouldn’t go, but if you want to, we can figure out a safe way for you to do this. Maybe have Porter come, too, to keep an eye on things, and I can come with you or stay close by.”

      As inappropriate as it is at this moment, I find myself smiling. When he notices, he looks totally perplexed, which is completely understandable.

      “Why’re you smiling?” he wonders.

      “It’s nothing,” I say with a shrug. “I just really like that you didn’t just try to tell me what to do. That you discussed it with me and wanted my opinion.” I shrug. “It’s nice not to have someone trying to control me and make all decisions for me.”

      “No one should ever try to control you. But I really want to stress that this thing”—he gestures at that computer—“makes me uneasy.”

      “It makes me uneasy, too. But like I said, it’s in the middle of a public place where people hang out. Plus, you’ll be there, and I know you won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “You’re right; I won’t,” he promises. He didn’t need to say the words aloud, though.

      I know he won’t.

      I know it in my half soul, in which he carries the other half.

      He needs to know something, too, though. Something important.

      “And I’m not going to let anything happen to you, either. I’m going to figure out a way to save these girls. I’m not gonna let you fade.” Then I kiss his cheek.

      As soon as my lips leave, I focus on what to type in the email, mostly because my heart is racing inside my chest so forcefully that I feel a bit lightheaded.

      “All right, now I just need to think of the right reply,” I say, feeling his gaze burrowing into me. “What?” I finally ask, turning my head toward him. “Why are you staring at me like that? Do I have something on my face or something?”

      “No.” He stares at me for a slamming heartbeat longer before redirecting his attention to the computer. Then he reaches over and pushes a few keys, typing: See you there.

      “That work?” he asks with his brow lifted. “You can type more if you want, but I figured, with how sketchy this all is, being vague is probably a good thing.”

      “You’re probably right.” I hit send. “I guess that’s that.”

      It feels so simple, yet I have a feeling it won’t be. At all. Just like none of this has been. Something I’m reminded of when Beth briefly materializes in the corner of the room, whispering a few ominous words.

      “Be careful, Harlynn,” she warns, flickering in and out of focus, like she’s about to fade. “The shadows are everywhere, lining the path to the truth.”
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      After we send the reply to Death, Harlynn tells me she should probably go home.

      “If my mom realizes I’m not in my bed, she’s going to flip out. And I don’t even have my phone on me.” She stands and stretches her arms above her head.

      I try not to stare, but my eyes stray to the sliver of skin peering out between the hem of her tank top and the waistband of her pajama shorts.

      She’s so beautiful. I’ve been observing her for years, from a distance, and from what I can tell, she’s completely oblivious to her beauty. Foster played a part in that by keeping her to himself, using her kindness to his convenience and messing with her mind. I’ve seen him do it, heard him talk about it when he thought no one was listening. And I wanted to stop it, protect Harlynn from him, but once his darkness wove inside her mind, he polluted her thoughts like he did everyone else’s.

      That’s the thing about people like Foster. They appear perfect on the outside, controlled and collected to the point that a lot of people don’t realize they’re being controlled and manipulated until they’re stuck in a web of lies, like a spider and their prey, toying with their food. I would know.

      For years, I was Foster’s prey. I let him convince me that I was worthless, and I still feel that way. In the moments when everything is quiet inside me, I can hear all the venomous whispers he breathed around me for years.

      You’re worthless.

      Everyone hates you.

      You’re a loser.

      You’re a freak.

      You should just put yourself out of your misery.

      For a very long time, I believed every word and let my life become those words. But I’m working on fixing that now. Or, well, trying to. I’ll admit, I still hear his words inside my head more than I’d like to admit. And it affects me more than I want it to. Like tonight with Harlynn when she touched me, kissed me.

      You deserve nothing.

      You’re toxic.

      No one wants you.

      Those were the words that drenched my thoughts when Harlynn touched and kissed me tonight, whispered in Foster’s voice. But then Harlynn started telling me everything, about the dead girls, how she can see the shadows, too, how our souls are intertwined, and Foster’s voice became quieter as I tried to process what she was telling me.

      If I hadn’t died, hadn’t seen the shadows dancing in the trees and moonlight all the time, I may not have believed her. But I have seen those things. Not the dead people, but enough that I know stuff out of the realm of realism exists.

      And as for the soul thing …

      Is it fucked up that part of me likes the idea of our souls being connected? I mean, I don’t like the part about how we’ll fade if she doesn’t figure out who killed the girls. Or should I say, I don’t like the part about how Harlynn will fade? I didn’t jump into that lake that night to save her only to have her die anyway.

      She won’t die.

      I won’t let her.

      I’ll protect her.

      Because if I do get one thing right in this life, it’ll be that.

      During the short drive to her house, this is what I think of—how I’m going to protect her.

      She remains fairly quiet, staring out the window and chewing on her bottom lip. I want to ask her what’s bothering her, but Porter’s right. I’m awkward as hell when it comes to being around Harlynn, and I can’t get the words to leave my lips.

      By the time I’m parking in front of her house, just across the street, neither of us have uttered a word. When she moves to get out, though, I snap out of my stupor. Apparently, so does she since we both speak at the same time.

      “Thanks for the ride,” she says while I tell her, “I’ll walk you to your house.”

      She offers me the sweetest smile ever. “You don’t have to walk me there. It’s, like, fifty feet away.”

      I give a pressing glance at the trees casted over with darkness then look back at her. “Just let me walk you, okay? I wanna make sure you get there safely.”

      With her teeth sunk into her bottom lip, she nods. “Okay.” Then she pushes the door open and climbs out.

      I turn the engine off and hop out, too, meeting her around the front of the car. She stuffs her hands into the pockets of my hoodie as she surveys the house. None of the lights are on, though the streetlamps light up the darkness.

      “I think I’m going to climb through my window,” she tells me. “The doors are probably locked. Plus, even if one is unlocked, I might end up waking up my mom if I use it.”

      “You keep your window unlocked?” I ask worriedly.

      She pulls a whoopsie face. “Yeah, that’s probably not a good idea anymore, huh?”

      I shake my head. “You should definitely lock it.”

      “I will from now on,” she promises while tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Then she glances left then right down the road before crossing.

      I follow, remaining close to her side.

      “I wonder how I even got out of the house,” she mutters. “I’m assuming I climbed out the window, but I’m not sure.”

      The reality of the situation slams against my chest hard. With everything that happened tonight, I’d almost forgotten how she ended up at that party to begin with.

      “You don’t normally sleepwalk, do you?”

      “No. This is definitely the first time it’s happened. I just hope it doesn’t start becoming a habit. And I’m not even sure why it happened. I can remember that I was dreaming about the lake, and then I woke up by the lake. It’s creepy as hell.”

      It’s also dangerous—her walking around in the middle of the night by the forest and the lake, especially while she’s completely out of it. It makes me sick just thinking about it. And that it could happen again.

      “You want me to stay in my car and keep an eye on your place?” I ask as we reach the front yard.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not gonna let you stay up all night just to keep an eye on me.”

      I stuff my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “It’s not a big deal. I’m usually up at night anyway.”

      She glances at me curiously. “Really?”

      I nod. “I’m kind of a night owl. Always sort of have been.”

      “I actually remember that about you,” she says thoughtfully. “Whenever our family would have campouts, you’d always be the last one up. I remember I once tried to stay up with you, but totally failed.”

      A small smile touches my lips as I think about a time before Foster had woven his lies so thickly across everyone. “I remember. You passed out in the chair by the fire, and I had to wake you up. I think I startled you or something, because you freaked out.”

      “I thought you were a bear,” she admits. “Or a ghost.”

      “Those are two very different things.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” She crinkles her nose as we slow to a stop in front of her bedroom window. “Although, both are really scary, apparently.”

      I think about what she told me, how she sees Beth and other girls who have died in this town. “How often do you see them?”

      “More than I want to … At least once a day. I actually briefly saw Beth right before we left your house. She just popped up and warned me to stay away from the shadows, like I didn’t already know that.” She scuffs her toes against the grass.

      Well, that’s creepy as hell. “Did she …? Has she told you how she died or where her body even is?”

      “No. But I have some ideas.”

      I wonder if she’s referring to Foster. The thought crossed my mind when she first told me about Beth, since Foster was talking to her the night of the crash. But I’m not sure if I can think that horribly of my brother yet. I’m not sure I can believe he’s a killer.

      “She’s very vague,” she tells me. “Beth, I mean. It kind of gets annoying. I asked her once why she couldn’t tell me more, and she acted like something was stopping her from doing so … Maybe the shadows …” Her gaze travels to the forest bordering her backyard. “I don’t know …” Her lips sink into a frown as she wraps her arms around herself. “It’s creepy to think that I probably wandered through there tonight.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I lightly brush my knuckles across her arm, partly to draw her attention back to me and partly because I want to comfort her.

      When she glances back at me, I carry her gaze. “Let me stay in my car, keep an eye on your house, and make sure you stay safe.”

      She briefly considers what I said, but then she shakes her head, causing disappointment to trickle through me.

      She still doesn’t trust me.

      At least, I think that’s the reason, but then she reaches out and hitches her pinkie with mine, something we used to do when we were kids and were still friends.

      “I don’t want to make you sit in your car, so how about you just come into my room and hang out while I crash for a few hours?” she says, looking up at me through her eyelashes.

      My heart is thrashing so loudly inside my chest that I can barely hear anything else. Did she just ask me to stay in her room with her?

      “What about your mom?”

      “What about her?”

      “What if she finds me in there? She’ll freak out.”

      “I’ll lock the door. I do that a lot anyway, so it won’t be suspicious or anything,” she tells me. When I don’t answer right away, the corners of her lips tug downward. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I just thought it’d be better than sitting alone in your car.”

      “No, I want to go to your room,” I say. Because I do. More than I want to admit. “What about my car? If your parents see it, they’ll probably figure out I’m here.”

      “You can just park it down the road beside the park,” she suggests.

      That’s when it hits me—how much she wants me to stay. In fact, I can feel it, spinning through my veins. So, I find myself nodding, despite how apprehensive I feel about it. “Okay. Let me go move my car.” I start to back away, and she holds on to my pinkie until I’m too far away. Then she offers me a small smile and turns around, opening her window and climbing inside.

      I wait until she’s in and has the window closed before I turn around and jog to my car. Then I drive to the park, park my car, lock it, and start the short walk back to Harlynn’s house. I try to stay to the shadows, knowing if the wrong person sees me, they’ll probably call the police. Not that I won’t have a way out of it. While I’m working as an informant, I have connections at the police station that keep me mostly out of getting in trouble. But I’m also supposed to be at a party tonight, working as an informant. Porter took over for me when Harlynn showed up.

      Deciding I should check in on him, I dig out my phone.

      Me: How’s everything going?

      Porter: Well, your brother cornered me earlier and was having a shitfit about you taking off with Harlynn, but other than that, things are just peachy.

      I sigh heavily, wondering if there will ever be a time when Foster won’t be affecting every aspect of my life.

      Me: Is he still at the party? Did you look into what him and Grey were even doing there?

      Porter: Working on that now. They left, like, fifteen minutes after you did. I’m not sure where they went, and I was going to follow them but got sidetracked by some dude I saw dropping a pill into a girl’s drink. I put a stop to it and everything, and then scared the guy shitless. Trying to get information out of him, like where he got the drugs, but he said he couldn’t remember. Not sure if he’s lying. Probably, because, how wouldn’t he know?

      Me: I’m not sure, other than maybe he was drugged when he got the drugs.

      Porter: That’s fucking weird.

      I can’t help thinking about all the strange stuff that Harlynn told me about tonight. How could I not believe her when I could feel the truth of her words whispering in my veins.

      Me: Don’t discount any theories yet. We need to disapprove any of them before we do.

      Porter: Whatever. I’ll try to find out more. Where are you, anyway? You still with your girl?

      I roll my eyes. Ever since he found out I have a thing for Harlynn, he’s gotten off on given me shit about it.

      Me: She’s not my girl.

      Porter: You sure about that?

      Me: Yes.

      No matter how much I want her to be, Harlynn and I are just … Well, I’m not sure what we are, but she doesn’t belong to me. That’s my brother’s mentality. Not mine.

      Porter: You never told me where you are.

      I glance up as Harlynn’s house comes into view and start across the street toward her front lawn. Then I look back down at the phone, sighing, well aware of the shit I’m about to receive from him.

      Me: I’m actually going to stay at Harlynn’s for a few hours, just to make sure she’s safe.

      Porter: Not yours, huh?

      Me: Stop saying that shit.

      Porter: Whatever. I’m going to go talk to some people and see if I can figure out who dealt tonight. Have fun with the girl that’s not your girl but really is.

      Shaking my head and sighing exasperatedly, I pocket my phone as I arrive at Harlynn’s window. Weirdly, her blinds are closed, making me question if her mom heard her come in. I start to take my phone out of my pocket to text her when the blinds are pulled open and Harlynn is standing on the other side, sliding open the window.

      “Hey, sorry I closed the blinds,” she tells me with a soft smile. “My clothes were covered in mud and smelled like lake water, so I changed.”

      I discreetly eye over the thin-strapped top she’s wearing and a pair of plaid shorts. “It’s fine. I actually thought maybe your mom heard you come in or something.”

      She shakes her head, strands of her long, brown hair falling across her bare shoulders. “Nah. She’s a pretty heavy sleeper. It’s my dad who will more than likely wake up.”

      Awesome. Just what I need—Harlynn’s dad catching me sneaking into her room.

      I’m starting to grow wary about this whole going-into-her-room thing when she smiles at me and motions for me to come.

      “You can come in, you know,” she teases. “Unless it’s too high of a climb for you. Then I can climb down and give you a boost.”

      I crack a smile. “I think I can handle it.”

      “I don’t know … You seem pretty hesitant about it.” The lamp in her room is on, highlighting her amusement.

      And that makes me relax enough that I hoist myself into her room. Harlynn’s room, the only girl I’ve ever cared about.

      “You have such pretty eyes,” she shyly told me when we were kids. “But they always look so sad.”

      Her compliment had made my cheeks warm. No one had given me one in such a long time, and I literally had no idea what to do with it. In fact, I was so distracted by the compliment that my brain barely registered that she’d also been able to see the sadness in me. It was only later that her words really registered. And somehow, Harlynn managed to be the first person to give me a real compliment while also seeing me. It’s when I started really caring about her and loving her as a friend. And I may have fallen in love with her had our friendship not broke. After years of struggling to accept that, I finally came to terms with us never being friends again, only for us to be here now, together, in her room, with our souls intertwined and her looking at me like she did that day she shyly told me she saw me.

      “You okay?” she asks.

      I become aware that I’m staring at her and probably look like a freak.

      “Yeah …” I force my gaze away from her and look at her walls that are covered with posters and photos. “I was just trying to remember the last time I was in your room.”

      “It’s been a while.” She crosses her arms, seeming fidgety. “I’m sorry.”

      My brows pull together. “For what?”

      “For everything.” She shrugs. “For you not being in my room for a long time.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “No, it is,” she insists, heading for her bed. “You’re always welcome here. Any time you want, you can climb through my window. Or use the door.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think your parents are going to be okay with that.”

      “They will be after I tell them.”

      “Tell them what?”

      She sits down on her bed, her legs crisscrossed. “That you saved me.”

      I promptly shake my head. “Harlynn, you can’t—”

      “No, just let me finish please,” she cuts me off. “I understand why it’s important to keep what happened that night a secret, but I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and if I tell my mom to keep it a secret and tell her why, she will do it, Kings. I swear she will. And you don’t have to trust her. You just need to trust me. And if she knows what happened—what you did—everything will change. She’ll be able to see who you really are, instead of what Foster has convinced everyone to see. And I want that. I want her to be able to know what an amazing person you are.”

      Maybe it’s because she called me Kings. Or maybe it’s how she’s looking at me right now, like she can see me again. Whatever the reason, I don’t end up arguing with her right away.

      “I’m not an amazing person,” I say instead. “Trust me; if I was, I wouldn’t be working as an informant.”

      She grinds her teeth in annoyance. “So what if you messed up once? Everyone does. And at least you’re making up for it now.”

      All this positivity directed toward me is making me uneasy, so I focus on looking around her room again, my gaze eventually drifting to a collage she has on her wall, which includes a photo of me and her when we were kids. It was taken during one of our families’ camping trips and Foster hadn’t been around when it was taken.

      “Have you always had that up?” I ask, nodding at the photo.

      With her lips pressed together, she nods. “It always bothered Foster, but I refused to take it down. It was one of my few rebellious moments toward him.” She frowns, guilt crawling through her. “God, I was such a loser, always listening to him, like I was his fucking puppet. And the worst part was I actually thought I was in love with him.”

      Hearing her say those words sting. But the pain, guilt, and shame she’s feeling right now stings worse.

      “You’re not a loser,” I tell her as I make my way over to her bed.

      She looks up at me as I stand in front of her. “Yes, I am. If I wasn’t—if I was strong—I never would’ve let him work his way so deeply into my mind.” Sighing, she looks down at the comforter, her shame building.

      I crouch down in front of her and catch her gaze. “You’re not a loser. You just, and very unfortunately, became friends with a person who’s a skilled manipulator and liar. And you were so young when you two became friends, so it’s not like you knew any better. Hell, our parents still can’t see past his bullshit, and they’re fucking old enough to know better.”

      She wets her lips with her tongue. “You saw past it.”

      “I do now, but it took me a while … It took me dying, actually, to be able to see it,” I admit quietly.

      “Me, too,” she admits softly. “Although, there was a few moments in the truck, right before it went off the cliff, when I think I may have realized Foster wasn’t who I thought he was. It was when he was kissing me, and I started to become numb …” She trails off, blowing out a shaky breath.

      Like the first time she told me about this, anger sears through my blood. “I’m going to find out what happened to you,” I promise, gently placing my hand on her leg. “And I promise, whatever happened—whatever he did to you—he’ll pay for it. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “I know you will.” Her gaze lowers to my hand on her leg. Her bare leg.

      I start to withdraw and apologize for touching her when she snatches my hand and threads our fingers together. Then she just stares at our interlocked fingers like it’s the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen.

      “How do you think souls intertwine anyway?” Her gaze welds with mine. “It’s not like a soul is an actual physical thing, so how did it happen?”

      I shrug, partially listening to what she says and partially distracted by how she keeps brushing her fingertips along mine. “I’m not sure.”

      “Maybe it’s magic,” she suggests, sketching the folds of my finger. “Ghosts exist, so magic can, right?”

      “Sure …” I reply distractedly, my pulse pounding so hard that I’m sure she can feel it through my fingertips.

      Every time she touches me, my body reacts this way. I’m not sure if it’s because of her or because I’ve spent a lot of my life without skin-to-skin contact. Maybe a little bit of both, since the few times anyone else has touched me, my heart didn’t race like this.

      “Your heart’s racing so fast,” she whispers, leaning toward me.

      I swallow shakily. “I know.”

      When she leans in even closer, I know what she’s going to do.

      I should stop her. Not let her get close to me. I don’t want to corrupt her life. But the closer she gets, the more her emotions consume me. I can feel everything—her nervousness, desire, need—and it takes me over, freezes me in place, makes me want to feel more. And when her lips brush mine, that’s exactly what happens—I feel all of her. And everything she’s feeling mixes with my feelings, to the point where I’m so overwhelmed that I become dizzy. That in itself should make me pull back, but I’ve selfishly been wanting to kiss her since that night I tasted her lips in the closet. No, even before then.

      I am selfish. My parents tell me that all the time. So does Foster. And right now, they’re right, because instead of pulling away, I slant closer, sealing my lips to hers and cupping her cheeks. For the briefest moment, I feel nothing but contentment. And it’s so silent that I can hear my self-doubt whispering to me in the crevasses of my mind.

      You’re a loser.

      A freak.

      You’re not good enough for her.

      It’s my own voice this time. Not Foster’s.

      Harlynn’s eyelids flutter open, and soft breaths rush from her lips. “What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head, struggling to breathe evenly. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this.”

      Hurt pierces through her, a rejected look crossing her face. “Oh. Okay.” She starts to scoot away, but I place a hand on her leg, stopping her.

      “It’s not because I don’t want to. It’s just that … I …” My mind is racing with so much self-doubt, and I can see it in her eyes when she feels it, when she sees what’s hidden inside me.

      I wait for her to say something about it, but she just places her hand against my cheek and slants in to kiss me again. The kiss is soft, but it makes my body shudder. And then she’s pulling away. But she doesn’t go very far, her lips hovering near mine.

      “Please kiss me back,” she whispers. “I want you to—”

      I don’t let her finish. I slam my lips against hers and nearly devour her. The kiss is rough, and full of panic and desire, and I’m shaking so badly that I’m sure she probably thinks I’m ridiculous. Or maybe not. I’m starting to realize that maybe this Harlynn, the girl who died in my arms and was strong enough to come back to life, is not the same Harlynn who was abused by my brother. She is different yet somehow the same, and I want her more than I dare admit. Still, I find myself touching her, trailing my hand up her leg to her waist.

      When she gasps, I almost pull back, but then she kisses me again while hitching her leg around my waist. I can barely think straight as I grip on to her, kissing her deeply, consumed by her warmth, taste, scent, the emotions pouring through her—everything about her.

      “Oh my God,” she moans as she breaks the connection of our lips. “This is so intense.”

      Intense is an understatement. This is beyond intense, consuming, or overwhelming even. But in a fucking amazing way.

      “We can stop,” I breathe out, “if you want.”

      She shakes her head. “No, that’s not what I want at all.” Then she kisses me again while gripping my shirt, pulling me closer and closer until no room is left between us.

      She lies down on her bed, drawing me with her. My body covers hers, our tongues tangling, my hand unconsciously wandering across her sides. She moans into my mouth then bites down on my bottom lip, and I damn near explode.

      I start to lose control, trailing my mouth from hers to travel across her jawline to her neck. I feel her pulse pound against my lips and her fingers comb through my hair as she pulls me closer. With my teeth, I nick her skin, and she whimpers, roughly yanking at my hair. The noise pulsates through my body, and so I do the movement again. She shudders and … fuck, I’ve never been so turned on in my life. That’s what I think until she begins rolling her hips against mine.

      After another shudder rolls through me, I lift my head and crash my lips against hers, rocking my hips against hers over and over again until she moans out my name and digs her fingernails into my shoulder blades. After that, things slow down, a stillness settling through me. And for the first time in a long time, everything is perfect.

      Then I feel that strange, fading sensation again, the one I felt when I left the police station. Now I know what it is and brace myself to fade completely, something I’ve expected to happen for a while. However, the sensation eventually drizzles away.

      I’m about to tell Harlynn what happened when her gaze suddenly darts to the other side of her room.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” she hisses.

      I startle, thinking it’s her mom. But when I track her gaze, I … well, I don’t know if what I see is worse than her mom or not. Because what I see is a girl standing in the shadows of her room. It’s too dark to make out everything about her, but I can see enough about her features that it’s pretty clear she’s dead.
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      I really wasn’t trying to take things that far. I just wanted to kiss him. But the moment our lips touched, it was like everything else just faded away.

      Then Beth appeared in the corner of the room with her decaying face and pale lips and poisoned the moment. Not that it’s her fault.

      Still, why did she have to show up in my room right after I … Kingsley and I were making out? It’s just plain creepy.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” I hiss at her, unsure whether I’m more pissed off or just mortified.

      “Jesus, is that Beth,” Kingsley mumbles, looking at me. He’s propped up on his elbows above me, strands of hair sticking up everywhere from when I grabbed his hair hard. It’s really sexy, and I want to bask in the moment, which makes me even more pissed off that Beth ruined it.

      Of course, after a few seconds tick by, I realize how selfish I sound.

      “Yeah, it is,” I grimace, fiddling with the hem of his shirt. “She’s standing in the corner, watching us like a creeper.”

      “I know,” he whispers, his eyes widening as he looks back at the corner of the room. “I can see her.”

      “Wait …” My lips part in shock. “You can see her?”

      He bobs his head up and down, his gaze skating back to mine and his lips parting. But Beth speaks first.

      “Yes, he can see the dead girl.” She emerges from out of the shadows and rolls her eyes. “Can we please skip the shock and get straight to the point of why I came here? Because I don’t have a lot of time.”

      Kingsley sits up then takes my hand and pulls me up so I’m sitting beside him.

      “Why can he see you now?” I ask, combing my fingers through my hair.

      I wait for her to tell me some vague answer, like she typically does. She doesn’t, though. Instead, she utters words that send fear scorching through me. In fact, I haven’t felt this much fear since I woke up in the hospital and couldn’t remember what had happened.

      “Because time is running out,” she informs us. “My body is about to be found, and if that happens, this is all going to be over.”

      “What’s she talking about?” Kingsley whispers under his breath.

      “I have no idea,” I mutter to him then say to Beth, “Why will it be over if your body is found?”

      “Because the evidence will be destroyed, just like it was with the rest of the girls who died here.”

      “I don’t … Wait—who the hell is destroying evidence?” I scoot to the edge of the bed and lower my feet to the floor.

      “I can’t tell you,” she replies, water trickling from her eyes. No, not water. Blood. Her eyes are bleeding, the blood dripping down her face and across her torn dress. “But if you find my body first and move it, we’ll have more time.”

      “You want me to find your body and move it?” I ask in disbelief as I stand. I then move toward her, but Kingsley captures my arm.

      I glance at him perplexedly, wondering what he’s doing, but he’s staring at Beth.

      “He’s afraid to let you get too close to me,” she remarks amusedly. “I think he might think I’m a zombie and that I’m gonna eat your brain.”

      “That’s not what I’m thinking,” Kingsley bites out. “This is just a little unnerving.”

      She muses over something while studying him. “What’s unnerving? Seeing a dead girl standing a few feet away from you? Or letting the girl you’ve been in love with for years stand a few feet away from a dead girl?”

      As tension weaves through Kingsley, his fingers stiffening on my arm, Beth’s chapped lips curl into a smirk.

      Knowing she’ll continue to mess around with him, I interrupt her.

      “If you want me to move your body so we’ll have more time, then tell me where it is. Because your little cryptic messages aren’t enough for me to figure out where the hell it is.”

      Her smirk fizzles. “I might be able to … I think I …” She goes rigid as her gaze skates over her shoulder. “Shit,” she curses while staring at my wall.

      “What’re you looking at?” I ask, instinctively inching toward her, but Kingsley is still desperately clutching my arm and doesn’t want to let me go.

      Her head snaps in my direction and her lips part. “I broke the—”

      A howl rips from her throat as grey smoke funnels into my room from a gaping hole tearing through the air, splitting open behind her. Wind screams through my room, scattering papers all over the place.

      I trip back as the hole widens, like a vortex that looks like it leads to hell. My back bumps into Kingsley, and he steadies me before yanking me back and positioning himself protectively in front of me as corpse-like arms and hands stretch from the hole and enclose around Beth.

      “Star!” she screams as the arms jerk her backward and into the hole. Then it evaporates, as if it never appeared to begin with.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that my room now looks like a tornado ripped through it, I would have wondered if I just hallucinated what happened.

      Kingsley is breathing raggedly as he spins toward me, cupping my cheeks, his eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?”

      I nod unsteadily. “I think so.”

      A tremulous exhale slips from my lips as he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “That was … I don’t even have words for what just happened. Does that normally happen when she shows up?” he asks, and I shake my head. “So, it just coincidentally happened at the same time I started seeing her? That’s really weird.”

      “Everything that just happened was weird.” I force down the lump wedged in my throat. “I think … I’m wondering if maybe she was trying to give us a clue as to where her body is and got in trouble with … well, whatever has been preventing her from telling me stuff.”

      He doesn’t promptly answer, his face pale. “But what would be controlling a dead girl from giving clues about where her body is?” he finally asks.

      “I have no idea. And it’s really hard to get an idea when I don’t even know why I’m seeing Beth and other dead girls to begin with. Obviously, it has something to do with me dying, but you died a long time ago, and you just started seeing them, so …” I frown. “Hopefully, this Death person will give us some answers, and then I can figure out where her body is and who put it there. Because, as of right now, my best guess is that her body is in the lake, but that guess is only based on the fact that I know people have died there and Beth is always wet whenever she appears. But even if that’s where she is, how in the heck am I supposed to move her body? Or even locate it?”

      “I know … I’m still worried about this Death person, though … if they even are a person,” he mutters. “Because I’m starting to wonder what sort of other stuff exists that we don’t know about.”

      “I know,” I agree. “I … I sometimes wish I could remember what I saw when I died … Like maybe if I could, I’d know more about what was going on with me.”

      “Maybe.” Skepticism weighs in his tone. “After what I just saw, maybe it’s a good thing neither of us can remember.”

      “You think … You think what we just saw was like a portal to the land of the dead or the in-between?”

      “I have no idea. But if it is …” He trails off.

      But he doesn’t have to finish. I have a good idea of what he’s going to say: If that’s the in-between, then count me out for going there again.

      Silences stretches between us as we both daze off, my thoughts drifting to what happened with Beth. She said we needed to find her body or else the mystery would never be solved. But she never said where it was. I think she might have, but then the vortex thing stopped her. She did manage to spit one word out.

      “She said Star,” I say, causing Kingsley to blink startlingly.

      “I know.” His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows audibly. “You don’t think she was talking about the Star we know, do you?”

      “I don’t know … You know her better than I do,” I say. “Do you know if she knew Beth at all?”

      His brows rise. “Actually, now that I think about it, the two of them started hanging out a few weeks ago. I remember I thought it was kind of weird because Beth and Star are complete opposites.”

      “Yeah, but Star and I are, too, and she hung out with me for a while.”

      “You and Star hanging out isn’t as strange as Beth and Star hanging out. You’re …” His gaze flitters over me, from my head to my toes to my lip piercing then my eyes. “You and Star aren’t that different. Or, well, you’re not that different from the Star I used to know.”

      “She seemed different the other night at the party,” I note. “Up until then, I hadn’t seen her in a while.”

      “Something happened a few weeks ago, and she dropped out of school,” he explains. “After that, she started spending a lot of time at parties. So did I, but for completely different reasons.”

      “You mean, she was there to get high?”

      “More or less.”

      “Is she addicted?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m honestly not even sure what drugs she’s doing. I could try to make assumptions based on how she acts, but the thing is that there’s a lot of kinds of drugs available in this town. There are even types of drugs hardly anyone has heard of.”

      “Like that night kiss stuff?” I ask, and he nods. “How do these new drugs even end up here? Where do they come from?”

      “That’s what Porter and I are looking into. We have some theories and ideas, but in order to get to the bottom of it, we’re going to have to go deeper into it.”

      “Deeper into the drug world?” My stomach churns at the thought.

      Sure, I was aware he was working as an informant, but tracking down people who are making illegal, weird drugs is beyond sketchy.

      He nods. “We’ve established some connections, but it’s been pretty quiet for the last few days, which I guess is a good thing since the detective of the case has been pushing us to do some surveillance on Foster and Grey for now.”

      I swallow thickly. “And what happens when you’re done looking into Foster and Grey?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “Then we go back to working our way toward whoever’s running the operation.”

      “It sounds dangerous.” My voice is laced with uneasiness.

      “It is,” he says matter-of-factly, as if he’s not worried at all. “But it’s better than going to jail.”

      “I know, but … aren’t you worried you’ll get hurt?”

      He shrugs, once again not seeming to care. “Sure. But like I said, it’s better than going to jail.”

      “I don’t want you to get hurt,” I whisper truthfully.

      Harlynn, the liar, except apparently when I’m around him. Then I’m all about the truth.

      “I probably won’t,” he states dismissively.

      “No, I don’t want you to get hurt with any of this,” I repeat again, needing him to understand that this isn’t something dismissive. “Which is why I’m gonna track down Star and see what she knows about Beth, because I think that’s a start to solving Beth’s death.”

      Wariness floods his features. “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea … Star … when she’s strung out, she’s really unstable.”

      “You let me go with her the other night,” I remind him.

      “But you weren’t planning on giving her an interrogation the other night.”

      I fiddle with the hem of his shirt, my knuckles grazing across his abdomen, making him shiver. “You can just go with me. Then I’ll be safe.” And it’ll also let me keep an eye on him. Or, more specifically, I’ll be certain he isn’t running around, spying on drug dealers.

      Sure, I understand he has to do it, but that doesn’t mean I want him to.

      Maybe there’s a way for him to get out of it. Of course, I’m not a lawyer, so I don’t know for certain. It seems plausible, though.

      “I know we need to talk to her, and I’ll go with you,” he starts. “I’m just worried. Depending on what drugs she’s doing, she could react really badly to getting questioned. Plus, she might start wondering why we’re asking her about Beth and could think maybe we’re helping the police which, technically, I am, but not for that reason. Still … she might get suspicious and freak out.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll just go by myself, then.”

      He swiftly shakes his head. “No, please don’t. Just the idea of you going makes me uneasy. I was only saying that so that maybe we can plan out what we’re going to say and be careful with our words.”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      “I won’t,” he attempts to assure me.

      Concern still resides inside me, though.

      “Where does she even live? And do you have a way of contacting her? Because I don’t.”

      “I know where she’s staying. She doesn’t have a phone, so we’ll just have to go over there, maybe before we meet this Death person.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Though, not a foolproof one.

      Maybe if I get some sleep, I’ll be able to come up with a better one. If I can even sleep after everything that just happened.

      “I hope Beth is okay,” I utter quietly. “She gets on my nerves and everything, but what happened …” I shudder.

      “I’m sure she’s okay,” he tries to comfort me, but doubt radiates from him.

      Just like it does me.

      The truth is that I’m worried about Beth. Just like I’m worried about myself and Kingsley.

      If I don’t figure this out, are we going to end up like Beth? Sucked into a vortex that looks an awful lot like hell? I’d like to believe the answer is no, that I didn’t fight my way back to life only to die again and be dragged into the pits of darkness. But the truth is, at this point, anything seems possible.
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      “Sleeping isn’t going to get you anywhere.” Beth’s voice floats through my head. “You need to wake up, Harlynn. You need to find my body.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” I ask as darkness and fog swallow me whole.

      I’m walking in the woods, the air smells of rot and mugginess and sticks to my skin like a layer of decaying flesh.

      “Why am I here?” I whisper, my breath fogging out in front of me.

      I peer around, turning in a circle, the muddy ground beneath my feet seeping between my toes. The fog starts to thin, and when I look down at what I’m wearing, fear ricochets through me.

      The pajamas I was wearing when I fell asleep.

      Am I sleepwalking again?

      Panicking, I pinch my arm, attempting to wake myself up. Nothing happens.

      “Shit,” I curse as I take off, moving around fallen trees and rocks, heading to who knows where. My best guess is the lake. Just like last time.

      But when the trees open up, weirdly, I’m standing in a graveyard, one I’ve never seen before. Then again, it is located in the middle of the woods without a direct path to it.

      The headstones look old, cracked and worn, the names faded. As I move around them, I look at the dates. Most are from at least a century ago.

      “I wonder if this place actually exists,” I say to myself as I hike deeper into the cemetery. The fog thickens as I do, and a raven caws in the distance.

      “This place is very Edgar Allan Poe,” I state as a raven flies down from the leafless branches of a tree and lands on a massive statue perched in the center of the cemetery.

      I swear to God, if that thing says nevermore, I’m gonna piss myself.

      Luckily, all the thing does is stare at me. Granted, it’s freakin’ creepy.

      “Beth?” I whisper, trying to focus on something else.

      Nothing but the soft shuffling of the wind answers me.

      I turn in a circle. “Beth? Where are you?”

      Nothing.

      I turn back toward the raven. It’s still watching me, as if daring me to come closer. And while that’s the last thing I want to do, I find myself doing just that, my feet moving on their own, moving me toward the raven and the statue.

      No … not a statue, I realize as I get closer. It’s a tombstone. Just a very exaggerated one, tall and wide, carved in the shape of an angel with wings. Cracked wings. And they’re not cracked from weathering or aging. No, the cracks were carved into them when the headstone was created.

      As I get nearer to the plaque, the raven flaps its wings. I still for a moment as it flies away, fading into the fog. Then my gaze floats back to the name on the plaque as the fog parts.

      “Here lies Star Winterford, fallen angel and maker of death …” I step back. “What the hell is this?”

      “A warning,” Beth whispers in my ear.

      Goosebumps sprout across my flesh as I reel around, only to find nothing there.

      Nothing at all except darkness.

      But then the darkness fades as a hole opens up and hands reach for me—

      My eyelids shoot open. Surprisingly, with how fast my heart is beating, I don’t gasp or bolt upright in my bed. I just lie there, my heart hammering inside my chest, my eyes wide.

      What in the world did I just dream about? And why did I see Star’s name on that plaque? Beth said it was a warning, but what warning? That Star is going to die?

      I take a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm my racing heart and thoughts down. Then I take in my surroundings. I’m in my bed, lying on my side, and Kingsley is lying on his stomach beside me, his face buried in the pillow, his pinkie hitched with mine.

      After Beth had been dragged into what can only be described as the pits of hell, I crawled into bed to try to get some sleep, so that I hopefully wouldn’t have a bad case of insomnia when I go to talk to Star and meet Death. Because, you know, who wants to meet Death when you’re delirious from sleep deprivation?

      But, anyway, Kingsley assured me that he’d make sure I didn’t sleepwalk anywhere, which is maybe why I didn’t wake up in a creepy cemetery. He fell asleep at some time, and I’m glad. I was worried about him not getting enough sleep when he told me he’d stay awake. I protested, but he had insisted. I’m just glad he passed out. Well, that’s what I think until his pinkie tightens on mine.

      “Your pillows smell like you,” he murmurs. Exhaustion cracks in his tone, which makes me question if he did go to sleep.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I shiver as he skims his pinkie along the inside of mine.

      He shakes his head from side to side then turns his head and looks at me. “It smells like sugar and cotton candy.”

      “Aren’t those kind of the same thing?”

      “Sort of, but the scents are a little different. And your smell has a little bit of something else … something sweeter.”

      “You’re making it sound like I douse myself in sugar.” I smile.

      He smiles back. “I’m starting to wonder if you do.”

      And just like that, I want to kiss him. Meld our lips together and kiss him until I have to get up. But I’m not sure if I should. Sure, we made out last night for a bit, but then we never really talked about it. And before that, he’d seemed apprehensive about me kissing him. Not that I believe he didn’t want to kiss me. I’m pretty sure he did.

      Once again, I go completely against my thoughts and move forward, lightly brushing my lips against his.

      He sucks in a shuddering breath as I move back and look him in the eye. He doesn’t say anything, his gaze searching mine, question marks flooding his eyes.

      “What was that for?” he murmurs.

      I shrug. “For saying I smell sweet.”

      Nervousness webs through me when he doesn’t say anything else.

      Maybe he regrets the kiss last night?

      Maybe he thinks—

      He melds his lips against mine, kissing me. Then, instead of pulling away entirely, he rests his forehead against mine, molding his hand around my side.

      “You snore when you sleep,” he mutters through his soft inhales and exhales.

      That so wasn’t what I was expecting him to say.

      “I do not,” I protest, but laugh. “Do I?”

      He nods. “You totally do.”

      Normally, I’d be embarrassed but, for some reason, I’m not.

      “Did you stay up the entire night?” I ask.

      “Pretty much.” With his fingers, he plays with the hem of my shirt, his fingers brushing across my side. “I think I dozed off for a few minutes right before you woke up.”

      “I hate that you had to stay awake all night, but it might’ve been a good thing.”

      He slants back to meet my gaze. “Why?”

      “Because I had another very realistic dream. Only, instead of wandering to the lake, I wandered into some random old cemetery in the middle of the forest.” I scoot closer to him. “I saw this raven on this massive angel tombstone, and when I walked up to it … Star’s name was on it. Right after that, Beth whispered in my ear that it was a warning. After that, I woke up. But … like the dream I had where I walked to the lake, it felt really real. So much so that I thought, when I woke up, I’d be standing in that cemetery.”

      “That’s creepy,” he says. “And the fact that it said Star’s name on the tombstone …”

      “That might’ve been because we were talking about her right before I fell asleep. Although, on the tombstone it said: Here lies Star Winterford, fallen angel and maker of death, whatever that means.” A shiver runs up my spine. “It sounds really creepy.”

      “The whole thing does.” He shifts, propping up on his elbow. “Do you know where the cemetery is?”

      “It was definitely in one of the woods in town, and the air smelled muggy, so I’m guessing it’s by the lake.”

      A pucker forms between his brows. “That’s weird … I’ve been all around the lake and have never seen any signs pointing toward a cemetery.”

      “I know … I think it was in the trees pretty far. And honestly, it looked old enough that there might not even be a path or road to it.”

      “But if it’s old, then why did you see a tombstone for Star there?”

      “I don’t know … Like I said, maybe I only dreamt about it because we were talking about her right before we fell asleep. Maybe the cemetery doesn’t exist.” I worry my teeth between my lips. “I don’t know. It kind of felt like it was real … And it kind of—still kind of feels—like I need to find it. I mean, if it does exist, then there has to be a reason as to why I dreamt about it.” Of course, if I’m playing by those rules, then that means there’s a reason behind me dreaming about the lake last night before I woke up there. Then again, that might’ve been Beth’s way of getting me to Kingsley. That would mean she somehow got into my mind—

      The alarm goes off on my phone, announcing it’s time for me to get ready so I’ll have enough time to track down Star before I meet up with Death.

      “Crap, I need to get ready,” I mutter, sitting up and raking my fingers through my hair.

      He sits up with me, his gaze traveling toward the window where, just outside, we can see spots of sunlight clipping through the lingering darkness, a sign that morning will be here soon.

      “Yeah, I should take off before your parents and the rest of the neighborhood wakes up,” he mumbles, ruffling his hair into place. “The last thing I want is for one of them to see me climbing out your window.”

      I nod, agreeing with him. Not that I’m ashamed of it. I just know how people get around here, and I don’t want him to have to deal with the ridicule.

      We both get out of bed, and then I walk him over to the window, wrapping my arms around myself as he pulls open the blinds. Then he opens the window and lowers his head to get out, but he pauses before he does.

      “What time do you want me to pick you up?” he asks, sitting down on the windowsill.

      “Well, I need to shower first, and then I’m going to tell my mom about you being the one who saved me.” When wariness flashes across his features, I hurriedly add, “I’ll swear her to secrecy first, and I won’t tell her anything else. Just that you saved me.” Rubbing my lips together, I lean forward then kiss him. “Give me about an hour, and then come back and knock on my front door.”

      His eyelids flutter open as I slant back.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asks.

      I nod. “I promise I wouldn’t do anything that would bring harm to you.”

      He swallows hard, but ultimately nods. “Okay, then. I’ll pick you up at your front door in an hour.”

      Relief washes over me that he’s trusting me. I just need to make sure that I do everything in my power to keep that trust.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Kingsley

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel bad for what I’m about to do, but that isn’t going to stop me. I’ll handle the guilt if it means protecting Harlynn.

      That’s what I repeatedly tell myself as I park the car in the lot of the town park to meet up with Death.

      After she fell asleep last night, I couldn’t stop thinking about her meeting with them. As I watched her sleep, breathing softly, worry kept rising inside me. What if this person—if they’re even that—really wants to meet up with her to hurt her? What if she goes there, and I can’t protect her? What if something awful happens to her?

      It wasn’t even that. I kept seeing bad things happen to her, fragments of images of her lying in the dirt in the middle of the forest, surrounded by blood. They felt so real, to the point that I became convinced it would happen. So I did something that I may later regret. I opened her phone to access her email and sent Death a message, moving the time to earlier. They reluctantly agreed, and now here I am, about to meet them.

      I’m nervous, that much I’ll admit. And I’m worried about what happens after I leave here and have to tell Harlynn what I did. She has been so insistent about making her own choices, and I just took that away from her.

      I hesitate, almost talking myself out of doing this, but then the wind picks up, blowing dust in the air and swirling around a shadowy figure looming near the covered picnic areas. I can’t see their face, but something about their presence calls out to me and I find myself reaching for the door handle and opening the door.

      The wind picks up even harder as I start across the parking lot toward the shadowy figure. I’d think it was one of those death stealers, but I’m not getting an ominous vibe from it. No, I almost feel connected to them as I walk across the grass toward them, inch by inch, getting closer and closer—

      They unexpectedly turn and stride out from under the picnic area. I quicken my pace, rushing after them. But they only move faster, practically sprinting toward the forest that lines the back of the park.

      “Wait!” I shout, but it’s too late—they’re already vanishing into the trees.

      I continue to run after them, dashing into the trees myself. I look around for a while but find no sign of them. And when I spot a death stealer nearby, I decide to bail out, hurrying out of the trees and into the park.

      I’m pissed off at myself for screwing this up. I wanted to protect Harlynn, but I may have just chased off the possibility of her getting some answers.

      “Fuck,” I mutter under my breath. “Why do I have to mess everything up?”

      Self-irritation swells inside me as I start back toward my car. Halfway there, my gaze travels to the spot Harlynn was supposed to meet Death, half-hoping that maybe the shadowy figure wasn’t Death, and that I didn’t really mess this up. But the bench is empty. Well, empty of people, but something is on it.

      I veer right and head toward the bench. Once I reach it, I see that it’s a book. A thick, leather-bound book that looks ancient. On the front are engravings and unrecognizable hieroglyphics, along with what appears to be an eye.

      Peering around, I pick up the book and turn the pages. Drawings and writing cover them, but it’s written in a language that I don’t recognize. Well, I don’t recognize most except for one.

      On one of the pages is a feather-shaped mark that looks a lot like the scar that appeared on me after I died and came back to life. If I can figure out a way to decipher the words on the page, then maybe I can learn what the mark means and why it appeared to begin with.

      Closing the book, I tuck it under my arm and start toward my car.

      I’m almost there when I feel it—this overwhelming and undiluted wave of terror. I’ve felt it only once before, right before Foster’s truck went off that cliff with Harlynn in it.

      Harlynn is in trouble.

      No, her life is in danger.
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      My mom isn’t anywhere in the house. After searching for a while, I send her a text. She replies that she had to run into work for a while, but that she’ll be home soon and wants me to stay in the house until she does. Sighing, I reply:

      Me: Okay, but what time do you think you’ll be home?

      Mon: Around five or so.

      I breathe in relief. That gives me enough time to get what I need to get done today then return home before she does.

      Me: When you get home, I need to talk to you about some stuff.

      And by stuff, I mean Kingsley and what really happened that night. I’m also going to talk to her about this house arrest thing she’s kind of put me on. I know she’s worried, but I can’t just stay inside forever.

      After I finish messaging her, I wander into the kitchen to get something to eat before Kingsley gets here. My dad is at work, so the house is quiet. I used to love the quiet, but now my mind crams with all sorts of worries, like finding Beth’s body and trying to figure out what Star has to with all this. Plus, I’m meeting Death soon and need to be prepared for what they’ll tell me. What if it’s bad? What if I—

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Someone taps on the front door.

      I’m in the middle of pouring a bowl of cereal, but I set the box down onto the counter and head to answer it, wondering if maybe Kingsley is early or something.

      When I answer the door, however, Star is standing on the front porch. She looks strung out, dark circles under her bloodshot eyes, and she has her arms wrap around herself, like she’s cold even though the air is muggy and warm. She’s also not dazzled up like she normally is, her hair down and straight, and she’s wearing jeans, a worn T-shirt, and sneakers

      “Star? What’re you doing here?” I blink at her, questioning if I’m hallucinating. And not just because she looks so worn out. No, it’s weirding me out that Kingsley and I were supposed to track her down yet she ends up showing up on my front porch. A coincidence, perhaps? Yeah, with everything that’s been going on lately, all the supernatural stuff, I’m betting it’s not.

      “Don’t you already know?” she asks, peering nervously around. “I heard her scream … heard her yell at me to go to you. She said you’d already know why I’m here so that I didn’t have to waste time explaining everything to you.”

      “I … I’m … Who told me what?” I ask confusedly. Because the only person who’s told me something that involved Star was Beth. But if that’s who Star is talking about, then that means she can see dead people. And that can’t be possible … right?

      Her jaw twitches. “Great, she didn’t tell the entire truth. I’m not surprised. Most of them don’t.” She lowers her arms and scratches her wrist, looking like she’s about to jump out of her skin. “I’m going to make this quick, because I have to be sober to make this work, and in order to be sober, I have to hear her voice and all the other fucking voices. And I don’t want to hear them, so the sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can shoot up and get my peace and quiet again.” Then, without saying another word, she backs off the porch.

      I stand there, in total shock, unsure what the hell she’s doing.

      When she reaches the bottom porch stairs, she throws me an impatient look from over her shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      Maybe I should’ve said no. It seems like I should. And yet, I find myself grabbing my shoes that are by the front door and slipping them on. Then I trot down the stairs. When I reach her, we start down the path and to the driveway, heading toward the forest. Again, I’m considering turning around, but my feet won’t cooperate, even when we enter the forest and become submersed by trees, branches, and shadows.

      “Whatever you do,” she whispers as she hikes deeper into the forest, “don’t look the shadow figures directly in the eyes.”

      I gulp as I feel the shadowy figures’ eyes watching me from the darkness. “How do you know about those things?”

      “The same way you do,” she mutters as she swats a branch out of the way.

      Her words hit me like the impact of the truck crashing into the lake.

      “You’ve died before?” I whisper, the noise nearly getting swept away with the wind.

      “So have you,” she quips. “Although, my death is far more ancient than yours.”

      My thoughts wander back to the dream I had last night, of the ancient-looking tomb I saw with her name on it.

      “How old are you?” I ask as I stumble over a fallen tree branch.

      “I’ve been around for a while,” she says as she pushes branches out of her way. “Long enough that the dead’s whispering and pleading has really started to get old. I’ve found a way to block them out, thank God. Well, I did until Beth fucking came along. That damn bitch found a way around my high just long enough to push through a request. She kept screaming and screaming and screaming until it finally sliced through my high. I still wouldn’t have even listened to her—I’ve gotten pretty damn good at ignoring the voices of the dead—but what she said … I guess I have a soft spot for you.”

      “I …” I can barely process what she’s saying.

      Star has been around for a while.

      She can hear the dead.

      She heard Beth.

      Is that why Beth screamed out her name?

      “You can hear the dead?” I ask, swinging around a fallen branch.

      She nods, wisps of her hair dancing around her face as the wind twirls around us. “Yep.”

      “Have you …? Have you died before?”

      She flicks a glance over her shoulder at me, the shadows of the branches above us casting across her face. “I thought I already made that pretty obvious?”

      “I guess so, but …” I struggle to grasp what she’s saying. “When did you die …? And how long have you been dead? The entire time we’ve been friends?”

      The corners of her lips quirk. “Is it freaking you out that you hung out with a dead girl? It really shouldn’t, considering who you used to be best friends with.”

      “You mean Foster?” My eyes go huge as a thought occurs to me. “Has Foster died and come back to life, too?”

      “Foster is his own unique whatever the hell he is,” she mutters as she rounds a massive tree.

      I move around it, too, and nearly run into her as she abruptly stops. I stagger back, regaining my balance, question marks burning at the tip of my tongue. But she speaks first, twisting to face me, her eyes eerily shadowing over.

      “This whole town is full of death, crazy girl. Why do you think they call it The Curse of Hallows Hill?”

      “I … I’ve never really thought about it,” I tell her, tucking strands of my hair behind my ear.

      “Well, you should really start thinking about it. You should also really start thinking about what you’re going to do when your little undead gifts start consuming you. Because they will; trust me. I’m cursed with a similar gift as you, have been for decades. And you’re going to start going crazy unless you tune them out. My way is to get high, but I’ve heard of other ways, less effective ones, but there are other ways.”

      So many questions are ping ponging around in my mind, but I zero in on one. “Decades?” I whisper. “How …? How old are you?”

      She simply smiles. “Welcome to the undead club where you’re going to be stuck for the rest of your immortal life.”

      Shaking my head, I stumble back. “No … No … No … I’m not immortal. I died.”

      “And then you came back,” she says. “And you’ll never die again. At least, as far as I know. Can you be hurt? Sure. But death cannot get ahold of you twice. It’s written in the book.”

      I shake my head. “No, you’re lying. You have to be.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m not. And I think, deep down, you know that.”

      “I …” I try to keep on protesting, but the words won’t leave my lips. “What about Kingsley?”

      She grins. “Figures you’d ask about him.” Her smile fades into puzzlement. “You two are something else, something unique. I haven’t figured it out yet, but what I do know is that there has to be a point to your souls intertwining. Death always has a point.” Sighing, she twists back around and commences walking again. “Although, I have no fucking clue what the point of this is.”

      I jog after her. “The point of what is?”

      She stops in front of a swamp and stares at the green water in it. “This.”

      I halt beside her and gulp. “Why do I get the feeling that you’re about to tell me I have to go in there?”

      “Because that’s exactly what I’m about to do.” She gestures at the swamp. “This is where Beth’s body is.”
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      Goosebumps dot my flesh despite the air being muggy as hell right now.

      “I …” I shake my head. “I don’t think I can go in there … I’m afraid of water.”

      “It’s like two feet deep, tops.” She crosses her arms. “It won’t even reach past your waist.”

      “Yeah, but …” I cringe as a green bubble in the pond pops. “It’s probably disease-infested.”

      “Good thing you can’t die, then.” She tosses me a joking grin, but when I don’t return it, she heaves an exhausted exhale. “Look, I know I just dumped a shit ton of information on you, and you’re probably freaking out, but it’s important you get Beth’s body out of here before the cops find it.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure. All I know is that the dead don’t lie.”

      “Yeah, but they’re completely evasive,” I mumble.

      She nods in agreement. “They are. And trust me; it gets really annoying after years of the dead showing up and begging for help, only to not tell you exactly what they need help for.” She urges me to go into the pond. “What I do know is that if Beth says her body needs to be found before the police find it, then we need to find it.”

      I eye the swamp. “How do you know it’s in there?”

      “Call it another one of my gifts.”

      I frown. “Sounds like a curse.”

      “It’s definitely that, too,” she assures me.

      We grow quiet, the rustle of leaves and tree branches swirling around us. I don’t want to do it. Want to believe that Star is lying to me. But she’s not. That much I realize as I feel the presence of Beth whispering to me from the water.

      And just like that, I know what I have to do. I don’t want to do it—at all—but I’m going to.

      Once I acknowledge this, it becomes easier to wade into the waist-deep water that smells of rotting flesh.

      “Hurry,” she warns while scanning the forest. “We’re being watched.”

      She’s right. I can’t see anything, but I can feel the sensation, as if eyes are woven into the branches of the trees and are staring at us. Maybe it’s the death stealers, but it feels like something else. Something darker and heavier. Something dangerous.

      I move quicker, wading farther into the water and peering around. Where is she? At the bottom? Shit, if that’s the case, I’ll have to swim down.

      “Beth,” I whisper under my breath. “Can you help me out here?”

      Nothing but the sound of bubbles popping around me.

      I can feel the water starting to ooze through my clothes and touch my skin. I want to gag. I want to scream. However, I manage to swallow down the urges and dunk my arms underneath the water, feeling around, looking for—

      I feel it—a cold, dead hand.

      Beth.

      Sucking in a breath, I begin to pull her up when fingers wrap around my wrists.

      I gasp, trying to jerk my arm back, when another set of fingers wrap around my other wrist. Then I feel them enclose around my ankles, legs—everywhere.

      “Star!” I shout, my gaze darting to the shore of the pond, only to find that decaying arms have crept out of the branches of the tree and are wrapping around her.

      “Shit,” she curses, stumbling back as the arms pull her toward the trees. “Don’t let them drag you in!” she shouts at me.

      “I—”

      I gasp as the arms jerk me downward, the water reaching my chin.

      I try to wiggle free, try to keep them away, but more fingers wrap around me. There are so many goddamn arms. What the hell is this place? Hell? Did I somehow walk straight into hell?

      I suck in a huge inhale as my head starts to go underneath the water—

      “Harlynn!”

      That deep, wonderful voice doesn’t belong to Star.

      Kingsley.

      I attempt to turn my head, to no avail.

      I’m sinking, getting dragged downward. My eyes shut as the last of my body is submerged—

      The fingers skitter away as arms wrap around me. Lean, strong arms.

      I open my eyes. Kingsley is holding me, pulling me from the water. I grasp on to him, trying to get my footing but never do, and he ends up dragging me onto the shore. Then he lays me down in the dirt, his eyes filled with panic as he leans over me, inspecting my body and face for wounds.

      “You’re okay. You’re okay. You’re okay,” he keeps whispering under his breath as he skims his hands along the sides of my face.

      “I’m fine,” I attempt to comfort him, reaching up and cupping his cheek. “Thanks to you.”

      He struggles to breathe evenly as he stares down at me, leaning into my touch. “I thought I was going to lose you again … I felt this pain … And then …” An exhale falters from his lips.

      “For a second, I swear I thought I was going to die … Although, according to Star, I can’t … Wait … Where’s Star?” Panic rises inside me as I tilt my head up to look for her.

      “Relax,” I hear her say. Then she steps into my line of vision. Her face and arms are covered in dirt, but other than that, she looks okay. “I’m fine.” She scrunches up her nose. “Though I don’t think I would’ve been if Kingsley hadn’t shown up.” Her gaze shifts between us. “Something about you two being near each other scared them away.”

      “What away?” I ask. “Wait—were those arms the death stealers?”

      She rubs dirt from her face as she shakes her head. “Those were the arms of death, and if they get ahold of you, they can drag you to the in-between.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Kingsley mutters while horror lashes through me.

      “Can they do that to anyone?” I ask Star.

      “No, just those who have been there before,” she says ominously. “We may not be able to die, but we can go to the land of the dead again. And if we do, we can get trapped there forever.”

      Is that where Beth is? As the thought haunts my mind, I twist my head to the other side toward the pond where I tried to pull her body out but failed. At least that’s what I think.

      But floating in the water is a body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            Harlynn

          

        

      

    

    
      It bobs up and down as the wind moves waves through the murky water. While its facedown, the color of her hair is the same as Beth’s, so it must be her.

      “I’m so damn confused,” Kingsley says, breathing in the silence. “Why is Star here? And what were you even doing here to begin with?” His last question is directed toward me.

      “Apparently, she’s died before and came back to life and can hear the dead,” I explain, sitting up as he leans back.

      He sits down in the dirt, shaking his head, his hair wet dripping down his face. “I …” He looks at Star, confusion etched into his face. “For how long?”

      She shrugs, folding her arms around herself. “For a very long time.”

      “She said decades,” I inform him.

      When his eyes widen, I decide I probably need to tell him everything, including the reality that he’s probably immortal, too. While I do, I have him and Star help me get Beth’s body out of the swamp, which might be the most disgusting thing I’ve ever experienced.

      Every part of her is rotting, and flesh is falling off. And the smell … it’s worse than the scent of roadkill. Star handles it really well, while Kingsley looks a bit green. And me? I dry heave on multiple occasions.

      The only positive thing is that the hands don’t reappear, and if what Star believes is correct, they won’t while Kingsley and I are together. She doesn’t know why, however.

      “My best guess,” she says after I ask her, “is that it has something to do with you guys’ intertwined souls.”

      Giving Beth’s body one last pull and dragging her from the last of the water, I plop down in the dirt, out of breath and tired. “What I don’t get is that you’re saying we can’t die, yet Beth made it sound like we would if I didn’t solve her and the other dead girls’ murders.”

      “You said she said your soul would fade,” Star reminds me as she scrubs dirt off her arm with her fingers. “That’s not the same thing as dying. More than likely, you’ll probably end up in the in-between and soulless.”

      “With all of those arm things,” I whisper through a shiver.

      When Kingsley notices me shivering, he sits down beside me and wraps an arm around me. He hasn’t said much since I told him everything that I found out and Star showed up.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him. “You’ve been really quiet.”

      He sketches his fingers up and down my back. “I’m just trying to process everything you just told me … The fact that I’m immortal … that my brother is … whatever he is. Star never specified that.”

      “That’s because I don’t know what he is,” she says. “None of us do.”

      “Who’s all like us in this town?” I wonder, shifting my weight.

      My clothes have begun to dry and are crusty and rough against my skin. I smell disgusting and need to go home and shower before I go meet Death, which is in less than an hour.

      “I don’t know everyone who’s part of the undead club,” she replies. “There are a lot.”

      Kingsley cocks a brow at her. “The undead club?”

      She shrugs, picking at the dried dirt on her face. “It’s a place where we all hang out.”

      I gape at her. “The first time you said that, I thought you were like talking metaphorically. I didn’t realize there was an actual club.”

      “It’s not like a real club,” she explains. “It’s just a place that undead like us can go and be ourselves. You can also get drugs and stuff there that’ll help you tune out all the shit that comes with being one of us. You guys will have to go there sometime. Let me know if you want to.” With that, she stands up, dusting the dirt of her jeans with her hands. “Well, this has been super fun, but I’m about done with this being sober thing.” She turns to leave.

      “Wait—you’re not going to help us move the body?” I ask, rising to my feet.

      She shakes her head. “Sorry, but I’ve done my part. And the voices are starting to stir in here”—she gestures at her head—“so that’s my cue to go.” With that, she hikes off into the trees.

      Sighing, I twist back around toward Kingsley. He’s still sitting in the dirt, staring at the ground.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask.

      He blinks up at me. “Just still trying to process everything you guys told me … and the fact that Star has been undead from the moment I met her, yet she never said anything about it.”

      “I think she hates what she is,” I tell him. “I think that’s why she gets high.”

      “Yeah, I got that from her, too,” he mumbles, standing up, his gaze shifting to Beth’s body lying only feet from us. It’s creepy how neither one of us appear to be freaked out by that fact. “What’re we going to do with her body?”

      “I don’t know.” I check the time on my phone. “We need to do something quickly, though, because I need to meet Death soon.”

      He presses his lips together, hesitating. “I have to tell you something. Something that has to do with that.”

      “Okay.” Wariness creeps up inside me, but mostly because I can feel worry stirring inside him.

      “I don’t want you to be mad,” he says quietly, “but I was worried about you going there, so after you fell asleep last night, I moved the meeting time and went to meet them myself.”

      “You what?” I whisper.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, taking a step toward me. “I was just trying to protect you, but I realized after the fact that I basically did what you asked me not to do—I took your choice away from you.”

      Honestly, I’m unsure how I feel. On the one hand, he did take away my choice. But on the other, I can kind of see why he did it.

      “Did you meet them then?” I focus on the bigger picture.

      He nods. “Sort of. This shadowy figure was there, but they took off into the forest before I could actually walk all the way to them. They left something on the bench, though. An old book.”

      “A book?” I question. “What sort of book?”

      “One that I can’t read, because it’s in some weird-ass language,” he explains with a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, Har. I really am.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry … I mean, I get why you did it. But, maybe next time, just tell me.” I fiddle with the leather band on my wrist. “I feel like, with everything going on”—I gesture at the trees, the pond, and Beth—“it’s important that we can trust each other, especially since those creepy arm things apparently can’t touch us when we’re together.”

      He nods, stepping toward me and placing his palm against my cheek. “I promise I’ll be honest from now on.”

      “Thanks.” A small smile touches my lips then fades as my gaze travels to Beth’s body. “Now we just need to figure out where to hide her body.” I glance at him with hope. “You wouldn’t, by chance, have any ideas, would you?”

      He angles his head to the side, considering. “I might have one idea. It’s a little bit … weird, though.”

      “What is it?”

      “I … I don’t want you to think I’m weird or anything like that.”

      “I wouldn’t think that.” I take his hand. “I promise.”

      “I know, but …” He stares down at our hands. “If I said this in front of Foster or my parents, they’d think I was a murderer or something.”

      While his statement throws me off, I’m not afraid of him. “Well, I’m not your parents.” I give his hand a squeeze then smile at him reassuringly when he glances up at me.

      Reluctance plagues his expression, but he ultimately releases a defeated sigh. “I once read about a theory that stated that a good place to hide a body is in a cemetery … in a grave.”

      “That’s actually a good idea,” I say. “But how do we get her body to a cemetery without being seen?”

      Puzzlement creases his features. “You’re not going to ask me why I was reading about that stuff to begin with?”

      “Why would I?” I say. “It’s not like I haven’t looked up strange stuff before. Hell, I’ve spent the last few weeks researching about death.”

      “Only because you died.”

      “Okay, well, why were you looking up stuff like that?”

      “I was bored and on this murder mystery site.”

      “See? That’s not so weird.” I smile at him again. “And even if it is, then I guess I’m weird, too, because I spend a lot of time watching crime shows and stating aloud all the things I think the murderer messed up on that lead to him being caught. It’s my own weird way of trying to plan the perfect murder.”

      His confusion only doubles as he stares at me in bafflement. “You know, I thought I knew you, but I don’t think I do. Not completely anyway.”

      “Did what I say just freak you out?”

      “No.”

      “Okay then.” I squeeze his hand again. “How about, since we’re not both weirded out by each other’s weirdness, we just keep on working on getting to know each other.” Then, to try to make this grave situation lighter, I crack a joke. “And what better way to get to know each other than by hiding a body in a cemetery together.”

      Thank God that he cracks a smile, though it swiftly dwindles.

      “I still don’t know how we’re gonna get it out of the forest and to the cemetery without being seen,” he says, glancing at Beth’s body. “Unless we wait until night.”

      “Beth made it sound like it was urgent to get it moved as soon as possible.”

      “I know, but if we get caught with it, we’ll probably get blamed for her death.”

      “True.” I contemplate an alternative but come up empty-handed. “I wish I knew where that old cemetery was that I dreamt about. It was in the forest and secluded, so it’d be perfect.”

      As soon as the words leave my lips, it’s as if some unseen ability of mine manifests. Well, either that or the lingering presence of Beth’s ghost has managed to claw her way from the in-between and into my mind. Because, suddenly, I can see the way to the cemetery. A path that leads from where we are and deeper into the trees.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper. “I know where it is.”

      “The cemetery?”

      “Yep.”

      His brows dip. “How?”

      “I … I don’t know.” I shrug. “I can just see it.”

      He remains silent, and I start to question if perhaps this is the point where he starts to question if I’m insane. But when he breaks the silence, I realize that’s not even close to what he’s thinking. Not even a little bit.

      “We should probably get a shovel,” he says, yanking his fingers through his hair and glancing around.

      I nod, realizing that perhaps all this constant self-doubt might be in my own head. Whatever the reason, I guess it’s not important right now. Making sure I put Beth’s body someplace where no one else will find it is.

      And then I’m going to solve her murder.
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      Before we take off to bury Beth’s body, we grab some shovels from my house, along with a wagon to … um … haul the body to the cemetery. It unsettles me how close her body was to where I live and pops up all sorts of questions that I’ve been trying to ignore. Like if Foster maybe had something to do with her death.

      Maybe it’s not Foster, though. Star said he wasn’t human, but she never said what he is or for how long he’s been … well, not Foster. I think about the entire time I’ve known him, searching for an indicator. But I feel like he’s always been how he is now. I’m just more aware of the cracks inside the perfect façade that he tries to portray.

      We lucked out that Beth’s body was in the forest, or else we probably would’ve been spotted. With all the branches, trees, and bushes to conceal us, we’re able to remain concealed. Plus, the path my senses are taking us on is guiding us deeper into the muggy woods.

      As we walk, Kingsley towing the wagon, I fan through the pages of the book that he obtained from Death. He grabbed it from his car when we went back to my house, per my request to look at it.

      “What language do you think this is?” I keep my voice quiet in case anyone is nearby, knowing one wrong move could get us arrested for murder.

      “I have no idea,” Kingsley whispers as he steers the wagon around a rock. “At first, I thought Latin, but I don’t think that’s right.”

      “Me neither.” I land on a page with a feather-shaped mark that resembles the one on my wrist. “So this is where they got the information from?”

      Kingsley pauses and moves back to look at the page. His brows crease, and then his gaze rises to me. “What is it?”

      “It’s some sort of mark of death. I have a wound that looks like it on my wrist. I got it during the accident. On Death’s website and in a couple of emails, he said it’s the mark called the Sight of Fallen Darkness. People who get it have seen behind the veil of death and some have abilities, but they never specified what those abilities are. Maybe if we can decipher this page, we can figure out more.” My gaze flits from the page to him. “Do you have one?”

      His throat muscles work as he swallows and nods. “I have a scar that looks like it on my back … It appeared after I … when I …” He shifts his weight. “After I died and came back to life.”

      “I’m not surprised,” I say. “What I really want to know more about, though, are these abilities. Star said she could hear voices, and I can see the dead, but are those abilities?”

      “They could be.” He contemplates, scrubbing his hand across his jawline. “I bet Star knows more about this.”

      “Me, too, but she seemed really determined not to talk about it.”

      “Yeah, I got that, too. That doesn’t mean I want to let this go. I need to talk to her when we have more time to talk and when we’re not”—his eyes shift to Beth’s body in the wagon—“doing this.”

      I nod, fleetingly sinking into silence. “I still can’t believe she’s been undead and immortal the entire time I’ve known her.”

      “Me neither,” he agrees. “But I guess I could say a similar thing about myself. I mean, it’s been years since I … died, and I’ve been walking around, completely oblivious to the changes, except for the fact that I can see shadowy figures now. But that’s it. Maybe that’s all I can do, too.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I say. “You can clearly save lives.”

      “Life,” he corrects. “I’ve only saved one, and only because she’s important to me.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest, and I begin to extend my hand to touch him, but then a branch snaps from somewhere and a chill spills through the air. With my gaze, I scan the trees, and while I can’t visibly see anything anywhere, I can’t help thinking about how those arms twisted out from the bark of the trees.

      “We should hurry,” Kingsley whispers tensely. “The quicker we get this over with, the better.”

      I nod in agreement, hoping that the arms in the trees are the only things we have to worry about. However, I have the weirdest feeling that we’re being watched by something else.
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      The cemetery is a mysterious place. One minute, we’re walking through the forest, encompassed by nothing but trees. And the next thing I know, tombstones surround us. It’s almost like a magical veil has been lifted to reveal this place. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s exactly what happened.

      Kingsley halts near the iron-gated entrance. “That was sort of creepy.”

      “Definitely.” I close the book and glance around at the fog lacing everything. “We should get this done as quickly as possible, and then get the hell out of here. I think I’ve had enough forest for one day.”

      “Me, too,” he agrees, pulling the wagon forward. “Any suggestions on where we should bury her?”

      Twigs crunch underneath my shoes as I follow him. “I think maybe near Star’s tombstone, since we know for sure that her grave is empty.”

      “Good idea.” He stops and twists to face to me. “Do you remember where it is?”

      “I think so.” My feet move forward, winding around headstones and statues.

      Kingsley trails after me, the wheels of the wagon squeaking and echoing around us.

      I walk for a ways until I arrive at the angelic statue with cracked wings.

      “This is her headstone?” he asks, staring up at it in awe. “It’s very … I don’t know, otherworldly, I guess.”

      “I know. Makes me wonder who Star was back when everyone thought she died.” I make a mental note to find out more about Star then reach out to collect one of the shovels from the wagon.

      It’s in that moment when I think everything begins to sink in. Or perhaps I’ve just been in shock this entire time. Whatever the cause, as my gaze lands on Beth, pressure builds inside my chest.

      I’m so sorry you died.

      I’m sorry we’re out here, burying your body.

      I’m sorry for what happened to you.

      Tears burn my eyes, and one streams down my cheek. I quickly swipe it away then wrap my fingers around the shovel. As I’m pulling it out of the wagon, the movement shifts Beth’s body, causing what’s left of her hair to fall to the side, revealing more of the left side of her face.

      While most of her flesh is decaying, a small patch of skin remains on her cheek, almost untouched from the rot the rest of her body is suffering from. And on that patch is a small, circular symbol with what appears to be a raven in the center. A tattoo? Doubtful since Beth wasn’t the sort of girl to get a tattoo. Not to mention, I didn’t see a tattoo on her face the last time I saw her, which was probably only hours before she died.

      Why I do what I do next can be put on a very long list of things I’ve done that are out of character for me since I died and was revived. I reach out and brush my fingers along the mark.

      The instant my fingers come into contact with the tattoo, I’m overwhelmed by images that I’m fairly certain are Beth’s. Images of her being locked up inside a room with cement walls. She’s crying and tired and scared. Sometimes, she’s tied up. Sometimes, she’s free but lying on the floor, too exhausted to move. And while all these images are terrifying, the worst is the final one I see.

      Beth is in a fancy room decorated with expensive furniture. She’s dressed up in a glittering, gold dress, her hair and makeup done as she sits in a red chair, her eyes hollow, her expression numb. But she’s afraid—I can feel it. And that fear spikes as several people enter the room, in a row. Masquerade masks cover their faces; some wear suits while others sport ballgowns and cocktail dresses. All of them are carrying knives.

      They start to close in on her, lifting their knives, and fear overflows from her eyes as she opens her mouth and screams—

      I gasp, jerking back, tears pouring from my eyes.

      Kingsley rushes over to me and wraps his arms around me, keeping me from falling.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay,” he keeps saying as he cradles me in his arms.

      I don’t get why he isn’t asking me what happened.

      My voice wavers as I chatter, “I … I think I just saw Beth’s final moments.”

      “I know,” he whispers as he sits us down in the dirt.

      I grasp his shirt, trying to calm down. “How?”

      “I think through you,” he chokes out, his entire body shaking.

      It takes me a minute to process that he’s experiencing more than just my fear, that something else has him trembling with what can only be described as sheer panicking terror.

      When I glance up at him, his face is tilted toward the sky and his eyes are shut, a portrait of misery.

      I kneel up in front of him, and his hands drift to my sides. “What’s wrong?”

      Shaking his head, he lifts his eyelids open. “The red chair Beth was sitting in …”

      “What about it?”

      His fingers tremble as he clutches on to me. “It’s … Or, well, was in my house, up until a few weeks ago.”

      My heart thunders against my chest. “Where did it go?”

      Another loud swallow. “It was in my dad’s office, but my mom hauled it off, along with a few other pieces of furniture. She said she was donating it.”

      “Maybe she did,” I offer as an explanation that I’m not quite sure I believe myself. “Maybe whoever ended up with the chair used it for …” I trail off, shivering as Beth’s final memories overcome me.

      “Maybe.” He doesn’t sound as if he believes me, though.

      I’m not sure if I believe me.

      “Maybe I can see more,” I mutter.

      Then, drawing in a wobbly breath, I turn around and carefully touch the mark on Beth’s flesh again. But, unlike last time, I see nothing. Not even a spark of a memory.

      “That’s weird,” I mutter as I pull back. “It’s not working—”

      I startle as a raven lets out a caw, my gaze darting to the sky.

      Above, an inky black-feathered winged bird circles us, just like in my dream.

      I shudder, turning toward Kingsley, who has stopped shaking and is eyeing the bird. “We should get this done and get out of here. I have an unsettling feeling we’re being watched.”

      He nods, his gaze lowering to mine. “I do, too.”

      We collect our shovels and begin digging a hole to hide Beth’s body. It takes us a while, but we eventually make one deep enough. Then we lower her body into the hole.

      As we drop the dirt upon her, covering up the evidence of someone breaking this girl, I make a vow to myself to find out who hurt her. And not just to save Kingsley and myself. No, I’m also doing it to get Beth justice and to make sure whoever hurt her ends up behind bars which, right now, looks an awful lot like Kingsley’s family.

      I seal those thoughts into my own mind, or attempt to, forgetting that he can sense much of what I’m feeling.

      “You’re probably right,” he unexpectedly says as he shovels the last of the dirt onto the fresh grave.

      I lean against the shovel. “About what?”

      “About someone in my family being involved.” He huffs out an exhale as he places the shovel into the wagon. “I don’t want to believe it, but if I’m looking at all the facts … that red chair … plus Foster being with Beth briefly that night …”

      “And Beth’s ghost warned me to be careful around him.”

      “Not to mention, the whole thing with Evalynn and the night kiss.”

      We fall into silence, the wind whispering around us.

      “If it is him … maybe it’s not really him,” I mutter. “Star said he was different. Maybe he’s, like, possessed or something.”

      “Maybe.” He leans against the angel statue with his arms crossed, his thinking face on. “If we really believe that, then we need to find out for sure before we turn any information over to the police.”

      “I completely agree. We need a starting point, though.”

      “I think Star is a good starting point,” he says. “And maybe trying to decipher the book.”

      “And figuring out where that red chair ended up,” I add.

      “Yeah, that, too.” He pushes away from the statue. “I … Did Beth ever say how much time we had before we … our souls fade?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Have you seen her since that portal thing opened?”

      I shake my head again. “I haven’t. And Star made it sound like she might not be coming back.” I pause. “Star also mentioned that she was able to hear Beth, and I think it was after we saw her get sucked into that portal, so maybe she can still communicate with her.”

      “We should find out,” he tells me. “Because I think it’s important we know what timeline we’re working with.”

      “Oh, I totally agree.” I toss the shovel into the wagon, preparing to leave, when movement catches my eye.

      A shadow. A faceless shadow looming in the distance.

      Kingsley tracks my gaze then stiffens and reaches for my hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I nod, and then we hurry away from the cemetery, leaving the faceless shadow behind us. But the feeling of being watched follows.
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      By the time Kingsley and I exit the forest, it’s late enough that he has to head to a party and play informant. I don’t want him to go and he seems reluctant to leave me too.

      “You’re just going to hang out in your room for the night, right?” he asks me as we linger at the border of my property, the trees concealing us.

      “I think so. I want to talk to Star more, though. Maybe I’ll try to find her. I doubt she’s going to be easy to find, though.”

      He picks at a spot of dirt on his hand. “How about tomorrow we track her down and try to get her to talk to us.”

      “Okay. I’m still going to try to talk to her tonight, though, you know, just in case... Maybe I can find her phone number.”

      “Maybe.” He appears skeptical, though. Sighing, he lowers his hands to his sides. “I guess I’m going to take off then.” But he doesn’t budge, hesitation all over his face.

      His lips part then shut. Then with a soft shake of his head, he steps forward and seals his lips to mine. I’m so startled by the kiss that I trip back. But I latch onto his shirt, holding myself up, and kiss him back.

      He lets out a strangled noise in the back of his throat as his phone rings, breaking the moment. Softly sucking on my lip, he moves back and fishes his phone out of his pocket.

      “It’s Porter,” he grimaces. “He’s probably wondering where I am.” He pockets his phone and glances up at me, uncertainty filling his eyes. “I need to go.”

      “Go.” I offer him a reassuring smile. “I promise I’ll be okay.”

      He nods, hesitance still consuming his expression as he walks out of the trees. I step out too, and we both walk in separate directions. As I near my house with the wagon in tow and the book in my hand, I cast a glance over my shoulder at him. He’s looking at me as well and a small smile graces his lips as our gazes lock. My lips turn up too and my stomach flutters with butterflies.

      For the first time since the accident, I briefly feel alive.

      But according to Star, I’m not. I’m undead. And immortal.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe out as I tear my gaze off of Kingsley and wheel the wagon up to the house. “I’m immortal.”

      And dead.

      And just moved a body.

      As reality crashes over me, I fight the urge to panic. But all I keep thinking about is how I moved a dead body of a girl who was probably murdered. If the police find the body, my DNA could be on it. Although, do the undead even have DNA?

      Who the hell knows, but I’m not going to take any chances. I pull the wagon over to the hose and spray it down. Then I sneak inside, strip my clothes off, and turn on the shower. Before I climb in, I send Kingsley a text, recommending that he do the same thing. He tells me he definitely will. He also asks if it’s okay if he calls me later, after he gets done with the party, even though it’ll be late, and just so we can talk. I reply, and might I add with a smile on my face, of course. Then I set the phone down on the counter and step inside the shower.

      I scrub my skin until it’s raw and wash my hair. Then I get out, dry off, wrap a towel around me, before picking up my dirty clothes to go put them in the washing machine, not bothering to get dressed since no one is home.

      After I’m done with that, I go to my room with the plan of getting dressed, then trying to find Star’s number while attempting to figure out what language that book is written in. However, when I step through my bedroom doorway, every plan I had goes peace out as I spot Foster sitting on my bed, fanning through the pages of the book.

      “What’re you doing in here?” I ask, clutching the towel against my body with one hand and my phone in the other.

      He glances up at me with his dark eyes. “Interesting read. I didn’t know you spoke Shadow Tongue, though.”

      Shadow Tongue? What in the world?

      His lips curl into a smirk. “Or maybe you don’t, by the look on your face.”

      “I...” I wish I had something clever to say, but I’m in shock.

      He climbs off the bed and steps toward me, but pauses when I step back.

      “You’re afraid of me?” he questions. “Why?”

      “I...” I dither, unsure what to do. Pretend I’m clueless about what he is or declare truth and demand answers. And besides, it’s not like I haven’t made it clear to him how I feel about him now. Still... It’s different knowing he may not be human. May not even be Foster.  “I know what you are.”

      “What I am?” He eyes me over. “Are you okay? You sound crazy right now.”

      I gape at him. “I sound crazy? You’re the one that snuck into my room and are talking about some language called Shadow Tongue.”

      “I took a mythology class,” he states. “Junior year when I registered late and couldn’t get into another class. I learned about it in there.”

      He’s right about taking the class. I remember it was weird because mythology definitely didn’t seem like Foster’s thing. Then again, who is Foster even? Is this him? Or is this some sort of body snatcher thing?

      “I’m pretty sure they didn’t cover Shadow Tongue language in that class,” I say, measuring his reaction.

      His lips thin into a straight line. “Are you accusing me of lying?”

      “Aren’t you a liar?” I challenge, feeling like he’s toying with me.

      He studies me with his shadowy eyes, and I find myself wondering when his eyes got so dark. “You know I’d never lie to you.” He steps toward me again.

      I step back. “No, I know you’ve been lying to me.”

      He sinks his teeth into his bottom lip, assessing me with his head angled to the side. “Har, we’ve know each other forever—”

      “Have we?” I cut him off

      I can practically see the wheels working inside his head. Then, in the blink of an eye, he’s right in front of me, so close that the warmth of his breath dusts across my cheeks.

      “You may be afraid of me right now,” he whispers as he brushes his fingers across the locket dangling from my neck. “But you’re mine. You have been since the day in the woods.” Then he leans in, to kiss me maybe?

      I prepare to fight him, despite this horrible feeling that I’ll lose. But then sirens pierce through the air, and his attention snaps in the direction of my open bedroom window where I realize he must have entered the house. He cocks his head then drags his attention back to me. “I have to go. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be back for you.”

      My lips part in a protest, but he’s already swinging around me and walking out of the room. Only when I hear the front door open and shut do I let out a breath.

      So much of what he said floods my thoughts as I rush over to the window. The one that really stands out, though, is how he said I’ve belonged to him ever since that day in the woods. I’ve never belonged to him, even though at one point in my life I had convinced myself I wanted to. What I really want to know, though, is what day in the woods he was referring to since we’ve been in the woods several times. The first time we ever went in there was the first day we became friends. It was also when I lost my locket I’m wearing now. The one he found and kept.

      I lightly brush my fingers across it, and for the weirdest moment, I swear I feel heat spread through my body. But I quickly become distracted as I notice officers outside my window, heading into the woods, in the direction of where Beth’s body was before Kingsley and I moved it. As worry stirs inside me, I hurry and close the window, shut the blinds, and make my way over to the bed. I plan on distracting myself with attempting to decipher the book or at least finding out more about this Shadow Tongue language. However, when I pick up the book, a feather falls out. Black and laced with silver, it glints when the light casts across it. Even stranger is it’s the same shape as the wound on my wrist.

      Turning my wrist over, I peel the bandage back and place the feather beside the wound. As I do so, the wound splits open and sucks the feather inside. I gasp in horror, but instead of sucking in air, water spews out of my mouth.

      I’m drowning in a swampy water. Hands are holding me down.

      I can’t breathe.

      Help!

      But no help comes.

      I’m dying.

      I am going to die.

      But I’m not Harlynn.

      I am Beth.

      As I struggle to get free, I manage to get my head above the water. The sky is dark, but moonlight trickles down through the branches. It’s enough to give me a glimpse of them.

      A glimpse of the person who killed me.

      Killed Beth.

      But it’s not Foster like I’d thought.

      No, the man holding me down  looks a lot like my ex-best friend except for older.

      Foster’s father.

      I gasp, jerking back to reality, and spitting out the last of the water. But I continue to choke on something. Reaching into my mouth, I pull out the object.

      The feather.

      I drop the damn thing onto the bed and scoot back, my heart hammering in my chest.

      How did this happen? How did this feather unleash those images inside me?

      I think about Star and Beth, who have both told me I have abilities. But how is this my ability? Where did this feather come from? Foster?

      I’m not sure.

      What I am sure about is that Foster’s father either killed Beth or played a huge role in her death. The question is: why? And how am I supposed to prove that? Because right now, the only evidence I have is from what I’ve seen in visions, which I’m sure is going to go over really well if I tell the police.

      What I need is proof. But how am I supposed to prove that a powerful lawyer like Foster’s dad murdered a girl...

      It suddenly clicks why Beth probably insisted her body needed to be moved. Foster’s father knows a lot of people in law enforcement, and he could maybe pay off someone to hide evidence.

      And what about the room and the red chair. There had been multiple people in that room with Beth. Did they play a part in her death too? If so, how many people are in on this?

      All of these questions need answers. And I plan on getting them.

      With Kingsley’s help, maybe I can...

      I gulp, becoming aware that I have another issue I need to figure out.

      Telling Kingsley that his father may have played a part in Beth’s murder.
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      I’ve just gotten out of the shower when I receive a call from Harlynn. Even the sight of her name makes a smile pull at my lips. As I pick up the phone, though my smile fades as a fading sensation fleetingly seizes my body.

      My soul is trying to fade on me.

      My knees buckle and I grip onto the edge of the counter as I struggle to get oxygen.

      Taking a few breaths, I steady my breathing before answering the phone, not wanting to worry Harlynn more than she already is. Because I can feel it, her worry, pulsating through her at this precise moment.

      “Hey,” I answer. “Is everything okay?”

      “Not really,” she whispers.

      Her bluntness sends fear spiking through my body.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, straightening.

      “It’s...” She releases a stressed exhale. “I saw another vision, Kings... I saw more of Beth’s death... I saw who pushed her underneath the water.”

      “Was it... Was it Foster?” I whisper, not really shocked, but worried the truth is going to shatter a lot of things.

      I’d had my suspicions that Foster may have been involved with Beth’s death . Just like I know he’s involved in the drug situation in Hallows Grove. Honestly, I think the two things are connected. I just don’t know how. I’m working on figuring it out, though.

      “No... Although, he was here a few minutes ago... In my room,” she tells me. I’m about to freak out, when she quickly adds, “It’s okay. He left. He said some weird stuff and there was this feather and I...” She’s panic rambling.

      “Har, calm down,” I say, trying to keep calm myself. “You’re barely making any sense.”

      “Sorry,” she mutters. “I just...” She blows out a breath. “You’re not going to be around your parents anytime soon, right?”

      “No... They kicked me out, remember?” I’m so confused why she’s asking me this, though.

      “I know, but I just want to make sure you’re not like gonna go to your house to get more of your stuff or something.”

      “I’m not going to today, but I was planning on going to grab some of my stuff that my mom tossed out onto the porch.” I actually just got the call from her on my way home. The conversation lasted only about one minute, but I could hear her hatred for me burning in her voice. “If I don’t pick it up tomorrow, the garbage man is going to.”

      “Can you not go alone when you pick up?”

      My confusion magnifies. “I can have Porter go with me maybe.”

      “Good.” Relief seeps through the worry in her tone, which only makes me grow more perplexed.

      “There’s something wrong.” It’s not a question. I can feel it—the wrongness—flowing through my body and her’s.

      “There is,” she tells me. “It’s about the vision I saw... And the person who was holding Beth underneath the water.” I’m about to ask her who it was when she says, “Kings, I think it was your dad.”

      While I’ve never been a huge fan of my father, shock whips through me. I sink to the floor, breathing in and out as an awareness circles me.

      My father may have killed Beth.

      My father may be a killer.

      And I may have to turn him for murder f I want to save mine and Harlynn’s intertwined souls.

      And what about Foster? If I bust him for selling night kiss, he’ll go to jail too. Then it’ll be just my mom and me out in the world. No one left in my life.

      But did I ever have anyone to begin with?

      “You’re not alone in this,” Harlynn tells me, as if reading my mind. And at this point I wouldn’t be surprised if she did. “We’re going to figure this out, Kings. And I’ll be there for you. No matter what happens, we’re going to get through this.”

      Her words spill over me and seep into my skin.

      I am not alone in this.

      I am not alone.

      It’s enough that I’m able to pick myself up off the floor. It’s a good thing too since Porter knocks on the door.

      “Times up,” he says. “We need to go.”

      Sighing, I tell Harlynn, “I have to go.”

      “I know. I heard loudmouth banging on the door.” She gives a short pause. “Please be careful.”

      It’s weird to hear someone worry about me, and even weirder to say that I will be careful. But I manage to promise I will, but only after having her promise the same thing.

      Then we hang up.

      When I open the door, Porter is standing on the other side. I expect him to crack a joke about me talking to Harlynn, or something like that. But he has an ominous look on his face, which is way out of character for him.

      “What the hell is that look for?” I ask.

      “I just got off the phone with Oliver,” he tells me, referring to our connection in the drug world. “We have a meeting tonight. And while I’m not exactly sure what it’s about, he made it sound like we might finally be getting somewhere.”

      “You think we finally got our in to the leader of this drug ring?” I ask, unsure if I’m happy about that or terrified.

      On the one hand, it means we’re that much closer to finding out where these bizarre drugs are coming from, and that means we’ll be closer to being done with this informant stuff. But on the other hand, I promised Harlynn I’d be safe. And this is far from safe.

      “I’m hoping so,” he says. “We’re required to wear some sort of outfit, though.” His brows crease at that.

      My own brows crease. “What?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, it’s really fucking weird... Oliver’s supposed to be dropping them off soon.”

      It’s beyond strange, but I shove the weirdness aside and hurry and get dressed, trying not to stress about it or what I’m going to do tonight. Only when Oliver drops off the outfits does the severity of the situation become evident. Because it’s not really an outfit. No, it’s a mask.

      The same masks I saw in the vision that Harlynn had. The one right before Beth died.
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