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You are powerful. You are chosen. You are loved. You are never alone.

Prologue
His body was heavy against the doorframe and his eyes blinked rapidly to adjust to the darkness
of the nursery where his young wife rocked their new baby back to sleep. The li?le girl was a bundle of
pink skin in pink blankets, cooing along with her mother’s lullaby. She had his amber eyes and her
mother’s pinched nose. A slow yawn morphed into a smile as Emma’s sweet singing ﬂoated into his ears,
punctuated by the slow creak of the antique chair moving in rhythm against the wood ﬂoor. Fatigue
retreated, pushed aside by a contented sigh and the sweet talcum scent in the air. Baby powder … and
something else. Something that didn’t ﬁt. Ash. The familiar hint of coal burned his nostrils, muscles that
had been conditioned years before tensed. His bare feet moved quickly, silently, across the pine planks.
He peeked behind the ﬂoral curtains out onto the yard. The faint light of the sun emerging over the
eastern horizon revealed a shadow that prowled across the manicured lawn before it disappeared into the
neighboring tree line. A shiver crept up his back and down his arms.
“What is it?” Emma looked up with concern.
Garre? turned to her for a moment. The words stopped in his throat and he couldn’t will them
out; he paused, le?ing his eyes look back out into the slowly breaking day. “They’re watching her.” The
words tasted sour in his mouth and he wanted to swallow them back down, away from her.
“What could they want with Zoe?” Emma clutched the baby tighter to her chest.
“We knew this was a possibility … the prophecy.”
“Claire is the chosen one, not Zoe. The guardians are sure of it,” Emma spit out, the sudden
outburst making the child in her arms squirm brieﬂy before se?ling back to a peaceful sleep. “She wasn’t
supposed to be a part of this.” Her voice returned to a desperate whisper.
“I know. But what if the guardians were wrong? What if it’s not Claire? This is in her blood.” He
felt his face grow warm.
“I won’t sacriﬁce my daughter.” Emma adjusted the soS pink fabric a li?le tighter around the
baby.
“We may not have a choice.” Garre? rubbed a calloused hand through his dark hair, his
shoulders lowering with a defeated sigh as he made his way over to his wife and daughter. The wood
ﬂoor in front of the rocking chair was cold and hard against his knees. His ﬁngers gently traced the
outline of Zoe’s sweet face and small nose before he placed a soS kiss on her forehead.
“There is always a choice.” Emma looked him in the eye.
“Can we change her destiny?” Tears fell down his cheeks and dripped from his chin onto shaking
hands.
Emma reached out a hand to wipe them away, le?ing it come to rest on his neck. “We have to
try.” Her own tear traced the contour of her face and she leaned her head to rest against his as the two
encircled the infant between them. “We have to protect her from this.”

Chapter One
Zoe stepped onto the smooth wooden ﬂoor; her delicate hand gripped the barre. The soS music
echoed oﬀ the mirrors and over her skin, propelling her into movements that matched its grace. First
position, second, plié. Stretching, swaying and then stepping away from the barre, she let the music move
her across the ﬂoor.
She began to spin, turning over and over, the mirrors and ﬂoor now swirling around her until
they became rain-spa?ered windows against the dark night sky and ﬂashing blue and red lights. The
music was now replaced by sirens and screams all swirling in her mind as she turned and turned and
then crashed into a heap on the dance ﬂoor, her head falling in her hands as she cried.
When her tears stopped, she looked up to catch her reﬂection in the mirrored wall, approaching it
with caution, like a stranger. The girl staring back at her was wearing the same pale pink tights, black
leotard and leg warmers she always rehearsed in. Her sandy hair pulled away from her heart-shaped face
into the same messy bun, but her hazel eyes were darker, skin paler. Was she still only seventeen? She
touched the bandage on her forehead, wincing slightly at the memory.
It had been three weeks since the car accident. Her bruises were fading, but not the memories;
instead, they haunted her dreams. Last night she woke up screaming and walked down the hall only to
remember, when seeing her parents’ empty bed, that it wasn’t a nightmare at all. She curled into a ball on
their comforter, inhaling deep breaths of them, trying to hold on to every morsel of their memory that she
could. But they were gone and life would never be the same.
“Sorry, kiddo.” Claire’s brune?e head peeked in the doorway. “But we have to ﬁnish packing.”
“Okay.” Zoe grabbed her bag and glanced back once, for just a second, before she followed her
aunt to the car.
Claire was petite, like Zoe. It was strange to see her that way now when, as a child, Zoe had
thought her aunt bigger than life. The woman always dripped conﬁdence and adventure whenever she
came to visit. She was just in her early thirties and had seen the world as a journalist she followed the
breaking news. Claire was always so glamorous and heroic, but she seemed so much smaller now,
dwarfed by her grief.
***
Claire had been chasing a story in the Middle East when she got the call that her brother and
sister-in-law had died in a car accident. She took the next ﬂight out to sit by Zoe’s hospital bed, waiting
for her to wake up. It would be another 36 hours before Zoe would open her eyes slowly.
Everything was fuzzy and she blinked a few times before it came into focus. Then she shut her
eyes tight again, squeezing them so hard that tears slipped out and down her cheeks as she let out a quiet
whimper.
“Hey there, kiddo.”
Zoe recognized Claire’s voice and opened her eyes once again and saw the heartbreak wri?en on
her aunt’s face. Red eyes and dark circles revealed the truth. What if I’m wrong? “Mom and Dad?” she
croaked, her throat dry and sore.
“I’m so sorry, sweetie.” Claire shook her head, her own voice breaking.
The sob rose up from Zoe’s stomach and clenched her chest before being choked out of her throat,
followed by more tears. Her aunt pulled her into a hug as her body wracked with sobs and she gripped
the woman so tightly that her muscles ached even more, but she couldn’t let go. She had no one else leS
in the world. Only Claire. Her ﬁngers clutched Claire’s black sweater and her breathing labored until
exhaustion took over and she fell back to sleep.
She didn’t know how long she had been unconscious. They told her it was just over a day and a
half, but it felt like weeks or years. Or was it mere seconds? ASer crying until she passed out again, her
body just felt numb. People had stopped by to check on her, and many brought ﬂowers and oﬀered
condolences. They were her friends, but she couldn’t really remember their faces or names at the moment.

They had joined the blur of doctors and nurses who had been in and out of her room checking this vital
and that chart. The conversations were equally muddled in her memory, intermingled with her aunt
making funeral arrangements over the phone.
The day Zoe got out of the hospital she ﬁdgeted with the lace of her black dress, eyes focused on
the scuﬀ marks across the toes of her ballet ﬂats, until a drop of water hit her temple. Does everyone keep
a black umbrella around just for funerals? They weren't enough. Rain snuck under their hasty shelter
and plastered her hair to her face, eﬀectively hiding her bruises. A minister said something about be?er
places and peace and comfort; all those things preachers are supposed to say when someone dies. Then
two mahogany coﬃns were lowered into the ground. Zoe was mesmerized by the earth that swallowed
them, mud bordered by bright green grass. Claire nudged her to join the queue in tossing a handful of
dirt over the wooden boxes before they laid a rose on each headstone and walked away.
Zoe spent the next six days eating neighbors’ casseroles, watching already dreary funeral
bouquets wither, and packing up her life. Her parents’ will had named Claire as guardian, so she’d had
her things shipped to the Andrews’ home; but they would never make it out of their boxes because Claire
had already decided they should move.
“You’re kidding, right?” Zoe let out a bi?er laugh. “I’ve only ever lived in this house!”
“I think it’s for the best, Zo, to start fresh.”
“I don’t need a fresh start. I need my home and my friends!” Zoe threw her hands up while
pacing the living room ﬂoor in her fuzzy socks.
“I know it’s hard, but I need you to trust me on this one. I wouldn’t make you move right now if I
didn’t believe it was the right thing.” Claire calmly pa?ed the sofa next to her.
Zoe studied the empty spot next to Claire with squinty eyes before walking over and plopping
down next to her aunt, her anger melting under another round of hot tears.
“I’m scared.” She stared down at her ﬁngers, picking at chipped nail polish.
“Of a new place? Making new friends?”
Zoe let out an imprisoned breath. “That moving means leaving them behind.” Her eyes reached
Claire’s, more tears hanging on the edge. She bit her bo?om lip in a failed eﬀort to quell them.
“Aww, Zo. This is just a place. An important one for sure, but just a place.” Claire wrapped an
arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, le?ing her head rest against Zoe’s. “The memories can be
taken anywhere.”
***
So just three weeks aSer the accident, they packed up the only home Zoe Renee Andrews had
ever known.
A For Sale sign was staked in the front yard, furniture was covered from dust, and memories
were packed in boxes. Claire put the last one in the U-haul trailer just as Zoe retrieved the leather
messenger bag resting on the bo?om step. The one that had been her father’s.
“Zoe, we need to get on the road.” Claire’s voice echoed through the shell of the house until it
found Zoe. She gave her home one last look, the memories like ghosts around her.
“Coming.” Zoe shook oﬀ further tears, closed the front door, and slid into the passenger’s side of
the SUV.
“Ready for this?” Claire turned the key in the ignition.
“Probably not.” Zoe turned up the radio and slumped into her seat as they pulled out of the
drive, out of town and out of Minnesota. She wouldn’t even let herself look back for a last glance at her
home. Claire was pu?ing on a brave face and she would do the same. She would squash the anger and
fear and grief as far down as she could, holding it in like a deep breath, and pray she didn’t drown in it.

Chapter Two
Welcome To Torch Creek, the sign read.
“So this is it?” Zoe’s eyes scanned the small town through the car window. Brick buildings lined
the sides of the main street, which was do?ed with antique lampposts and dogwood trees. Had they
traveled back in time?
“Unimpressed, I take it? I thought it looked quaint.”
“That’s one word for it.” Zoe craned her neck to watch an old man si?ing on a bench, talking to
himself as they drove past. She opened her mouth to remark on it but took in a deep breath instead.
“Just promise me you’ll give it a chance before deciding I ruined your life.”
“I’ll try …” Zoe let out a dramatic sigh as the car turned down a residential street.
“Fourth house on the right.” Claire glanced down at a wrinkled paper with scribbled directions.
“4012 Gethsemane Street, Torch Creek, Virginia. This is our new home.”
Zoe stood in the driveway surveying the house. It was a small, two-story, brick Victorian that was
just this side of showing up in a horror movie. If it hadn’t been for the cheery yellow lilies and freshlypainted front door, she would have expected Casper to pop up and give them the tour.
“All it needs is an eerie fog and spider webs and we’d be set for Halloween,” Claire giggled as she
walked to the porch.
“Is that supposed to be a positive?” Zoe hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and fell in step with
her aunt.
Before they could knock, the door was thrown open and they were met by short grey hair and a
smiling face. “You must be Claire.” The plump woman yanked Claire into a hug before she could answer.
“And you must be Zoe.” Zoe stiﬂed a moan as the breath was squeezed from her lungs by the woman’s
embrace. “So sorry about your parents, dear.” Her condolence quickly faded into her previous large smile
as she ushered the two inside. “I’m Abigail, the landlady, and I think you two are going to be right at
home here. Let me show you around.”
Following Abigail through the old house, Zoe’s hand brushed over the mantel of a large stone
ﬁreplace, pulling oﬀ a layer of dust. She wiped it on her faded jeans as she tried not to trip on the paisley
area rug that lay faded in the middle of the living room. Her index ﬁnger traced the line of a thin crack
she found in the plaster walls leading into the small kitchen. The smell of sugar cookies tickled her nose,
only to disappoint when she saw it was a candle burning on the counter rather than fresh-baked
goodness. Stairs led from a small hallway between the two rooms to the second ﬂoor.
Upstairs, a gentle breeze was blowing the white curtains in what would be Zoe’s room. There was
a four-poster bed, a small dresser and an empty set of shelves. Once again, she let her ﬁngers wipe away
se?led dust, this time from the bookcase, and imagined how she would ﬁll the space. She had to admit it
was charming, and a smile crept across her face before grief stole it away in an instant. Mom would have
liked this house. She choked back tears and went to ﬁnd Claire.
“So what do you think?” Claire asked as Zoe came back down the stairs.
“It’s ﬁne,” she shrugged, a weak smile falling under sad eyes.
“Well, I’ll let you ladies get se?led in. If you need anything I’m just across the street.” Abigail
smiled widely, pointing to her home through the living room window and handing Claire the keys.
“Thank you.” She and Zoe couldn’t help but plop onto the couch to secretly watch the older
woman bounce across the street. They both jumped when Abigail turned and gave them a wave before
opening her own door.
“That is a li?le unse?ling ... right?” Claire’s upper lip curled and one eyebrow raised.
“Oh yes, deﬁnitely.” They both slid down low on the couch, giggling.
By late aSernoon, Zoe and Claire had brought in all the boxes and were slowly pu?ing their
touch on the place. Pictures and familiar knick-knacks lined the mantel. Plates and cups ﬁlled the
cupboards. Clothes were folded in drawers. ASer a while, Zoe stopped unpacking to stare at a picture of

her parents. She had taken it on their vacation last year - camping complete with rain, falling tents, and
her dad unable to start a ﬁre. She was away from her friends and her cell phone and she had grumbled,
complained and fought with them the whole time. But now she sat looking at the picture she had taken of
her mom and dad aSer a morning hike, and the faces looking back at her were smiling. She brushed her
ﬁngers over the smiles as she heard Claire approach.
“Your dad told me about that trip.”
“Probably never wanted to camp again aSer that.”
“Actually he wanted to go again next summer.”
Zoe’s brow furrowed. “Why? This was a disaster.”
“Well, he didn’t think so, and based on the smiles in that photo I think it was more of a success
than you give it credit for.”
That was her parents. They found the good in everything, especially her, even when she was at
her worst. She wiped away a single tear before pu?ing the picture on the shelf.
“I don’t know about you, but I am starving.” Claire wiped her own tear.
“Yes, food would be called for.”
The two walked the main street of town amidst shops already closed for the evening. The Haven
was carved in to a round wooden sign hanging over the entrance of a small cafe. It was a simple place,
ﬁlled with black and white photos and mismatched chairs. Friendly cha?er ﬁlled their ears as Claire and
Zoe made their way to a booth by the wall. A cheerful waitress approached, let them know what was
good and took their orders. Waiting for their cheeseburgers, they observed the townsfolk.
“The guy at the counter?” Claire nodded toward the stools on her right.
“I don’t want to play.” Zoe ﬁddled with the straw in her cup. It had been a game Zoe always
played with Claire, and her dad. Memories of si?ing and spying on passers-by with him threatened to
pull emotions from the deep that she was not ready, or willing, to let surface.
Claire frowned just a bit. “It’s okay to miss them. You’re allowed to be sad, ya know? But sad
doesn’t have to stop you from enjoying the fun memories and traditions.”
Zoe peered at Claire over her Coke. Sadness hid behind her aunt’s sweet smile. Zoe wanted to
stay angry with her, but she knew it wouldn’t do anything but make her more miserable. This was Claire
making an eﬀort, trying to make the whole moving thing be?er. She could make an eﬀort, too.
Zoe took in a deep breath and turned to study the bearded man Claire had nodded toward. He
was wearing a ﬂannel shirt, dirty jeans and a trucker hat, sipping coﬀee. “Lumberjack by day, world
famous tenor by night.”
“Like Pavaro?i?”
“Way be?er, but he has stage fright so he only sings in the shower,” Zoe laughed. “Your turn - old
couple in the corner.”
“Good eye. High school sweethearts, married for ﬁSy years with at least three grand-children and they salsa dance on the weekends.”
“Salsa dancing? Really?” Zoe cocked her head to one side and raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, yeah. They could go pro if it wasn’t for the liSs. A person could break a hip.” They both
chuckled at the mental image as Claire continued the game. “Okay, how about that guy?” She pointed to
a young man who was si?ing alone at the far end of the small cafe.
Zoe turned toward him, taking in his dark eyes and hair. He couldn’t have been much older than
her, but there was an intensity about him. “Well, your typical loner ...” She stopped short when his eyes
leS the book he had been reading and suddenly met hers. Something ﬂashed in them that made her
shiver from the cold in it. She quickly took a sip of her drink.
“Loner? That’s all you got?”
“Yep.” She refused to look back up. Her courage returned aSer a minute, but the boy had go?en
up and was leaving. He turned toward her just as he pulled the cafe door open and met her eyes again,
like he knew something she didn’t, and then continued out onto the street.
“Are you okay?” Claire asked.

“Fine. That guy just gave me the creeps. He looked right at me and I could have sworn ...” She
shook oﬀ the thought.
“What?” Claire leaned in just a li?le.
“I’m sure I was imagining it, but I thought his eyes turned black when he looked at me.”
Claire gasped at her niece’s words, opening her mouth to speak but thinking be?er of it as the
waitress brought their plates.
“I probably just got too caught up in our li?le game is all.” Zoe smiled, trying to lighten the
tension that had se?led over the table.
Claire let out a breath, unwrinkling her brow as she smiled at her niece before digging into her
food. “This is good,” she said through a full mouth, and the two giggled and cha?ed about nothing in
particular as they ﬁnished their meal and headed home.
Later, Zoe lay in bed staring at the ceiling. DriSing to sleep, images of the boy, his eyes black and
staring straight into her, ﬂoated through her mind. Goosebumps covered her arms and she sat straight
up. Her window was still open. She got out of bed, her bare feet crossing the wooden ﬂoor to pull it
closed. She glanced at the quiet street below. Something caught her eye and she gave another look. A
shadowy ﬁgure stood on the walk in front of their house and tilted its head up toward her. Her heart
lurched. She quickly locked the window, closed her eyes and sighed heavily. When the beat in her chest
had slowed back to its normal rhythm, she slowly peered back through the curtains to ﬁnd the street
empty.
Zoe! Pull yourself together, girl. This creepy house is geEing to you.
“You all right?” Claire peeked in the doorway.
“Yes, just closing the window.”
“Okay, then. You know where to ﬁnd me.”
“Good night.”
“Good night, Zoe.”
Claire closed Zoe’s door and walked down the creaking hallway to her room. She stiﬀened as she
looked out at the dark street before closing her own window. “It can’t be happening; she’s too young. I
thought moving her would keep her safe.” Claire whispered to the air as her ﬁngers played with the key
on her necklace. The ornate golden charm rolled between her ﬁngers as she sighed heavily and lay down
to sleep.

Chapter Three
The morning sun streamed into the small room, warming Zoe. As the light grew brighter across
her face, Zoe groaned and rolled away from it, planning to driS back to sleep. Her plan was thwarted by
the urgent beeping of her alarm clock. She hit it roughly and pulled the covers over her head.
“Breakfast in ﬁSeen, sleepyhead,” Claire called into her room before bouncing down the stairs.
“Ugh,” Zoe huﬀed before tossing back her blanket dramatically and ge?ing out of bed.
She took a moment to stare at herself in the bathroom mirror. She looked a li?le less like the
stranger she felt was still living under her skin. When would she be herself again? Was there a time limit
on grief? She hoped she would just wake up one day and it would all feel okay. Feeling okay was diﬃcult
to even imagine, and she didn’t have the luxury to wait. Life doesn’t stop when someone leaves you. The
world edges forward in its endless circular motion, refusing to pause so you can catch up. Today would
have to be as good as any to stop treading water and start moving forward again.
ASer a quick shower, she threw on her favorite pair of jeans, beginning to show their repeated
wear, a navy blue sweater, and her dusty brown boots. She twirled her wet hair into a bun and covered
her mourning with light makeup and a hopeful smile before trudging down the steps, where she heard
music waSing from the kitchen.
Stopping in the doorway, Zoe watched her pajama-clad aunt dancing barefoot in front of the
stove, singing some country song slightly oﬀ-key while ﬂipping pancakes.
“And to think I used to wonder why you were still single. Mystery solved,” Zoe chuckled.
Claire turned, hand to her chest, feigning shock and a hurt expression, “I’ll have you know I’ve
had more than my fair share of gentlemen callers,” she rebu?ed, thickening her southern accent. “None
of them made the cut.”
“Or they all saw this.” Zoe motioned at her aunt’s dancing with a pointed ﬁnger.
“This,” Claire mimicked her niece’s motion toward herself, “is adorable. I just have high
standards.”
“Well you’re burning daylight, so maybe you should lower those standards a bit,” Zoe laughed as
she sat at the counter and started on her breakfast.
“Afraid I’ll become a spinster with twenty cats and you’ll have to take care of me?”
“Deﬁnitely.” Zoe stuﬀed a huge bite of pancake in her mouth.
“Harsh.” Claire gave a less-than-believable stern look. “Finish your breakfast. School beckons this
a.m.”
Zoe groaned. “Can’t I be homeschooled?”
“Uh ... no.”
“Harsh.”
“We leave in ten,” Claire called as she went up the steps to get dressed.
***
Claire pulled the SUV in front of the local high school. “Here we are.”
Zoe surveyed the building with its faded brick exterior and old windows, stopping to read the
sign above the door. “So I’m an eagle now?” She watched a handful of other students as they talked on
the sidewalk.
“You ready for this?”
“Nope, but I’m gonna go in anyway.”
“Good girl. Call me if you need anything,” Claire oﬀered as Zoe got out of the car. “And make
friends …” she called through the open window as her niece walked away.
Zoe turned brieﬂy, giving a half-hearted salute before continuing inside. She was well aware of
the stares she was ge?ing from the other kids. She reminded herself that it was because she was new, and
not the result of a scarlet “g” she felt like she was wearing on her chest. Plus, she was starting school eight
weeks late. She silently prepared herself for more staring, questions and being alone.

Zoe stood in the middle of the bustling lobby, cha?er ﬁlling the air, as she looked overhead at the
high ceiling and the people looking back from the second ﬂoor balcony. She took a deep breath and
gathered her nerves and headed into the oﬃce. She only got one step in before someone bumped into her,
almost knocking her to the ﬂoor. A hand grabbed her arm to steady her and she looked up to meet blue
eyes.
“Sorry,” said the young man in front of her. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.” He was taller
than her, but most people were. He had dirty blonde hair, cut short and just a li?le messy, and a muscular
build behind tanned skin.
“It’s okay,” she stu?ered, her mouth a li?le dry. Cute boys didn’t usually talk to her. She was
pre?y enough, but not in the way guys like this think of pre?y. She wasn’t super-girly or curvy. She didn’t
like makeup and wasn’t ﬂirty in the least. In her old school, she was the girl they wanted to help them
with their history project, not the one they wanted to take to prom. It was awkward that this very
a?ractive young man was even bothering to talk to her, much less touch her. A girlfriend must be
watching from somewhere, ready to ruin her. As she began to scan the area for a perky blonde with
vengeance in her eyes, she was pulled back to reality by the boy’s voice.
“I take it you’re new here? I’m Daniel.”
“Zoe.” It came out more like a question than she meant it to, still not sure if this was some kind of
joke.
“Well ... Zoe? Have you go?en your schedule yet?” When she shook her head, he continued,
“Then let me show you around.”
“Ok?” She said, also more like a question than she meant as she followed him into the school’s
oﬃce.
Once her schedule was in her hands, Daniel explained where everything was. He gave her the
pertinent details on each of her teachers and helped her ﬁnd her locker. ASer she had mastered its
combination, he walked her to her homeroom.
“See you at lunch,” he said, before disappearing into the crowded hall as the bell rang.
Zoe muddled through the ﬁrst half of her day. Teachers caught her up on assignments. Students
continued to stare with an occasional brave soul asking her name and where she was from. It was all new
and uncomfortable and had kept her stomach in a small knot all morning. However, when she walked
into the cafeteria to see Daniel waving her over to his table with a smile on his face, she sighed, releasing
the tension in her shoulders and her own mouth curled upwards.
“Thanks.” She sat down, plopping her bag lunch on the table in front of her.
“So, you’ve survived so far?”
“I’m relatively unscathed.”
“Good,” he said, as other students ﬁlled the table around them. “This is Anna … Kyle … and
Josh.”
“Hi.” She shrunk down a li?le in her seat, unwanted bu?erﬂies beginning to stir.
“Hey, we have English together,” said Anna with a warm smile.
Zoe nodded and se?led those bu?erﬂies that had arisen in her stomach with a calm breath. She
had never been good at making friends. Truth were told, she was really introverted and it took her a
while to warm up to people. She did her best to hide her discomfort at being surrounded by relative
strangers and reminded herself that everyone here was a stranger, and in her mother’s words, it was up to
her to be friendly if she wanted to have any friends. So she took another small breath and joined in the
casual conversation of her lunch table.
She couldn’t help le?ing her eyes driS around the cafeteria. There were the same tables found in
every high school. A table of “artsy” kids, some sketching and others critiquing. There were the nerds,
eating while discussing what sounded like European history. Then there were the jocks and cheerleaders,
laughing loudly.
Zoe studied them. They were a?ractive, well-dressed and obviously popular. They exuded
conﬁdence in themselves and their status, even if it was superﬁcial. She shook her head. She shouldn’t

judge them so harshly when she really didn’t know them. Shallow and arrogant was her experience with
this group at her old school; perhaps that was not the case here. Maybe they’re the exception. Just then, one
of the boys threw what looked like a grape at a girl two tables over, and Zoe’s hopes of a more
enlightened set were dashed.
The girl sat alone by the windows. She had dark curls falling beside the glasses that framed her
olive face. She shrugged the grape oﬀ like it was a regular occurrence, then went back to eating her lunch
in silence.
“That’s Maggie.” Daniel broke Zoe from her thoughts.
“Does she always sit alone?” Zoe didn’t look away from the young woman.
“She pre?y much does everything alone,” Anna answered.
“She barely talks to anyone,” Kyle added. “I don’t think she has any friends.”
“She and Lucas should be friends. Maybe they could sit in uncomfortable silence together,” Josh
added with a grin.
“Even poor Maggie deserves be?er than Lucas,” Daniel laughed.
“Lucas?” Zoe looked to Daniel, who merely gestured across the room to a boy si?ing in the
corner. Zoe’s eyes followed the path Daniel pointed before widening in surprise. It was the boy from the
cafe. The same chill ran through her again, and she looked away with a shiver.
“He gives everyone the creeps,” Daniel whispered to her.
“It’s sad someone so cute is so …” Anna began.
.
“Freaky?” Josh ﬁnished.
“How can you even think he’s cute?” Kyle raised an eyebrow.
“I’m not saying I’d go with him to prom or anything, but Captain Creepy has some aesthetic
qualities I ﬁnd pleasing to the eyes.”
The table began to laugh at her answer, and Zoe took the opportunity to get a be?er look at the
boy in question. He had the same messy dark hair from before, a lean build, and fair skin under a black tshirt. He wasn’t una?ractive to Zoe, but she couldn’t shake the image of his black eyes staring right at her.
There was something dark, something disturbing, about him that sent a shot of ice into her veins. She
banished the thoughts and returned her a?ention to her lunch-mates, who were still joking with Anna as
the bell rang.
“What class do you have now?” Kyle turned to Zoe.
She took her schedule from her pocket. “Physics.”
“Us too.” Anna beamed cheerfully as she pointed between her and Josh. “We can walk together.”
Zoe smiled as she got up and followed the bouncy redhead to her next class, not noticing the
dark eyes watching her.
When the ﬁnal bell signaled the end of the school day, Zoe was more than glad. She stood at her
locker, grabbing what she needed when another chill ran over her neck. A dark shadow driSed by her as
the lights dimmed. It startled her and she spun around, only to ﬁnd a hall full of her peers oblivious to
anything but themselves. She was about to turn back when the shadow moved from the ﬂoor a few feet
away, up the wall and along the ceiling. Her heart began to race as she watched the apparition creep
down the hall without another student noticing.
She could have sworn she was going crazy until the shadow descended, like smoke, from the
ceiling and reformed behind a girl. It was Maggie, who shivered as it brushed against her and then
disappeared. The only sound Zoe could hear was her own heart beating hard inside her chest as Maggie
quickly shut the locker and hurried past her. The two girls’ eyes brieﬂy met and Zoe saw nothing but fear
in Maggie’s before the girl rushed away.
Zoe stood frozen, trying to process what had just happened, when a hand touched her shoulder
and made her jump.
“Easy, turbo.” Daniel pulled his hand away. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
“It’s okay.” Zoe shook what had just happened from her mind and tried to smile. “I must’ve
zoned out for a minute.”

“Sure.” He sounded skeptical. “I was wondering if I could drive you home?”
“Um, sorry … my aunt is probably already waiting outside. Tomorrow?”
“Okay.” He said as she hurried away with one last wave.
Once Zoe was gone, Daniel’s smile faded and his face hardened. His eyes followed the line of the
ceiling to Maggie’s locker as his ﬁsts clenched. He stood that way, tense, staring for just a moment at the
space in the hall where Maggie had stood, before falling in step with the exiting crowd.
***
Zoe was quiet on the ride home, oﬀering only “It was okay,” and a shrug as answer to her aunt’s
inquiries of her ﬁrst day of school.
“That good, huh?” Claire yielded to the fact that was all she was going to get and decided not to
push any further ... for the moment.
Walking into the house, Zoe rushed up the steps, murmuring about having a lot of homework.
“Okay, dinner will be ready at six,” Claire called aSer her. “Let me know if you need help.”
Her oﬀer was met with the shu?ing of a bedroom door.
Zoe crashed onto her bed. What was happening to her? First the black eyes, then the guy
standing on the street and now a ghostly shadow in the school hallway. You’ve cracked. It’s just stress,
maybe some sort of PTSD from the accident. You just need some food and sleep and you’ll be ﬁne. She took a deep
breath, satisﬁed with her personal pep talk, and sat up and surrounded herself with school books as she
started on the homework. She chewed on her pencil. Should I tell Claire about the abnormalities? Would that
mean admiEing I’m not really ok?
A few hours later, she pulled out her earbuds and headed downstairs, taking in a deep breath of
lasagna and garlic bread. She was thankful that her aunt was a good cook, because she was starving.
Claire turned to see Zoe sit at the counter as she pulled dinner from the oven. “Her Highness has
decided to mingle with the commoners, I see.”
“Funny. I had a lot of homework.” Zoe took another deep breath of the food now si?ing in front
of her. “This smells so good. Is there anything you’re not good at?”
Claire pretended to think for a second before answering, “Um, no. And grab the iced tea while
you give me the details on your day.”
Zoe groaned as she went to the fridge. “It was school. There were teachers teaching things and
then I came home.”
“Teachers teaching things? You’re gonna have to do be?er than that, kiddo, so spill.” Claire
plated their food and then sat down across from Zoe at the small table.
“Well, I did meet some people,” Zoe relented.
“By people, do you mean a boy? Is he cute?” Claire grinned mischievously.
“By people, I mean people, but yes, one is a boy who is cute, I guess.” Zoe quickly took a bite of
lasagna.
The two continued to eat, with Claire asking questions and Zoe feeling interrogated.
“You know this inquisitive journalist side of you is not a?ractive.” Zoe let out a heavy sigh as she
dropped her fork onto an empty plate.
“You leS me no choice. Desperate times and all.”
“Desperate? Really? It’s my ﬁrst day at a new school, not a CIA op.”
“Well, I’m also a li?le bored.”
“I refuse to be your hobby.”
“Too late.” Claire winked before starting to clear the table.
***
The large moon hung low and stars ﬂickered above the street lamps. Claire sat on the front porch,
taking in the speckled night sky. Zoe had long since gone to sleep, and in the quiet, Claire inhaled deeply
and exhaled slowly, trying to silence the worries in her mind.

She was worried about her niece. Zoe covered well, but it was starting. She would have to tell Zoe
the truth, but she wasn’t ready. It’s too soon. She ﬁddled with the antique key hung from her neck once
again, breathing a prayer for strength, for them both. Then with a sigh of hope that her prayers had been
heard, she stood and walked into the house and up the stairs to her room, closing the door behind her.
Claire reached for a box in the back of her closet, hidden behind sweaters. It was a dark
mahogany and lacking any decorative carvings. She set it on her bed and then hesitated, hands in midair, before liSing the lid carefully. She stared into the box, contemplating her next move, when a ﬂu?er
that sounded like bird’s wings ﬁlled the room. She tensed and slowly closed the lid to the box, trying to
calm her racing heart.
“You shouldn’t be afraid.” A deep voice spoke behind her.
Claire stood from the bed and cautiously turned to face the intruder. He was tall, with sandy hair
just above his broad shoulders. He stood tense, as though he were ready to strike an imagined opponent,
his ﬁsts slightly clenched. He would have been foreboding were it not for his bright blue eyes and the
questioning look on his face as she stiﬂed a giggle. She couldn’t help but ﬁnd the humor in the thought
that this giant, at least in comparison to her slight frame, stood rigid like she were the opponent—as if she
would even a?empt an a?ack on the creature before her.
“It’s not you I’m afraid of, Michael.” She straightened herself and spoke, keeping her voice steady
and strong against the anxiety fueling her heartbeat. “I’m afraid of what you being here means.” She
walked to the window.
“You knew this was coming.” His head turned slightly to keep Claire in view while the rest of
him remained motionless.
“She’s not even eighteen yet. She’s just lost her parents. She’s not strong enough,” Claire listed
methodically, turning back to look the ﬁgure in the eye.
“You know age doesn’t ma?er. And it’s not her strength that is important. The Creator works best
in our weakness.”
“I know all the party lines, but this is my niece.”
“Have you lost faith in the Way? I thought you were once ready to ﬁght this ﬁght no ma?er the
cost.”
Claire closed her eyes slowly as she turned before opening them to look once again on the street
below her window. “That seems like such a very long time ago.” She winced at the memories that tried to
ﬂood in.
“Perhaps you should be reminded of who you are. Who she is.”
“And how do I do that?” Claire took in a ragged breath.
“You know the answer.”
Claire stood silent, liSing her eyes to look at the stars twinkling against black sky. ASer a
moment, she turned back to the ﬁgure—looking him over once again. His features were strong. He was
muscular, statuesque, still standing like a warrior. If she hadn’t known be?er she would have thought him
to be human in jeans and a plaid bu?on-down shirt, sleeves rolled almost to his elbows. The eyes would
have given him away, though. More than bright blue, they almost glowed like a light was coming from
within him. He was waiting for a response, but she didn’t have one. She wanted to ﬁght this. To keep it
from Zoe. It had already cost them both too much. But deep in her heart she knew that she couldn’t just
walk away from everything she had been taught, all she had been raised to believe. She looked into his
luminous eyes once again and gave a simple nod, which was returned before the ﬁgure vanished in the
same ﬂu?er of wings to which he had ﬁrst appeared.
Claire exhaled the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and walked back to the box on her
bed. She opened the lid once again and peered inside. In the box was a large book. It was bound in leather
and worn from age. Wrapped around the yellowed parchment pages and cracked cover was a golden
clasp. It was like leaved branches of a tree, folding around all four corners and coming together in the
center around the keyhole. Claire let her ﬁngers gently trace a single, small leaf. “Help me remember,”
she prayed before removing the chain from her neck and placing the key in the book’s lock.

Chapter Four
The smell of coﬀee and bacon sailed up the stairs to wake Zoe from a dreamless sleep. She sat up,
stretching as she looked at her alarm clock. It was early, and she was tempted to curl back into the
comfort of her warm bed for another few minutes, but couldn’t resist the aroma coming from downstairs.
So she threw on some jeans and a ﬂannel before twisting her hair into a braid and heading down the
stairs. There was no music this morning as she came into the kitchen, ﬁnding it empty. She grabbed a
piece of bacon oﬀ the plate on the stove and then began to search for her aunt.
Claire was si?ing on the front porch steps, sipping a cup of hot coﬀee, an oversized cardigan
wrapped around her to protect against the October chill. “You’re up early.” She didn’t even look behind
her as Zoe stood in the doorway.
“Right back at ya.” Zoe stepped outside. “Is everything okay?”
“Didn’t get a lot of sleep is all. Nothing a nap won’t cure.” Claire oﬀered with a small smile.
Zoe ﬁgured there was more to it, but just as she was about to raise the question, a beat-up blue
pickup pulled into their driveway and a smiling Daniel hopped out.
“Good morning. I thought maybe I could drive you to school.”
“He is cute,” Claire whispered, then added out of the side of her mouth, “and he wants to give
you a ride to school.”
Zoe elbowed her aunt soSly, her cheeks blushing just a li?le. “Hi, Daniel. This is my Aunt Claire.”
“Nice to meet you.” He oﬀered Claire a handshake, which she accepted. “So, ride to school?” He
looked between the two women.
Zoe glanced to Claire, who gave a nod.
“Sure.” Zoe stood, then glanced down at her bare feet. “But let me go and get some shoes ﬁrst.”
“So Daniel, I made bacon.” Claire walked to the door, motioning for him to follow. The two
walked to the kitchen, where Daniel sat at the counter and Claire put the plate of bacon and toast in front
of him.
“Thanks.” As Daniel reached for a piece, his sleeve rode up slightly, revealing what looked like a
small burn on his forearm. Zoe noticed Claire stop for a moment and stared at the mark. Her mouth
opened slightly, but shut quickly as Zoe came back down the stairs.
“Ready to go.” Zoe hopped oﬀ the last step.
“Then let‘s go.” Daniel grabbed a last piece of bacon.
Claire smiled at the two as they leS. “See you this aSernoon.” As they got in Daniel’s old truck
and pulled out of the drive, she leaned against the front doorframe, giving a small wave. When they
were out of sight, she closed the door and stood in front of the foyer mirror. She half turned and pulled
her hair up. Her ﬁngers traced a scar just at the base of her neck. It was Hebrew writing, a small
inscription about two inches in length. Chosen. It had faded over time, but the raised skin remained
slightly pink against her otherwise pale complexion. More peculiar was that it was exactly like the scar
she had just seen on Daniel.
She pulled her sweater back onto her shoulders and looked at herself in the mirror. Dark circles
formed under her eyes, not just from the previous night, but ﬁSeen years of carrying this weight—and
especially the last month since her brother’s death.
“I’m weak, I’m tired,” she whispered into the air. “I need help.”
Silence was the only response she received as she rested on her hands against the small table
under the mirror, her head bowed between drooping shoulders. As a single tear ran down her cheek, a
warm breeze blew through the house. It started from nowhere and moved down the hall, through the
living room and then swirled around the li?le entryway until it brushed over her. She closed her eyes,
stood straight, and held her hands out at her sides, feeling the air current driS through her ﬁngers. It was

like whispers were carried on the wind, up her arms and into her ears, growing louder and stronger,
saying words she knew well. Fear no evil, for I am with you.
Claire let the ﬂoodgate of tears open and ﬂow down her cheeks as she backed up, sliding down
the wall into a heap on the ﬂoor.
She knew those words. She had read them in the book. She had believed them, but forgo?en
them. Somewhere in her journey, she had begun to feel very alone and had forgo?en herself. But not now.
Right now, she remembered. She remembered it wasn’t about her, that it was about something much
larger. She couldn’t aﬀord to be selﬁsh. The world couldn’t aﬀord for her to be selﬁsh - to sink beneath
the weight of choices already made and pain she needed to look beyond. Neither could Zoe.
***
“Your aunt seems cool,” said Daniel, breaking the awkward silence aSer they had pulled away
from the house.
“Usually. She just needs to get a job so her boredom doesn’t get focused on me.”
“What did she do before?” Daniel prodded subtly.
“She was a freelance journalist. She traveled the world and now she’s been grounded, so…”
“So, not enough excitement here in Torch Creek?” Daniel acted shocked.
“Guess not. Though I’m sure there’s a story behind the old guy talking to himself on the bench.”
Zoe pointed at the man she had seen once before as they passed him.
Daniel tensed slightly as he gripped the steering wheel. “You have no idea…” The words were
barely audible as he looked in the rearview mirror brieﬂy, wishing he could stop.
A shadow, similar to the one slithering through the school’s hall the day before, was standing
behind the man. As the beat-up blue truck drove by, the shadow gripped the old man’s shoulder, its claws
tearing holes in fabric and skin, and eyes, like glowing coal, instantly liSed to meet tail-lights. They
burned brighter, like orange ﬁre, for a moment before the dark ﬁgure let go and dissolved into the
ground. When it was gone, the old man took a ragged breath before his body slumped, bereS, against the
bench. An ashen handprint was leS on his dingy wrinkled bu?on-down.
Daniel was quiet the rest of the way to school. It didn’t go unnoticed by Zoe, but she was
comfortable with silence, especially with the way the conversation had been headed. She was afraid
something about her shadowy visions would slip out and the one friend she was making would think she
was crazy. So she watched out the window as the small town began to wake up and go about its day. She
should have been calmed watching store owners unlock doors and ﬂip their signs to Open. It should have
been nice to see the waves and hear the sidewalk conversations of pleasant people. Zoe should have been
at ease riding to school on this crisp, colorful fall morning. But she wasn’t. She was tense, and couldn’t
explain why. It only got worse when they pulled into a parking space at the high school.
Anna and Kyle met them at the door, with Anna immediately jumping in to ask about the physics
homework.
“It was pre?y easy, actually.” Zoe barely looked at Anna, her eyes too busy surveying the hallway.
It was the normal cha?er of a school morning, buzzing through corridors, broken up by slamming
lockers. She felt like she was being watched again, but there were no stares of curious classmates.
“You okay?” Daniel leaned close to whisper.
Zoe snapped back to a?ention. “Yeah, just looking for Maggie.”
“Maggie? Why?” Josh joined the group.
“Just thought it might be nice to be friendly.”
“Good luck.” Kyle chuckled, which was answered by a hard slap to the arm from Anna.
“What? It's not like we haven’t tried. The girl doesn’t want friends.”
“Everyone wants friends.” Anna tilted her head ma?er-of-factly, a hand on her hip.

“Exactly, and who be?er than the awkward new girl?” Zoe pointed at herself gooﬁly as the bell
rang and the group dispersed with the rest of the crowd.
It was ﬁSh period before Zoe saw Maggie, her curly hair ducking into the girl’s bathroom. Zoe
would be late to her last class, but she followed anyway. There was something about this girl and what
she had seen that she just couldn’t let go. She might be crazy, but there was only one way to know for
sure.
Zoe was looking in the mirror when Maggie stepped out of a stall and went to the sinks to wash
her hands.
“Hi,” Zoe squeaked in an overzealous eﬀort at perkiness.
“Um, hi.” Maggie barely looked to her side while rinsing her hands.
“My name’s Zoe. I’m new here.” Zoe winced at her own awkward a?empt at breaking the ice.
She was never very good at initiating conversations with strangers, and was sure she seemed more than
weird to the other bathroom occupant.
“I’m Maggie,” was the cautious response as she reached for paper towels.
Zoe took a breath, giving herself a moment to think about what to say next. ‘So there was a
shadow ﬁgure following you around yesterday,’ didn’t seem like a viable option. She se?led on, “What
class do you have next?”
“History.” Maggie ﬁnally turned to look at Zoe. She surveyed her with eyes scrunched together;
they soSened when they met Zoe’s.
Zoe caught the evaluation she was being given. Fear and pain were evident as Maggie’s eyes
glassed over. “Are you okay?” Zoe stepped closer to Maggie and reached out, about to touch the girl’s
arm.
Maggie shrunk back from the prospect of touch as a single tear fell down her sallow cheek. “Why
do you even care?” She wiped it away quickly, but her words missed the bite that would have been
expected. Her voice was quiet, frail, and she shook slightly as she spoke. It was as though she genuinely
couldn’t understand why another human being would care about her.
Zoe pulled her hand back slowly from where it had stopped between them. She didn’t know
what to say and it didn’t ma?er. Before she could even open her mouth to speak, the light overhead
ﬂickered and the room dimmed as a shadow moved across the ceiling.
It was large, encompassing the room as it moved down the walls and then shrank into a pinpoint
on the ﬂoor behind Maggie, before growing into form. It was like smoke, transparent and swirling with
the movement of the air around it, but with arms and legs, thin and twisted. It reached a clawed hand
toward Maggie who shuddered at the chill as she looked around the room, quickly searching for what
had captivated Zoe.
As its ﬁngers brushed closer to Maggie, it opened a fanged mouth and Zoe could swear she heard
a hiss escape it. At the sound, Maggie’s eyes snapped and fresh tears ﬂowed down her cheeks, but Zoe
grabbed her and pulled her away from her unseen tormentor.
“What are you doing?” Maggie coughed and stumbled to the other side of the sinks.
She doesn’t see it. What should she do? How could she stop this thing? The dark ﬁgure advanced
toward them and Zoe ignored the questions, placing herself protectively between it and Maggie. She
might just be going crazy, but something inside pushed her to protect Maggie.
“Can you please just let me go to my class?” Maggie cried soSly.
Zoe wouldn’t take her eyes oﬀ the approaching ﬁgure, eyes like glowing coal staring past her
toward Maggie. She was so intense in her focus on the shadow that she almost didn’t hear the quiet plea.
What she couldn’t miss was the shadow’s eyes, ﬂashing hot and ﬁery, the moment Maggie spoke. It’s
feeding oﬀ her. Zoe turned on her heels and looked straight at Maggie, who had tears falling down her
cheeks, shaking from a fear she couldn’t quite place. Doing the only thing she could at that moment, Zoe
grabbed Maggie by the shoulders, trying her best to appear calm and comforting, even though her heart
was beating out of her chest.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to corner you in the bathroom. I guess I’m a li?le more desperate to
make friends than I thought.” Zoe feigned a laugh, all too aware of the shadow behind her, its breath
prickling over her neck.
“No one is desperate to be my friend.” Maggie looked down at her feet.
Zoe looked back over her shoulder to see a crooked grin in the dark form. “You seem like good
friend material to me.” She tapped Maggie’s arm gently, realizing what this girl must think of her
aggressive behavior. “Maybe we can sit together at lunch sometime?”
Maggie stared at Zoe, confused. Slowly the tension eased and she sighed, “Sure.” Her tone was
cautious.
Zoe smiled. “Good.”
The bell rang, and Zoe turned to see the shadow dissolve with another hiss. Maggie had grabbed
her bag and hurried out into the hallway. Well, that was anti-climactic. Zoe picked up her bag before
heading to her next class, still determined to ﬁgure out what was going on, as much for her own sanity as
poor Maggie’s safety. The only way to do that was to tell Maggie the truth.
ASer her last class, Zoe headed straight for Maggie’s locker.
“Hey.”
“Uh … hey.” Maggie hesitated brieﬂy between the words.
“I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean to freak you out.”
“It’s okay. To be fair, I get easily freaked out.” Maggie gave a small smile but merely tilted her
head in Zoe’s direction without really looking at her.
“I think maybe we should talk about that. Want to go to the cafe for some pie? Everyone loves
pie.”
“You don’t have to be my friend,” Maggie insisted, shu?ing her locker.
“I want to be.” Zoe smiled widely as Maggie ﬁnally made eye contact with her. “So, pie?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Nope.” Zoe tugged the arm of Maggie’s cream blazer to get the girl moving with her outside.
Soon the two were si?ing at a cafe booth ordering apple pie. Both ﬁdgeted in a slightly awkward
silence, neither knowing what to say until the waitress returned with warm slices topped with vanilla ice
cream melting onto each plate.
“This is the best pie in the world.” Maggie spoke soSly aSer taking the ﬁrst bite.
“I think you’re right,” Zoe smiled through a full mouth. What should she say? How should she
say it? She was going to sound crazy no ma?er what. Accepting that fact, she sighed and put her fork
down. The small clank it made against the plate startled Maggie.
“Have you always been this jumpy?”
“Sorry,” Maggie whispered, tucking a dark curl behind her ear.
“You don’t have to apologize.” Zoe smiled kindly, taking another bite of pie. “Actually I should be
the one to do that, aSer scaring you to death in the bathroom earlier.”
Maggie put her own fork down quietly. ASer what seemed to Zoe like hours, Maggie stopped
staring at her own hands and met Zoe’s gaze fearfully.
“Why do you want to be my friend?” she asked dejectedly.
Zoe was waiting for a ‘what’s wrong with you’, so Maggie’s question took her a li?le oﬀ guard.
What would be the best way to answer? It would be easy to shrug and say the girl looked nice, or that
they probably had a lot in common, things that sounded safe. But she couldn’t be safe; she had to be
honest.
“You looked like you could use a friend.”
Maggie looked back down, staring at her hands once again.
“And I was worried about you.” Zoe squinted her eyes, ready to gauge the coming response.
“Why would you be worried about me? You don’t even know me.”
“You’re right; I don’t know you, but ...”

When it seemed like Zoe wouldn’t ﬁnish the sentence, Maggie interjected, “But what?”
Zoe took a breath. It was now or never. “If I tell you something, will you promise not to run oﬀ
screaming?” Zoe leaned over to whisper.
“Okay ...” Maggie took in a breath, wondering how this could get even weirder than their
bathroom encounter.
“I was worried about you because I saw something.”
“Like what?”
“This is the don’t-run-oﬀ-screaming part.” Zoe continued only when Maggie nodded slowly.
“Yesterday aSernoon, I saw you at your locker and there was something else there, something with you.”
“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
“Well, the thing is, I don’t really understand what I saw either, but there was something like a
shadow behind you. It came in the bathroom with you today.”
“A shadow?” Maggie’s frustration turned into sarcasm. “Don't we all have those?”
“Not ones with claws, fangs, and glowing red eyes,” Zoe blurted out quickly. She immediately
regre?ed it as Maggie tensed with a small gasp and made a grab for her bag. She reached a hand out to
Maggie’s. “Look, I’m sorry for snarking back at you like that, but please don’t go. I ...”
She was silenced when Maggie didn’t leave, but instead pulled a sketchbook out of her bag. She
quickly ﬂipped through the pages and upon ﬁnding the one she wanted, placed the book gently down on
the table in front of Zoe and gingerly pointed at a drawing. Zoe’s eyes widened as she looked down to
ﬁnd the very creature she had seen and described, looking up at her, smeared charcoal on a dingy page.
“So you did see it?” Zoe’s eyes were wide and mouth agape.
“No.”
“Then how could you …?” Zoe couldn’t ﬁnish the question, but merely pointed at the
sketchbook.
“I’ve been dreaming about it. More like it invades my dreams,” Maggie said with a shiver.
“For how long?” Zoe’s eyebrows raised slightly, as did the pitch of her voice.
“I don’t know … probably since freshman year.” Maggie’s own voice was shaky and a tear began
to fall down her cheek. “How could you know about it?” She wiped it away and took a deep breath in
and out.
“I told you, I saw it … in real life.”
“How is that even possible?”
“I wish I knew.” Zoe oﬀered the girl a comforting hand.
Maggie slowly took the sketchbook and put it back in her bag.
“So it’s real?” She ﬁnally looked back at Zoe.
“Or we’re both crazy.” Zoe tried to lighten the tension, receiving only a small, uncertain smile
from Maggie in return.
“How can you see it?”
“I don’t know that either. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before. At ﬁrst I thought I
was seeing things. But when it happened again in the bathroom … It was like it didn’t want us to talk.”
Maggie tilted her head. “Why?”
“Maybe it likes you lonely and afraid. Because when you got upset, its eyes glowed brighter.”
Zoe was careful with her words, watching Maggie take them in as she spoke them slowly. “Like it was
feeding oﬀ you.”
Maggie’s eyes moved in pace with the thoughts that must be darting around her mind, trying to
make sense of all this. Then they widened in epiphany.
“What? What is it?” asked Zoe.
“I remember when it started.”
“Freshman year … we covered that already.”
“No, I mean exactly when.” Maggie’s voice had lost some of its timidity and now held a hint of
anger. “My best friend died of leukemia. The night aSer her funeral was the ﬁrst nightmare. I was so sad,

and I had the worst dream that I was walking down the halls at school, and the shadow was following me
and no one saw me. I tried to talk to people and they just looked right through me. It was like I had died
too. I felt so alone, and I just kept hearing this whisper saying I would always be alone now, that I would
never have any friends like her. It … it used my grief.”
That word, grief, being spoken out loud made Zoe’s breath hitch in her throat. She swallowed
down the thoughts of death and loss in order to focus on her new friend.
“It’s been using it ever since.” Zoe sat quietly for another moment before something in her brain
clicked. “That's how we stop it!”
“Stop it?”
“You want it to keep using you as a dietary supplement?” Zoe asked sarcastically.
“No, of course not,” Maggie replied, “but we don’t even know what it is, so stopping it might
take more than this li?le lightbulb moment.”
“I don’t think so.” Zoe shrugged oﬀ her doubt. “It’s feeding oﬀ your fear, grief and insecurity, so
just don’t give it anything to eat.”
“If I could just stop being afraid, don’t you think I would?” Maggie’s voice held the sarcasm this
time.
Zoe smiled at the hint of life in Maggie before answering her. “You couldn’t before because you
didn’t know the truth. Now you do, and that makes all the diﬀerence. And I don’t think it’s just feeding
oﬀ your own fear. I think it’s keeping you afraid.”
“What do you mean?”
“In the hallway it looked like it touched you and you tensed when it did. Then, in the bathroom,
it looked like it whispered something to you and that’s when you started to get upset.”
“But I didn’t even know it was real, not just a dream, until this conversation. I never felt anything
touch me, or heard any voices. I’m not that crazy.” Maggie rolled her eyes.
“Maybe it’s aﬀecting your subconscious? Maybe it’s pu?ing thoughts in your mind? Just before
you got really freaked out, what were you thinking?”
Maggie took in a breath. “Well, at ﬁrst I thought you were weird for striking up a conversation
with me in the bathroom; then you asked me if I was okay and-”
“And you asked why I cared,” Zoe interrupted. “That's when the shadow showed up.”
“I asked why you cared because I thought you really did, and then I started thinking how
ridiculous that was. That you didn’t know me, and if you did you wouldn’t care about me; that I wasn’t
worth caring about.” Fresh tears were on the verge of falling down Maggie’s cheeks.
Zoe touched the girl’s hand comfortingly. “You shouldn’t believe that; it’s not the truth. It wanted
you to shrink back - and it planted that thought so you would.”
“I’ve felt that way for so long, though; so worthless. How can I just stop believing it? How can I
just shut it oﬀ?” Maggie sounded tired as she spoke.
“You remember it’s lying.”
“Is it?”
“Sure.”
“How can you be sure?” asked Maggie skeptically.
“Because that thing is working overtime to keep you scared and alone. If you were really
worthless, it wouldn’t have to do that much.” Zoe smiled at the girl across from her and then sat back in
the booth, liSing her fork to take another bite of pie.
“So I just tell myself I’m not worthless? That’s the plan?”
“The only one we got …” Zoe took the bite of pie and then ﬁnished with a full mouth, “…for now
anyway.”
Maggie laughed, then asked thoughtfully, “Wait. If this thing wants to keep me lonely, then why
have we sat here for like an hour with no shadowy intrusion?”
Zoe put her fork back down. Maggie was right. She could barely say hi in the bathroom before it
interfered. Why hasn’t it tried to stop this?

“I don’t know.” She looked warily around the diner, her stomach kno?ing into an uneasy feeling. Neither
girl would be able to raise a theory on the subject because they were interrupted by a chipper voice.
“Oooh, is that pie?” Anna exclaimed as the bouncy redhead plopped down next to Maggie. “I
want pie!”
“We interrupting?” Daniel asked as he slid in next to Zoe.
“No, we were just ge?ing to know one another.” She gave Daniel a smile before turning back
toward Maggie with a look that let the other girl know they would ﬁnish the conversation later. “This is
Maggie, Maggie this is … well, everyone.”
“Hello,” Maggie replied, a bit of shyness returning.
“I love that jacket.” Anna gently tugged at the sleeve of Maggie’s blazer. “We should go shopping
together sometime.”
“Um, sure …” Maggie tucked her hair behind her ear, her smile growing.
“Right now we are ge?ing pie though, right?” Kyle asked, worried.
“Yes, Kyle. Right now is about pie,” Anna answered.
The group cha?ed over pie, with subjects ranging from the fall ball to physics class and back to
the pie. Maggie appeared to be enjoying having friends, being noticed and not laughed at. But Zoe
couldn’t shake the concern about why they had been able to go so long without Maggie being a?acked.
“Are you okay?” Daniel asked.
Zoe simply smiled, pushing the concerns to the back of her mind, and nodded.
Daniel knew Zoe wasn’t ok. He had seen the shadow with Maggie on several occasions. It wasn’t
the only one he had seen in town, or even at school, but it was one he had seen oSen. While he couldn’t be
sure, he was suspicious that Zoe had seen it as well - but what if his suspicions were wrong? So he took
her at her word, at least for the time being, and scanned the diner once again. There were no smoky
shadows haunting dark corners. But there were black eyes watching from across the street. He clenched
his ﬁst as he met them, his jaw tightening.
Lucas stood across the street watching the group and didn’t appear to be afraid that Daniel had
caught him. He actually smirked at him before giving a mocking wave as he let his eyes ﬁlter back to their
normal green. Then he disappeared into the alleyway.
Daniel nearly growled at the action, wondering how Lucas could be so cocky. If I could have just
ﬁve minutes with him, he wouldn’t be. Then he swallowed the frustration as he rejoined the table’s
conversation.
When all traces of pie were ﬁnished and the sun was se?ing, the group dispersed. Kyle and Anna
oﬀered to take Maggie home and she agreed with a smile. Daniel told Zoe he would take her home, and
she smiled widely with blushing cheeks and a quiet ‘thank you’. They were turning onto her street before
either said another word.
“So, making friends with Maggie?” Daniel dug.
“I said I was going to and I am a woman of my word,” Zoe said triumphantly. “Why? You don’t
like her?”
“No, no. I like her just ﬁne. No one has ever been able to get her to open up, so I’m just surprised
at how well you did, that’s all.”
“Well, I didn’t really give her a choice and once you have pie with someone the relationship is
sealed.”
“So it was all just the pie?” He dug some more.
“Pie and the extra sweetness that is me,” she responded with a chuckle at her own sarcasm.
He laughed in return. She wasn’t going to oﬀer anything else. When silence returned, she looked
out the window in a thought that he knew went deeper than pie. She saw something. Knowing who her
family was only added to the conﬁrmation. But why wasn’t she out patrolling, ﬁghting? He couldn’t come

right out and ask her that, though. He was under strict orders to keep quiet, which was also perplexing.
She has to know who she is, right?
As he pulled into her driveway, he hopped out to hold her door open, and they said a quick
goodbye. He smiled as she tucked a hair behind her ear, her blush returning, and then watched her walk
into her house, still trying to ﬁgure it all out. He backed out of the driveway while running it all through
his mind. It only made sense that she knew who she was. Otherwise why would she approach Maggie
and how could they have talked without interruption? Why would Lucas keep his distance?
“You shouldn’t worry about things that don’t concern you.”
A deep voice jarred Daniel from his thoughts and made him swerve slightly as he noticed its
source si?ing in his passenger’s seat.
“You shouldn’t startle someone when they’re manning a vehicle.” Daniel tried to regain control
over his heartbeat and the truck.
“I would not have let anything happen to you,” was the emotionless response.
“What do you want, Michael?”
“There was a death this morning.”
“I know.” Daniel clenched the steering wheel tighter.
“Things are escalating. You need to remain focused.”
“I am focused.” He gri?ed his teeth defensively.
The stoic passenger turned his head to look at Daniel, his forehead wrinkled in contemplation,
and what might have been deemed disbelief. “You are focused on Zoe.”
“Woah! Were you just ... sarcastic? Was that a jab at me?” Daniel laughed, caught a li?le oﬀguard.
“I don’t believe so,” Michael answered. “I thought it was merely the truth,” he added with the
same hint of mirth under his robotic demeanor.
Daniel chuckled to himself. “Be careful, big guy. That was almost human; you could be losing
your edge.”
“I don’t have an edge.” Michael frowned, his nose scrunched in confusion.
“Well, I’m not losing focus because of Zoe,” Daniel huﬀed, “who, by the way, could be helping
with-”
Michael cut him oﬀ. “She is not ready.”
Daniel slammed on his brakes, bringing the car to a full stop in the middle of a vacant back street.
It all made sense now. “She doesn’t know, does she? She has no idea who she is?”
“No, and it is none of your concern.”
“How is that even possible?” Daniel ranted. “And it is my concern. I’m alone in this here and
could use some help.” He turned to look at his companion, only to ﬁnd his tirade was pointless because
the man had disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared. Daniel sighed and leaned back against the
seat. “You are extremely frustrating,” he mu?ered to the air before continuing his drive home.

