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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Overwhelmed with boredom, Vale stared down at his fingernails. He could only spend so much time tormenting those he encountered in the afterlife. After making them as miserable as possible, he found himself needing to search for new prey. 
 
    The fire beside him flickered and gave off a comforting heat. To Vale it felt like a warm blanket against his cool skin. He hummed a melody to himself as the fire crackled, accompanied by a chorus of screams that continued to grow more intensely. 
 
    Vale should have felt something, yet he was incapable of compassion. It made his torture of others necessary, and with no complete spectrum of true emotion, their agony provided him with a sick sort of pleasure. It was the only real feeling he had ever truly known. 
 
    He picked at his nails a little longer with a sharp instrument until they were back to their pristine condition. The one thing he couldn’t tolerate was the filth and grime that built up under his fingernails. One might consider this an oddity. After all, his experiments usually ended up being the cause of his distress. 
 
    Studying his fingernails one more time, Vale set the tool down next to a row full of other torturous devices—giving him another thrill. When so many of his experiments resulted in such beautiful messes, he could forgive himself the lapse in hygiene.  
 
    Rows of cages filled with useless souls lined the walls of his domain. They would help him to crush the mortal lives he needed to flood the earth. After the time he had spent in his dark place, he grew tired of tormenting the ones who “deserved” it—he wanted them all. 
 
    The time had finally come to bring down humanity—he wished it could be as simple as a snap of his fingers. Vale didn’t like to do things the easy way, though. No, he liked to do things the way that brought him the most pleasure. This time he was going to be known as Quinsey Wolfe. This time he would make sure the world ended in flames while orchestrating its demise and rebirth. There must be a space between his underworld and the human world, where the new souls could become immortal with true power. It would take time, but he would build this place. Then, he could discover the ones he truly wanted. Hearts would surrender, souls would suffer, and at the end of it all—he would watch it burn. From the ashes of its undoing, Vale would recreate it all in his image.

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The mirror is a foggy mess when I step out of my literally five-minute shower. I let my stupid alarm continue to go off when I should have woken up right away, so that meant less shower time. Quickly, I draw a flower—a weepy-looking daisy to be exact—on the glass before rushing to my bedroom to get dressed.  
 
    My mother and I used to do this together when I was younger. It was before she ran off to another state with another man and never spoke to my dad or me again. For some weird reason I uphold this so-called mirror-drawing tradition of ours—possibly to remember something that used to be different. 
 
    “Dad,” I yell. After throwing on a pair of jeans and an old Bon Jovi band tee, I hurry down the hallway. Sometimes I can catch him before he leaves, but today he has already left for work. 
 
    I find a note on the kitchen table that reads: Have a good day at school! Happy Birthday! Beside the note sits a little, red velvet cupcake—my dad rocks. 
 
    Since my mom left—it’s been years now—I don’t feel anything for her. I simply don’t care, but I know my dad still does. There’s a picture of them together on his bedside table from when they were maybe sixteen—they were high school sweethearts. My mother is looking off to the side laughing, genuinely amused, while my dad’s staring at her with such an expression of love and admiration. It used to make my heart skip, but not anymore. 
 
    I know what that kind of love feels like, and I have missed it every single day for the past seven months. I toss those feelings of that particular boy in my personal, little trashcan inside my brain—almost completely hidden away. 
 
    Distracting myself, I turn my thoughts back to my mom. It isn’t much better, but those thoughts don’t bother me anymore. The one thing my mom left me was her maiden name as my first name, yet it defeats the whole purpose since she spelled Perrie with an “ie” instead of a “y.” I prefer the spelling the way it is, that way I’m connected to her as little as possible. 
 
    Grabbing a small bowl for my breakfast from the cabinet, I pad over to the pantry where there are at least ten varieties of cereal to choose from. Dad can’t get over my cereal-stocking obsession. The different sugary shapes on the covers usually call to me. What else can I say? This morning, I go for the bag that only contains colorful marshmallows—no healthiness included.  
 
    As I reach for the bag, feeling like Willy Wonka, there’s a sudden poke on my shoulder that causes me to jump. I squeak and flail in my panic, effectively sweeping my bowl off the countertop. Then I thank all the fish in the sea that it’s plastic, because it makes a “thump-thump” sound as it hits the ceramic tile.  
 
    My back smacks hard against the granite countertop as I flip around to face the intruder. Maisie, my best friend and cousin, stands a few feet away smiling and I feel the anger pulsing through my veins. She just loves to scare the living daylights out of me when I least expect it. It’s not like this hasn’t happened before. Odds are, I should have expected this. Maisie lives next door and we’ve been playing at carpool for as long as I can remember. 
 
    She’s grinning from ear to ear while I rub my stinging arm. Her one, bright-blue eye is twinkling with mischievous intent. The other eye, which I’m sure has a twin expression, is safely hidden behind an eye patch. She usually pulls her long black hair away from her face to highlight that one accessory but has decided to let it relax around her warm brown skin this morning. I envy her Turkish complexion. Instead, I’m chalky to the core.  
 
    When my mom left, Dad’s sister offered up the house next door, which she and my uncle own. The tenants had recently moved out, so they asked Dad if he wanted to rent the place. Ever since then, Aunt Krista has been more of a mom to me than my birth mother ever was, and I adore her to pieces. 
 
     “I’ll get you back one of these days, Maisie Jaser!” Squinting hard at Maisie, I try to look mad and hide my smile. My surprise has washed away, but I’m determined to best her at least once in my life. “I also have a key to your house, you know.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying this pretty much forever, and I’m still waiting,” Maisie says while laughing. Bringing a hand up, she brushes it against her latest eye patch. Today it’s hot pink and shaped like a diamond with yellow stars and the moon on it. 
 
    I point a finger at the newest addition to her two-year-long parade of endless eye patches. “What’s going on today with this one?” 
 
    Maisie scrunches up her nose as if she’s thinking incredibly hard about this. “Well, I was in the mood for a night sky, but I wanted the sky to be pink because black is, well, you know?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I let out a laugh. “Well, no, I don’t know.” 
 
    She tilts her head back and forth while I wait for her to spit out the answer. “Oh, you know. It’s just such a dark color sometimes.” 
 
    “You also realize you’re still not blind, right?” 
 
    Her smile grows even wider. “I know, but I have to show support to those who only have the one eye.” She points her index finger at the patch like she’s missing the eye. 
 
    Maisie has been on a kick ever since she started reading books, watching movies and TV shows where characters wear eye patches. She even started an online store where she has sold quite a few. I’m not sure if these people legitimately need an eye patch, or if they’re using them for costumes, but either way, they can make any outfit rock. 
 
    I know there are other people out there who make eye patches, but I have to admit, hers are quite amazing. If I needed a patch, I would wear one Maisie created. Now, I still don’t get why she wears an eye patch all the time, but Maisie has a personality all her own. 
 
     “You keep showing that support.” Picking up the blue bowl that fell on the floor earlier, I toss it in the sink. There isn’t time left to eat my cereal, so I grab two granola bars out of the pantry instead and throw one baseball style to Maisie. I have to admit, she still has quick reflexes with only one eye. 
 
    Glancing over at our dainty, kitchen table, I notice a small green box sitting beside the salt and pepper shakers. Maisie must have set it there before sneaking up on me.  
 
    “What’s in the box?” As I start toward the box, Maisie flings past me to the table and runs back quicker than I can blink.  
 
    “Happy Birthday!” she yells.  
 
    Thrusting the gift at me, she whips a tiny yellow noisemaker from her pocket and blows loudly. The sound has me reeling, and Maisie is panting as if she’s just run a marathon. I don’t get a lot of gifts for my birthday, so I’m always excited to receive hers, even if most of the time they’re on the strange side. 
 
     “Is it another wood chip creation like the lion you made me that one year?” I ask. Her parents were going to clear out their flower beds several years back and replace the old with rubber mulch. Maisie objected and found a way to repurpose the mulch for her crafts. The figurine looks just like a lion, and it still sits proudly on the bookshelf in my room. 
 
    “No, my parents are still all about the rubber mulch.” 
 
    “Too bad,” I say as I inspect the box from Maisie. It’s dark green and wrapped in a delicate, yet vivid green bow of a different hue. I open it slowly, first removing the ribbon then the lid.  
 
    Tucked inside is a banana-yellow eye patch. Upon closer examination, I see it has the image of a ferocious lion on the front. I can tell she stitched it herself using fur-like pieces surrounding the outer edges to create its mane. It’s beautiful, and she knows how I have a fondness for lions. I don’t even know why they’re my favorite—maybe it’s because they’re strong, fierce, and aren’t afraid of anything. 
 
    Gently, I set the patch aside and pull another gift from the green box. It’s another lion—though this one is tinier. Maisie made this one with sticks from tree branches, and then hand-painted it with a miraculous amount of detail. The colors are not what I would have expected. This lion is washed in bright greens, hot pinks, and brilliant blues. I don’t even know how she manages to blend and put colors together so artfully.  
 
    Someone, give me these skills. 
 
    I feel myself tearing up because I know how much time and effort she put into these gifts for me. Unashamed, I tug her into an awkward but perfect hug.  
 
    “Thanks so much. These gifts have seriously made my day.”  
 
    Maisie leans back and fixates her eye on mine. I can tell she’s serious. “Are you going to wear the patch now?” 
 
    Letting out a loud snort, I shake my head. “No, but you know what? I’ll wear it tonight, just for you.” 
 
    Suddenly remembering the time, I book it for my room and shove a pair of black boots on. I take one last look at myself in the mirror hanging on the back of my door, before pulling my brown hair into a low ponytail. I don’t have time to do anything exciting with it. It’s not like I would anyway, that would take effort. Besides appearing a little tired, my chestnut-colored eyes are a little lighter this morning and I have to admit, I’m a step up from a zombie, so it works. 
 
    “Perrie! Hurry the heck up!” Maisie shouts. 
 
    Finally, I grab my backpack and coveted cello from the floor by my desk chair. With the combination of a heavy backpack and even heavier cello case, I know I’m bound to have a bad back by the time I reach twenty. A practical person would have dropped the cello, but not me. I’ve been playing the instrument since sixth grade. After my mom left, playing music on my cello helped with the healing process and got me through a lot.  
 
    “Come on, Perrie. We need to get going.” Maisie’s already standing on the porch, holding the door wide open when I come bounding out of my bedroom. 
 
    After we pile into her car, I relax in the seat and munch on my granola bar. Maisie finishes chewing hers and ditches the granola wrapper. I’ve barely taken one full bite. Sometimes, I think she may seriously choke because she eats abnormally fast for a normal person. Maybe she could win an eating contest with that kind of speed. 
 
    “So, did you hear there’s another person missing?” Maisie asks as she turns down the next road. 
 
    My eyebrows furrow as I meet her gaze. “No. Is it someone we know?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think so. His name’s Ben Johnston. He’s a twenty-three-year-old from the University,” Maisie answers while chewing on her left thumbnail, flipping her gaze back to the odometer to check her speed.  
 
    There are two major things I know about Maisie, one being that she absolutely has to be going the exact speed limit. It doesn’t matter where she is, she keeps to one speed at a time. Second, she has the habit of chewing on her nail when there’s a riddle she wants to figure out, or a puzzle she wants to slide the last piece into. 
 
    Leaning my arm against the car door, I rest my chin on my hand. I scan through the people I know from memory to see if I recognize that name from anywhere. It isn’t a long list of names either. “Yeah, I don’t recognize the name, but I don’t know many people who are older than us besides the ones I was in Orchestra with.” 
 
    Lately, strange things have been happening in our neck of the woods. Not that we have many wooded areas here. There has been an increase in disappearances in our city over the last few weeks. Ben Johnston is the sixth missing person I know about, and the victims’ ages and genders have all varied. The local police department has been investigating, but they claim there’s no clear answer. No predictable method or motivation. Thankfully though, no one I know personally has gone missing. So it makes it seem not as real. 
 
    Despite my own calm, my dad, on the other hand, has been a worried mess. My midnight curfew, as well as Maisie’s, has been cut back. It isn’t like we have anything to do to stay out that late for anyway, but it was still a blow to our potential social lives. The last time I stayed out late was a month ago when Dad and Aunt Krista extended our curfew for prom.  
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to go at first, but Maisie bugged me about it endlessly. Despite offers from a couple of guys and girls, Maisie politely shot them down and convinced me to go with her instead. Sometimes, I think she’s asexual, like certain plants, and I admire her independence. I would even venture to say I aspire to it. 
 
    Maisie rubs at her chin and I can sense her detective skills are itching to come out. Hell, mine are, too.  
 
    “Maybe we could question friends or family who know these missing people?” she asks. “Nothing is getting done here.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that would go over well, even if you did have a badge. One day you’ll have plenty of time to solve any crime you want.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right about that,” she says. Maisie pulls into the parking lot of the school, and we manage to find a good spot. 
 
    Maisie sighs, and I can tell she’s still thinking about the missing people. She once told me she wanted to pursue a career in fashion design, but these days I think she’s leaning more toward lead detective. 
 
    I may be eighteen and an official adult according to “society,” but it doesn’t feel like much has changed. That’s probably because I’m still in high school and I don’t have a good job. Hell, I don’t even have a part-time job like most people my age. I’m still figuring out what I want to do. Apparently, the college I’m looking at doesn’t offer miming as a major, which I would be all over. I’d even find it useful wearing one of Maisie’s patches while working my hands across an imaginary wall. The only thing I have so far is a scholarship for Orchestra. But I have the rest of my life to figure things out, right? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Opening the car door, I throw my heavy backpack over my shoulder and grab my cello out of the trunk. A wave of mixed emotions flow through me, and I just know today is not going to be a shit day. 
 
    As we’re walking, with her hands thrashing all over the place, Maisie asks, “Are we going to the horror film festival? It’s next month!” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I’m all over it. I think the guy who plays Pinhead is supposed to be one of the guests there. If only some of the classic horror greats were still alive.”  
 
    Her hands continue to thrash ridiculously. “I know, right? Boris Karloff is practically my baby.” 
 
    When we finally breeze into the school, I make the mistake of turning my head away from Maisie. My smile and laughter cut off. The first bell hasn’t even rung and I’ve already spotted the jerk. 
 
    Neven Lee. Formerly known as “Nev.” Once my Nev. Then he ripped my heart into a thousand tiny pieces, cutting those little morsels even smaller before lighting them all on fire—until they were nothing but ashes. 
 
    He’s standing off to the side with his black hair overgrown and shaggy—his warm brown eyes catch mine. He tries to give me a close-lipped smile and I turn my head away, but not as quickly as I should have. 
 
    Maisie’s eyes follow the remnants of my gaze. “Just ignore him. We’re almost done with school, and then you won’t have to see him again.”  
 
    She’s being sympathetic but I know she still misses him. I never actually told her she couldn’t talk to him. Maisie feels just about as betrayed as I do, and I want so badly to scrub that part of my brain clean to forget about him. It has been seven months. Seven whole months since my heart was left for dead. I know I’m being overly dramatic but I don’t care. 
 
    I can’t help it.  
 
    “Easier said than done.” Turning my head to him one more time, I see Neven walking toward us. Damn. Maisie scratches the side of her face. Then she looks at the ceiling and off to the side, not knowing exactly what to do. 
 
    Forget Maisie, I need to figure out where I can go to get away from him. My surroundings offer no escape, and I’m completely rooted in place. All my nerve endings are lit up, and the panic begins to take form. Then I feel his large hand delicately enclose my bicep. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Perrie,” Neven says hesitantly. I yank my arm out of his grasp, as if his touch will melt my skin away. 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” My voice is just a whisper.  
 
    Hurt radiates across Neven’s face, as it always does when I lash out at him. For the first two months after I stopped speaking to him, he tried every single day to talk to me. Then it turned into every week, then every month, and then he didn’t try anymore—until today.  
 
    He never stopped looking at me in school, though. It’s almost as if he was waiting for me to approach him. That, I thought to myself, would never happen, and he could stay being an asshole for all I cared. Yes, I believe asshole is still the correct word at this moment.  
 
    Like always, I have to crane my neck to see his tall hovering form. “Don’t give me that look, Nev. It isn’t going to do you much good. And don’t expect me to feel sorry for you.” 
 
    He has the nerve to smile. I mean, he smiles a wide grin, displaying each and every annoyingly perfect tooth. “You called me Nev. Not ‘Neven’ like you have been.” 
 
    Flexing my fingers at my sides, I bring them to my palms and dig them finger by finger into a fist. I want to punch him—hard. But I don’t. I can’t because I still see a friend in his face. I shut that thought down fast. 
 
    “Neven,” I say as harshly as I can. “Leave me alone. I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    The frustration is there on his face. I can tell because he runs his hands through his hair and grabs it like he wants to rip it out—most likely to throw the strands at my face. We just glare at each other until he calmly lowers his hands to his sides.  
 
    “Damn it, Perrie. How many times do I have to tell you that I have no clue what the hell you have been talking about for the past seven months? Anyone else would have given up already, but you and me”—he points back and forth between us—“we’re the real deal. If I have to wait an eternity for you, I will.” He tips his chin at me and walks off. 
 
    “Well,” Maisie says in awe. 
 
    Whipping my head back to face her, I hiss. “Well?” 
 
    Maisie shakes her head like she has sand or something in her hair and is trying to get it out. “Oh, yeah. Screw that loser!” 
 
    Sighing, I nod my head. Summer can’t come soon enough. No more Neven, no more school. 
 
    The bell rings then and we go to class. Maisie’s in my first-period class, English. Our teacher, Mr. Carter, is possibly the only teacher who I find awesome. My writing skills are average at best, but he can turn anyone’s work into a masterpiece.  
 
    After I finish writing a short story on why classic horror movies are an art form, I watch from my desk as Mr. Carter draws a picture resembling the Mona Lisa in Paint. He does this every day after he teaches the lessons, and I’m always flabbergasted that he can use a computer mouse to do it. I tried once and gave up after attempting the letter P, which was when I realized my handwriting had been much better as a three-year-old.  
 
    The rest of my classes before lunch pass way too slowly. During Math, I finish my homework, so I don’t have anything to do besides stare at Mrs. Briggs’s seventies-styled hair. It’s not seventies cool either, it’s rough—try Farrah Fawcett with a curling iron and electricity. I’m not quite sure if she’s stuck in an older era or invented one herself. Either way, I have no intention of ever visiting it myself. My stomach lets out a monstrous rumble. It has been repeating the broken-record process since I walked into class. 
 
    I groan, watching as the second hand on the clock slowly forces itself to the number I need—and then the bell rings. Yes! I think to myself, practically wanting to do three fist pumps instead of one. That’s how much I love feeding the monster in my belly. 
 
    Having already packed up my binder and other belongings, I grab my backpack and start to stand up. Out of habit, I reach for my cello. Then I remember I dropped it off after first period in the music room. As I head out the doorway, I see my friend, August, is already waiting for me at our usual meeting place before lunch.  
 
    Green eyes meet mine, and in an instant, we’re both smiling at each other. August is about as relaxed as I’ve ever seen him in black Chucks, jeans, and a baseball tee. The sight of him gives me a great rush of eagerness. I practically run into his arms and back him up against the lockers. Laughing deeply against my ear, he hugs me back with just as much force. 
 
    Luckily with August, I don’t have to look up as far as I had to with Neven to see his face. I’m about to say something when I spot the Devil passing us in the hallway. If looks could kill. Neven doesn’t so much as glance at me—his dagger-throwing gaze is for August alone. They used to talk a little, but not anymore. 
 
    “So, I got you something for your birthday,” August says against the side of my face. His breath brushes my ear, and my skin absorbs the warmth. 
 
    Pulling back, I look at August. “You didn’t have to get me anything.” 
 
    He lets me go and unzips his backpack, pulling out a tiny box. “Don’t worry. It isn’t an engagement ring.” 
 
    Laughing, I take the box from him and open it up. Tucked inside is a silver necklace with a cello-bow pendant, encrusted with small, sparkling sapphires. I love it. 
 
    “You can also read the back.” He grins. 
 
    I flip it over and see it’s engraved with two words: “I’m here.” 
 
    Okay, so I rarely get this choked up over birthday gifts, but I pull him to me and kiss his soft cheek. “Thank you!” 
 
    I don’t know what it is, but lately I’ve been feeling something more for August. Unfortunately, I told myself I didn’t want to have feelings for anyone. After breaking up with Neven, my goal was to get through high school, do the college thing, and see what happens after that.  
 
    August has been making it harder. We may have started out as friends, but something has started to change. I’ve chosen to ignore it for as long as humanly possible by reminding myself I hated him before all of this. 
 
    When August moved here and started his senior year at my school, I never thought I could hate someone so much, so fast. There was no real reason—he hadn’t attacked me per se. He just waltzed into Orchestra class and took over first chair, my first chair, like his name was written on it. I was undeniably pissed. That first day of senior year, I was happily sitting in my seat from the prior year. As class began, our teacher introduced the new student, August, and stated that he had a late audition. It was a surprise to everyone when he took over first chair right then and there, like he was a king or something. 
 
    Cello was the one thing I was great at and I knew it could get me a scholarship to college. I still got one, but back then I thought everything would be wrecked. 
 
    I remember wanting to rip him apart. I couldn’t believe that this guy, with his perfect face and perfect curly blond hair, had taken my spot right out from under my nose. He sat down next to me without so much as a glance, even though I was staring multiple daggers at him. 
 
    When the bell rang, and the class had emptied except for us, I waited as far away from the offender as possible. Neven was running late after basketball and our teacher had already left for the day. It was just the two of us and that alone made me even more furious. 
 
    Finally, he glanced my way, and the look he gave me had zero emotion—then he turned around. It was almost like he couldn’t have cared less. 
 
    My brows lowered, and I thought, He did not just ignore me.  
 
    Picking up my expensive bow that Dad had saved for my last Christmas present, I took it and slowly approached him. As I came upon him, he was completely oblivious, polishing or maybe tuning his instrument—which made me angrier. When he finally glanced up from his cello, confused by my aggression, I looked him straight in the eye and tapped my bow to his chest. 
 
    “So, you think you can just magically come in here like some kind of magician and poof your way into first chair?” I was standing so close I could smell his soapy scent. It was an addicting smell, sort of like how gasoline can be, even though it shouldn’t.  
 
    I could tell at that very moment he didn’t think of me as nothing anymore. His lips puckered and his head tilted to the side. “First off, you haven’t even heard me play. Not that I’m Mozart or anything, but I earned first chair.” 
 
    He was fighting a smile at that point, but his words took shape in my head. That was true. I hadn’t heard him play a single note of music. Everything inside me was driven by an idiotic amount of jealousy. Tantrum be gone.  
 
    “Well then, play for me.” 
 
    He just stood there, so I said it again as a question, “Will you play for me?” 
 
    “Sure. But I can’t play if you have that bow jammed into my chest the whole time.” His head cocked to the other side, playfully studying my “weapon.” 
 
    He was right though, so I dropped my hand back to my side, removing my bow. I felt slightly embarrassed but, truth be told, I had been more anxious to hear him play. Impatiently, I waited to hear the notes. 
 
    As August played, I knew in an instant he was better than me. He was better than me by a landslide. He played with fluidity—everything about the way he moved, from his fingers to the way the bow went across the strings, was close to Houdini-level magic. I could try and try, and I would never be able to play like he did that day. 
 
    When he finished, I knew he had rightly earned his place.  
 
    “Congratulations on first chair,” I had said while turning to pack up my things and leave. 
 
    “And you are?” he asked. 
 
    I had just put my bow back in my case when I responded, “Perrie Madeline.” 
 
    “Perrie.” He tried the sound of it like he was testing a brand-new instrument. “I’m August Hartley.” 
 
    I had laughed and said, “Oh, I know. The second Mr. Hamm said we had a new first chair, I made sure I got the name.” 
 
    August smiled. It was everything a smile should be—real, warm, and welcoming. I knew I was going to have to like him. When I looked back at him from the classroom door, I gave August one last quick wave.  
 
    Who would have thought that glaring daggers at someone for a full class period would gain you a new best friend? 
 
    I shrug off the memory, its purpose no longer helping, and accept August’s gift.  
 
    “Help me put it on?”  
 
    As soon as the cool silver of the necklace rests around my neck, latched at the nape, I feel another crack against what I have come to think of as my stone heart. Satisfied with his gift, we both head to lunch to meet Maisie. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    When August and I make it to the cafeteria, the lunch line is already long, but it moves fast. I grab a basket of fries, and August gets his usual variety of pretty much everything.  
 
    We pay, and I spot Maisie by the flash of her eye patch. She has already changed into a different one, as she’s known to do throughout the day. 
 
    This one is red, white, and black. It resembles a deck of playing cards with all the different shapes on it—including hearts, spades, clubs, and diamonds. 
 
    “Hey, guys!” she practically yells. 
 
    August and I sit down next to each other, directly across from Maisie.  
 
    “Nice patch,” he says, pointing his fork at her right eye. 
 
    She brushes her hand across it as if in thought, which I guess she is. “Thanks. This one was getting rather lonely in my backpack, and the other one was tired of working its shift.” 
 
    “That totally makes sense,” I say while nodding and smiling. Of course it makes sense, minus the fact that a patch doesn’t have feelings. 
 
    “So, have you guys heard about the other missing person?” August asks right before he shoves a piece of pizza into his mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, Maisie and I were just talking about that this morning,” I say. “We don’t know him, but this is getting pretty sketchy with all these disappearances.”  
 
    August sets down what’s left of his pizza. “I thought he looked familiar, but I don’t think I’ve seen him around or anything.” 
 
    Maisie can’t contain herself. She dives into a list of her theories about the disappearances. “If the missing people were kidnapped, it could be someone like Jeffrey Dahmer, although it isn’t only men who have vanished. Or possibly Ed Gein! Maybe the suspect is also digging up bodies from graves. Although, no bodies have been found yet is the problem.”  
 
    August is focused on Maisie, clearly intent on hearing every single one of her theories.  
 
    “Unless the kidnapper is like Charles Manson and sending people to do his or her dirty work,” I pipe in, making the mistake of glancing over at Neven’s table. He’s sitting with some of the other guys from basketball and it just so happens he’s looking at me, too.  
 
    As soon as our eyes lock, I look down and force myself to ignore him for the remainder of lunch. It isn’t that I miss “us” because I made myself get over that. But I do miss being friends. 
 
    Neven didn’t go to my junior high. On the first day of ninth grade, students from the other junior highs in the area came together for high school. Neven, being one of those students, was the first person I met that day.  
 
    I had no idea where I was going. Feeling completely lost, I ran into Neven who offered to help me find my class. He had said I looked like a confused tourist in a new country and pulled the schedule from my hand. He noticed we had first period together and proceeded to drag me along with him. In our class, he already knew some students who were waving him over, but he chose to sit next to me. We became best friends after that and he even got along perfectly with Maisie’s quirkiness.  
 
    The summer before eleventh grade, things began to change between us. Our friendship grew into something new and different. His dad had passed away from a freak accident at work, and I was there every day with him to help him get through it. I knew from experience how to grieve over a lost parent. 
 
    It was July, and I was leaving his house. When he came in to give me a hug, he instead pecked my lips. He pulled away, as if he hadn’t meant to do it at all. We just stared at each other. Then he leaned in to kiss me again and I let him.  
 
    Neven Lee was my first kiss and my first everything else to follow. I loved him with all of my heart, until he split it in half. My heart isn’t as broken anymore, and after the bruises and cracks that were left, I wanted it to be like stone.  
 
    “I think the Manson-esque theory could be possible.” August’s words knock me out of my reverie.  
 
    I meet Maisie’s gaze and we both nod in agreement.  
 
    “I think it has to be a guy, though,” I say. 
 
    “That’s sexist.” Maisie shakes her finger at me. “Equality when it comes to kidnapping.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but most females can’t lift some of these muscular human specimens.” I tap my chin. “Unless there could be more than one.” 
 
    “Like in the movie Scream?” Maisie appears excited over the mention of one of her favorite nineties slasher films. 
 
    “Precisely.” I grin. 
 
    “You two are virtually insane. That movie sucks.” August grabs my trash and tosses it away. With a horrific remark like that, I think he just destroyed any remaining possibility of us becoming more than friends. 
 
    “You’re ridiculous,” Maisie shouts to his back. 
 
    When August returns we all leave the cafeteria and head to class, discussion about missing people forgotten.  
 
    “See you in last period,” I call to August.  
 
    “Battle of the cellos, doll face. Me and you!” he calls back. 
 
    Almost every day during our free time in Orchestra, August and I battle it out. Sometimes I win, but only because he secretly lets me. 
 
    The next period creeps by at a sloth’s pace. I mainly watch Maisie doodle in her notebook. It looks like a masterpiece, while my doodles are just a bunch of repetitive circles drawn together that I continuously retrace. Shit-art, I like to call it. 
 
    When I finally walk into last period I notice we have a substitute teacher, which means I’ll practice whatever I feel in the mood for. 
 
    August isn’t in class yet, so I stroll to the instrument closet, grab my black cello case, and settle into my chair. As I’m pulling out the instrument, I see a blond head pass through the door right as the bell rings. My chest tightens and I attempt to push the feeling away, but it remains. 
 
    I opt to distract myself and focus on messing with my cello, checking to make sure everything is in tune to ignore the butterflies fluttering about. August takes his seat next to mine and the nervousness subsides. 
 
    My emotions around him are unpredictable, especially when I’m trying so hard to fight them. August pulls his cello out of his case—it’s far more refined compared to mine.  
 
    “What’s up with that guy?” He nods in the direction of the teacher. 
 
    Right off the bat I know exactly what he’s talking about. How had I not noticed before? The guy looks like he just strolled out of the 1920s. His dark brown hair is slicked back, glistening under the light, and far too perfectly shaped around his head. The suit he’s wearing has got to be authentic from the era.  
 
    “I feel like he’s going to whip out one of those old bowler hats.” I laugh too loudly. The substitute examines us and I try to cover my mouth to muffle my laughter. His eyes narrow in my direction. I hurriedly try to play it off and go back to tuning my cello, which probably just makes me look guiltier. 
 
    Despite my efforts, I still can’t manage to tune it.  
 
    “Here, let me see what’s going on with it.” August takes it from me, and as he does, his fingers softly brush mine. My cheeks start to warm. I really need to stop acting like a pubescent teen and get my act together.  
 
    Attempting to tune a cello without a tuner never works for me. I can’t manage to get the sound right by ear like some people can, but with the tuner, I can get it in one second. 
 
    August, however, is a master at this. He plucks at the strings carefully. I watch how he closes his eyes, noting the focus on his face as he listens to each vibration. It has me in complete awe.  
 
    He twists the peg and plucks the string again, releasing a perfectly tuned note that is pure bliss. The sound of it hits my soul in a way only music can. He holds the cello out for me to take, instantly pulling me out of my trance.  
 
    “There!” he says confidently. 
 
    I take it and cradle my now perfectly tuned cello like a newborn baby.  
 
    “Thank you. You’re a god!” I say dramatically, bowing my head in praise of his abilities. August rolls his eyes and laughs it off.  
 
    After what happened with Neven, Maisie and August have been everything. I like to think we’ve become the Three Musketeers of Deer Park High School. Not the classical musketeers either, but the perfect blend of chocolate and fluffy nougat wrapped up in a flashy wrapper.  
 
    For the rest of class we bicker about musical notes, best horror movies, and in general try to avoid attracting the substitute’s attention again.  
 
    As soon as the bell rings, I pack everything up and Maisie meets us in the classroom. The three of us make our way out to the large, empty parking lot. I look around for August’s silver car, but I don’t see it anywhere.  
 
    I spin to August and frown. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “I woke up with a flat tire this morning.” He rubs his eyes and sighs loudly. “Didn’t feel like working on it until after school today. My parents had already left for work, so I walked to school instead.” 
 
    Maisie straightens, ready to save the day. “We can give you a ride home!” 
 
    “It’s all right. It’s not that far of a walk.” He shrugs nonchalantly. 
 
    “Anyway, August—you’re coming with us.” I roll my eyes, grab his arm and pull him with me. He puts up absolutely no resistance and we pile into Maisie’s car. 
 
    August doesn’t live that far away from us. It’s only a couple of minutes out of the way. 
 
    Maisie takes Oak Street, which I have always found ironic. The street is lined on both sides with tall trees, each one reaching toward the other as if longing for their touch. For a town called Deer Park, I have seen more trees on a street corner than actual deer. Not one single deer. 
 
    Suddenly, Maisie slams on the brakes and my chest strikes hard against the seat belt. Then I smash back into the seat just as hard. The only thing I can think is, are my organs still intact? Seriously, they feel like they’re bleeding profusely.  
 
    “What the hell?” August and I say at the exact same time. Maisie is staring across the street to the left.  
 
    “Look!” she exclaims. 
 
    Now I see what Maisie is pointing at. Across from us stands an enormous stone building, unbelievably tall, and its walls are lined with huge rocks all along the base. Among the rocks, it appears there are absolutely no windows of any kind. The entrance has an archway that frames one of the tallest wooden doors I have ever seen. It’s creepily unusual. 
 
    “Impossible,” I breathe. 
 
    “This has never been here before.” August appears flabbergasted. 
 
    He’s right. He’s beyond right. There’s no way this place was just magically built overnight. Even if it were possible, it’s obviously old. It has to be over a hundred years old. 
 
    “Maybe we never really noticed it before.” Maisie unbuckles herself and opens the car door, completely taken by the sight of this building. 
 
    I throw my hands up and wave them like a lunatic. “Never noticed it before? This giant stone mansion?” 
 
    “Perrie has a point, Maisie.” August stares up at the building in shock. 
 
    Hesitantly, I step out of the car and August follows. We walk around to stand beside Maisie, completely speechless as we continue our staring marathon at the place. It’s really an unusual structure to be sitting in the middle of our town. One would think something like this would have drawn major attention from the locals. 
 
    “We should investigate!” Maisie is moving before either of us can protest. 
 
    “Just a quick look,” I say, falling into step beside her, fingers itching with curiosity.  
 
    We walk to the door at a leisurely pace, as if we have all night to see what’s going on. As we inch closer to the arched doorway, where overgrown grass meets a block of cement, two things pop into my line of sight. First, there’s a plaque on the door that reads:  
 
      
 
    Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault 
 
      
 
    It’s written in an elegant, yet outdated script. 
 
    Maisie tilts her head to the side, skeptical of the plaque. “Not sure what a glass vault is.” 
 
    I point at a sign to the right of the door. Moving closer to see what it says, I read it aloud:  
 
      
 
    The illustrious Quinsey Wolfe presents a wonder of the world, a true sight to behold in his infamous glass museum. A forewarning to onlookers and wonderers—beware of your imagination and curiosity. This is not for the faint of heart. 
 
      
 
    “Not for the faint of heart?” August repeats the line. “Pretty cliché for my tastes, but okay.” 
 
    “I’d have to agree,” I say with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    Maisie pushes me to the side so she can get a better look. She lifts her eye patch to examine more thoroughly and says, “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    She would. 
 
    August reaches for the doorknob and jiggles it. “It’s locked.” 
 
    “Oh, look.” Maisie taps a paper sign just below the description. “It also says opening soon and that they’re hiring. I can email this Quinsey Wolfe guy at this email address.”  
 
    Maisie unzips her purse and pulls out a small notepad and pencil. Of course she carries around a pencil and small notepad. How could she not? She always has an idea or something brewing she needs to write down, so she or I don’t forget.  
 
    “What’s with the notebook?” August asks. 
 
    Maisie stares at the sign while writing. “Because you never know”—she holds up the small spiral book—“when you’re going to need one.”  
 
    “You aren’t really going to apply, are you?” August presses his shoulder against the door with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Maisie pulls her eye patch back over her eye from where it rested on her forehead. “Heck yes, I am! I’ve been looking for a job I would like, but nothing holds my interest. This place sounds awesome.” 
 
    “Right.” I’m dumbfounded. “So, this place just grows out of the ground overnight? I like weird, but I don’t know about this. I say we get out of here.” 
 
    “Although,” August starts, “now that I’m looking around, there are a lot of trees that have been cut down. Maybe it’s just been hidden all this time?” He moves in front of us and inspects the ground further. 
 
    It’s true, obviously there were trees here before and have since been cleared out. I still find it odd that we wouldn’t have noticed some old, historical-looking mansion when we have gone down this street before. 
 
    “So, it’s settled. I’m going to email this Quinsey Wolfe as soon as I get home!” Maisie says excitedly. 
 
    “You do that.” I shake my head in defeat. 
 
    I should be getting a job myself this summer, but this place doesn’t look like my cup of tea. It does look like Maisie’s though. 
 
    We head back to the car, but I’m still uneasy. I glance back one more time at the aged mansion. It’s strange but it almost feels as though the building is watching us. Silence comes over us the rest of the car ride to August’s place. When we pull up in front of his house, he reaches around the passenger seat and gives me a quick hug.  
 
    “I hope the rest of your birthday is spectacular, doll face.” 
 
    I watch him get out and pace to his door. I touch my hand to the necklace at the base of my throat and suddenly thoughts of the odd museum vanish from my mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    After we leave August’s place and roll onto our street, Maisie asks, “Are you ready for your birthday dinner?” 
 
    “My monster is,” I say as I pat my stomach. 
 
    Every year my aunt makes my birthday dinner and it’s no small feast. There are always so many leftovers—we’re left with food for an entire week. It’s more than a two-person household can handle. 
 
    “You better get to that red velvet cake before I do, because I’m going to scarf that entire thing down.” Maisie chuckles. I know she’ll try it, too. 
 
    When we arrive, I first drop my stuff off at my house and then head back to Maisie’s through the freshly cut grass. 
 
    Maisie’s already inside—most likely eyeballing my cake. 
 
    Practically leaping over the steps, I burst inside.  
 
    Dad’s standing by the table with a soda in his hand, obviously surprised by my dramatic entrance. Every year, he takes off a little early from work so he can make it for this occasion. It almost brings a tear to my eye that he, along with my aunt and uncle, puts in so much effort for me. But my main concern is the food. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie.” Dad walks over to me and gives my shoulders a squeeze, then kisses the top of my head as if I’m still his little girl. “Happy birthday. How does it feel to officially be an adult?” 
 
    Pulling back from the hug, I laugh. “Well, I feel the same as yesterday.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you have the rest of your life to feel like an adult and trust me, you younger people have it made.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad, you’re talking like you’re seventy. Adulting is fine.”  
 
    “Fine?” Aunt Krista shakes her head and waves her hand dismissively. “Not once you get the bills every month.”  
 
    Every day since mom left, I’ve wished so hard to have a mom like Krista. She treats me like another daughter, and even though she’s awesome, it isn’t the same. 
 
    “You guys ready to cut the cake?” I guess Dad must have sensed Maisie pining for it. 
 
    “Finally!” Maisie sighs dramatically. 
 
    “Maisie, please.” Aunt Krista glares. 
 
    “Yes, Mom?” she asks sweetly. 
 
    “Manners?” 
 
    Uncle Jaron interrupts them, “Oh, just give the girl some cake already. Actually, give me some cake.” 
 
    My aunt lights the candles on the cake and everyone joins in to sing Happy Birthday. I always feel a little awkward when they sing with their focus on me. But as soon as it ends, I’m over it and we get to the food. 
 
    Aunt Krista really outdid herself with the birthday party this year. There’s every kind of cheese dip imaginable. She knows me so well. I could literally drink the cheese dip and eat the guacamole alone. Every counter and table showcases sandwiches, cupcakes, cookies, cake, and more. Anyone who saw it would think we were having fifty people over instead of the five of us. 
 
    While eating, Uncle Jaron mentions their summer plans. They’ll be going to visit Maisie’s grandparents in Turkey for their annual trip. I almost wish I could go, but Maisie says it really isn’t that exciting. Dad agrees to watch the house while they’re away, which really means I’ll be the one checking in and doing the chores.  
 
    “Hopefully the police will get a solid lead while you’re gone,” Dad says. Suddenly, all talk of summer vacation is out the window as the conversation takes a darker turn. I guess we’re onto disappearing people.  
 
    “It just has me worried that no one has turned up.” Dad sighs. I know what he’s more worried about, what he doesn’t know how to say out loud. Me. He’s worried about me. He wouldn’t know what to do if I disappeared too.  
 
    Aunt Krista puts a hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, James. They’ll find the person responsible.”  
 
    I hope they do, too, I think to myself. 
 
    Uncle Jaron nods his head in agreement. Aunt Krista is the practical thinker in the family and Uncle Jaron usually follows her lead. She knows just what to say at the right moment to comfort anyone, but Dad doesn’t appear comforted right now with his falling smile.  
 
    After the party, Dad and I pack up our leftovers and say good night. We mosey on back to our house and hang out in front of the TV for a little while. He flips on the news first thing and watches the screen flicker absently with stories about animals dressed like chickens and a woman arrested in a shopping center for “public indecency.” I can tell he’s not all there. 
 
    “You all right, Dad?” I ask, dragging the blanket closer to my chest. 
 
    “Yeah.” His gaze is vacant. He’s been like this since before we left, still worried about the missing cases.  
 
    I decide not to tell him about my run-in with Neven, August’s gift, or the creepy mansion on the way home. When he’s like this, everything is a one-word answer. So after about an hour, I give Dad a kiss on the cheek and head down the hall to start on my homework. 
 
    Luckily, I don’t have much to do today since I finished my math homework in class. All I have left is a paper for English, which I finish in less than an hour. While I’m waiting on the printer I decide to check my email. 
 
    I’m not expecting anything special as it’s mostly junk mail that pops up in my inbox. I have a habit of subscribing to pointless websites when they offer discounts on free shipping. I’ll eventually unsubscribe from some of them, but for now I just start deleting the emails. I save the one that is a few dollars off admission to the horror film festival Maisie and I have set for next month, but that’s about it. 
 
    As I’m scanning the rest, I see one from Neven and my stomach sinks. I debate whether or not I should read it or delete it, but curiosity always wins with me. Even though I know I’m not going to reply to him, I still want to know what it says. 
 
      
 
    Hey Perrie, 
 
    I just wanted to tell you that today made me realize just how much I miss you. We’ve been together on your birthday for the last three years. Could we at least start talking again?  
 
    Love Always,  
 
    Nev 
 
      
 
    “What a douche,” I mutter, reading it again. Okay, maybe he isn’t being a douche at the moment, but he still is one. I start to delete it, but then I change my mind and decide to give him a quick reply. 
 
      
 
    Neven, 
 
    I’ll think about it. 
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    Short and simple. I hit send and sign out of my email. I shuffle to my dresser and reach for the clasp of my necklace from August. I take it off and leave it to sit neatly on top of my dresser. 
 
    My thoughts rotate back and forth from Neven’s email to August’s gift, and how I lost one friend but gained another one.  
 
    I was about two months into my senior year. I didn’t want to go to school the next day, but I forced myself to anyway. My goal that day was to continue to avoid Neven like the Black Plague. Fear and anxiety had taken over my limbs, though, and it felt like they were going to fall off at any point. 
 
    When my last class period came, I had been fine the whole day for the most part. Well, not fine, I just told myself I was going to get through my classes. I was like a stone statue, cold and unfeeling, and that was all I wanted to be. 
 
    That same day I decided to stay late after Orchestra to practice and to escape, while being alone with music. I remember walking to the instrument closet to grab a music stand and then being frustrated. I couldn’t find the stand I wanted, the one I always used, and suddenly it all seemed like too much. It seems stupid now, but my mind was a jumbled mess back then and my heart ached. 
 
    It was the first time I had cried about Neven. 
 
    My legs collapsed and I curled into myself. That’s when the tears came. I cried like never before. When my mother left us, back when I loved her, I didn’t cry as hard then as I did that day in the music room. Everything about that day, that time, that place, overwhelmed me from the second I stepped into my first class that morning. 
 
    August barely made a noise when he found me sobbing and huddled up against a wall.  
 
    With him standing there so close and me heartbroken, it made my tears flow even more. I shifted away from him, but he didn’t leave. Instead he sat down beside me on the carpeted floor and pulled me onto his lap. I turned into his chest and cried for a little while longer. 
 
    August and I hadn’t spoken to each other outside of casual conversation about school or music. He would sometimes talk to Neven after class when he’d meet me there. They were sort of friends, but more like acquaintances. He was the first person that I told everything—before I told Maisie. 
 
    When I finally stopped crying, I was holding onto him like I had known him my entire life. There were questions written all over his face but he never asked them. 
 
    After that day, August and I grew extremely close. I was so sure we could just be friends.  
 
    Now, I just don’t know. It’s so strange how a friendship can begin so fast in a single instant, but it can, and it did. August’s thoughtful gift is a reminder of that change. 
 
    I shake my head and snap my fingers. No more Neven or August tonight. This isn’t a love triangle or any other weird love-shaped fictional bullshit. It’s me moving on from one guy, where the feelings are already dead, to fighting my feelings for someone else.  
 
    I change into my usual pajamas, an old tattered T-shirt and baggy polka-dot pants, and then wander back into the living room. Dad’s already getting up and heading to bed.  
 
    “Good night, sweetheart. I hope you had a great day. Happy birthday one last time.” It’s the longest sentence he’s said to me tonight. 
 
    “I did. I love you, Dad.” I wave him good night then flip on the TV.  
 
    “I love you, too.” He yawns and disappears into his bedroom. 
 
    Snatching the purple and blue flower quilt that’s folded up on the edge of the couch, I pull it to my chin and turn on Dracula. It’s the black and white version, and those ones are always the best. 
 
    About five minutes after the first woman on screen screams, there’s a gentle tap at the door. It can only be one person at this late hour. Tossing off the blanket, I walk to the door and look through the peephole. Yep, I was right. It’s Maisie standing there in her pajamas. I whistle a birdy signal like we started when we were younger, and she does it back. I throw the door open and tug her inside.  
 
    “What are you doing coming over so late? Is everything all right?” 
 
    “I have the most exciting news.” She’s practically beaming in her bright yellow pajama pants and her long-sleeve banana-print shirt. She’s also wearing an eye patch that’s shaped like a banana.  
 
    “I have three questions. First, do you sleep in eye patches? Second, couldn’t you have just sent me a text or called? And third, can we sit down?” 
 
    “My answers are . . . No, they would get in the way while I sleep. I could have, but for absolute expression, I can’t do that over text—emojis aren’t a replacement. Last, yes, let’s sit down because I see you’re watching one of my favorite movies ever.” 
 
    Maisie plops down on the couch, snatches the blanket, and immediately covers her legs. I shut the front door, then sit beside her and grab the edge of the blanket to cover myself. “Okay, what’s this big news?” 
 
    She looks at my face and frowns. “Hey, where’s your new eye patch? Remember, you promised to wear it.” 
 
    I get out of my comfortable spot and locate the patch she made me for my birthday, sliding it over my eye. “There. Happy?” 
 
    “Yes! Now, remember the Glass Vault?” 
 
    “Of course I remember the old, creepy mansion that appeared out of nowhere! How could I forget?” I rub the side of my head and pretend to look lost. She ignores my sarcasm.  
 
    “Anyway, as soon as we finished up dinner, I emailed my resume to Quinsey Wolfe. He emailed me back in record time and said I have the job.” She pauses for effect. “I start this Thursday, nine o’clock sharp!” 
 
    Squinting, I nod my head in confusion. “Wait a second, so you’re starting work at nine in the morning? We have school.” 
 
    Maisie shakes her hand wildly in front of my face. “No! No. He wants me to start at nine at night.” 
 
    My jaw drops. That seems like odd hours for a museum to keep on a regular day-to-day. They also haven’t officially opened yet. Maybe they’re getting everything in order for whenever they plan to open, though. 
 
    “I don’t know. That seems pretty late for a school night—or any night—to go into work. Did he say what time you would be getting off?” 
 
    She shrugs emphatically. “I told him I could work till midnight for now until summer starts, which is almost here anyway.” 
 
    “What did your parents say? I’m willing to bet they aren’t overly thrilled about the late exotic dancer-like hours.” 
 
    Maisie is silent and looks off to the side to try and hide her guilt. 
 
    “You didn’t tell them, did you?” I’m not surprised.  
 
    Maisie has been looking for a job that meets her impossibly high standards for a while now. Besides selling her eye patches, she doesn’t have any real work experience, and she refuses to do anything that involves food. Hell, I refuse to do anything that involves food. I suppose working at the possible freak show of a mansion must mean a great deal to her if she hasn’t said anything to her parents yet. 
 
    “You can’t either. This is like my dream job!” Maisie sticks her thumbnail to her teeth and chews nervously.  
 
    “Dream job?” I laugh a little too loudly and it comes off harsh. “The whole thing seems sketchy. I mean, we don’t even know what a glass vault is! A museum grows out of the ground, a guy you haven’t even met, no interview, hires you, and he wants you to start right away? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Unfazed by my questioning, Maisie says, “But, Perrie, he sounded so desperate in the email! It’s so new to the area, barely anyone has applied. He wants to open soon and needs the help. It’s perfect timing!” 
 
    Of course no one else has applied. We had no idea the Glass Vault even existed until this afternoon.  
 
    “Fine.” I relent. “I won’t say anything, but you have to get August and me in for free once it opens. I want to see what this place looks like.” 
 
    “Deal.” She grins widely and draws an exaggerated cross over her heart with her finger. 
 
    We stay up a little longer and finish the rest of the bloodsucking goodness. When it’s over, I walk her to the door and wait until she gets home safely. After she’s crawled through her bedroom window, I wave good night and shut the door. 
 
    Once I’ve locked the door behind me, I yawn and remove the lion eye patch from my face. I turn it over and over in my hand, thinking about the Glass Vault and what kind of things wait inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Not much happens the following day at school. Maisie has a group project she has to work on with a few people in her class, so I catch a ride home with August. He was able to fix his tire after we dropped him off yesterday, otherwise he would have been stranded. 
 
    When we pull into my driveway I turn to August. “Do you want to come inside and hang out for a bit?” 
 
    He’s rocking the wind-blown look today. His blond hair is a curly mess and sticking up all over the place. He smiles and my cheeks warm again. Enough of that already.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, I don’t have to be at work until later.” August is a janitor at his dad’s law firm and cleans the building a few times during the week.  
 
    Dad’s working overtime tonight, so he won’t be home until later this evening. Not that I plan on doing anything besides us hanging out, or do I? 
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” I ask as we enter the foyer. 
 
    He shrugs out of his jacket. “I’ll take some water.” 
 
    I grab us both room-temperature bottled water from the pantry, and I go back into the living room where August is waiting. 
 
    “Thanks,” he says as I hand one over to him. 
 
    “Sorry if it’s too warm. Cold water just rubs me the wrong way.” I screw the cap off my water.  
 
    “Yeah? We’re in sync then.” He nervously fiddles with the cap. “So, Perrie, I’ve wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s up?” His rambling has gotten my full attention. He’s totally focused on my face and I can practically feel the intensity of his gaze.  
 
    “I was wondering if you wanted to hang out sometime?” 
 
    I frown, a little unsure of what he’s trying to get at. “Sure, but we hang out all the time. We’re hanging out now.”  
 
    He runs a shaky hand through his hair and takes a deep breath. “I mean like go out out.” 
 
    “Do you mean like an actual date?” I feel like a deer caught in headlights. 
 
    He inspects the floor like he’s searching for something. I hope I didn’t just embarrass myself by asking if it’s not what he even meant. 
 
    “Yes, Perrie, like you and me. An actual date.” I must look confused because he goes on to explain himself. “I like you. I have for a while now, but I wasn’t sure when would be a good time. If you don’t want to, if this is too soon, I understand. I don’t want anything to get weird, but I had to try.” 
 
    My heart starts to pound and I feel the stone in my chest cracking even more. I take a deep breath and swallow another sip of water, feeling perspiration press against my shirt. I told myself I wouldn’t get in this position again for a long time, but the truth is I know I like him. This is my chance to tell him I’ll give it a shot. I’ve been hiding under the surface of my feelings for too long. I need air and August is oxygen.  
 
    But then the doorbell rings. 
 
    “Hold that thought, okay?” I’m breathless as I rush to answer the door. I’m prepared to tell whomever it is to get lost when I pull the door open and see Neven. The words are knocked right out of me and my stomach plummets to the earth like a meteorite. I should have checked the damn peephole first.  
 
    I’m so pissed I can barely speak. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Sorry, pass.” I motion to the living room where August is awkwardly standing. “I have company. This will have to wait.” I start to shut the door, but Neven sticks his foot in to stop it from closing. 
 
    Now I’m even angrier. I’m about two seconds from pulling the door back open to slam it on his foot when he reaches out to touch me. “It’s important, okay. Please?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes.” Maybe the sight of him isn’t bothering me as much anymore, so I decide to let him in.  
 
    Neven stops dead in his tracks when he spots August. “Alone?” 
 
    “Anything you have to say you can say in front of August,” I say and cross my arms. August rocks back and forth on his heels, clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “It’s fine, Perrie. You can call me later.” August starts to collect his things. 
 
    I rush over and try to stop him, not wanting him to leave. “August, you don’t have to go.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Just call me later, okay?” He throws his jacket over his shoulder and I walk with him to the door. Neven remains in the background watching us quietly. 
 
    “Okay. Talk to you later,” I say sheepishly. This whole situation is just awkward. 
 
    Closing the door behind me, I press my back to it and take a deep breath.  
 
    “This better be good.” When I look at him, I can’t help but think about the past. 
 
    The day everything went downhill between Neven and me was seven months ago. Everything in my life felt perfect. I wasn’t as worried about the future and college because life at that moment was great. 
 
    It only took one mistake to ruin everything. Neven had called me one morning to say he wasn’t feeling well and wouldn’t be at school. I’d told him I would see him right after to check on him.  
 
    I remember every minute detail about that day. I can recall the crisp smell of the fall air, the caress of the light breeze, the sound of the leaves and branches brushing together, and even the crackle of Nev’s neighbor grilling meat outside. 
 
    Maisie had dropped me off at his house on the way home. I still didn’t have a car at that time—my dad is going to buy me one right after I graduate from high school—so either Nev or his mom would take me home later.  
 
    I should have told Maisie to wait, but I didn’t think I would need her to. 
 
    Nev’s car was the only one in the driveway. The door to his house was unlocked, so I let myself in. He always left it unlocked for me when he knew I was coming over, so I didn’t think anything of it at the time. 
 
    I went to the kitchen and grabbed a bottled water from the cabinet before going upstairs. Loud music echoed from his room the way it always did when he was home alone. As I inched closer, I heard noises coming from the open door. I knew what the sounds were from the second they hit my ears, but still I persisted. I needed to confirm my worst nightmares and torture myself further. 
 
    When I reached the doorway, the first thing I saw were male and female clothes scattered about the room. I swallowed my anxiety. Nev was right there in his bed with a redheaded girl who I had never seen before. Then again, I couldn’t see her face, but I would have recognized that hair anywhere—it was the color of fire. She was on top of him, his eyes were closed, and they were getting down to business.  
 
    It hit me all at once and I couldn’t take it anymore. I hightailed it out of there. Thinking back now, I should have done or said something. I should have pulled her off him and slapped Neven. There’s always the should have, would have, could have, but instead, I chose to leave. 
 
    I walked all the way home, dazed and disoriented. The tears never came.  
 
    Neven called me several times that evening, but I never answered the phone. The whole night and the following day I was numb. I robotically went through the motions of brushing my teeth, showering, dressing, and so on. It wasn’t until later in the orchestra room I let go and allowed myself to feel everything—the hurt, the betrayal, and the brokenness. 
 
    When Nev called that evening, I told him it was over, to leave me alone, and never speak to me again. 
 
    “Well?” Neven blurts, instead of explaining himself, awkwardly shifting from one foot to the other.  
 
    “Well, what?” I snap back. He slides his hands into his pockets, hesitant to say anything else. 
 
    “Have you been down Oak Street lately?”  
 
    My eyes widen. “You saw the Glass Vault?” 
 
    He’s stunned at the mention of it. “Yes! I went down the street this morning on the way to school and noticed it. When I asked the guys at basketball, they had no idea what I was talking about.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just send me another email? I do have a phone. You didn’t have to show up here.” 
 
    “Would you have responded?” He shrugs his shoulders and purses his lips. 
 
    “I did email you back the last time, didn’t I?” I bite back.  
 
    He waves it off, as if that detail isn’t important. “So you saw the Glass Vault?” 
 
    I rub my chin with my thumb and forefinger. “I was with Maisie and August yesterday when we saw it. Maisie already has a job there.” 
 
    “So, she’s gone inside the place? When I stopped there this morning it was locked up tight.” He sighs. 
 
    “No, she emailed the owner, Quinsey Wolfe. He hired her right on the internet spot. It’s incredibly odd.” 
 
    His eyebrows shoot up. “So this creepy building appears out of nowhere, Maisie gets a job there, even though she has no idea what’s inside or what she’ll be doing?” Neven shakes his head. “It sounds just like her.” 
 
    “It so does.” I snicker. At least this was about the Glass Vault. 
 
    The silence becomes tangible. Neven lets out a long breath. “Is there something going on with you and August?” 
 
    Oh great. I cross my arms tightly over my chest. “No. Not at the moment. There could be, but I don’t think that’s any of your business.” 
 
    Neven laces his fingers at the back of his neck and lets out a frustrated groan before throwing his hands into the air.  
 
    “Come on, Perrie! I still don’t understand what I did wrong. You said I cheated on you, but I don’t know when or how I could have if I was throwing up all day.” 
 
    “But you went for a run? Who the hell goes running after vomiting?” 
 
    “Apparently, I do.” 
 
    “I saw you, Neven. You were having sex with some redhead.” I try to keep my voice as even as possible. If I work myself up I’ll explode and break everything in the house. 
 
    “What girl?” he shouts. 
 
    “I don’t know! She was naked, you were naked”—I point at my own brown hair—“and there was red hair with both your clothes on the floor!” I scream back. I’m furious he’d keep up with the lie. 
 
    His anger is growing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so mad. “Either you’ve been making this shit up for the past seven months to mess with my head, or there’s something seriously wrong with you if you think I would’ve ever cheated on you. I don’t even like red hair!” 
 
    “Well, apparently, you did that day!” I snap back, anxious to meet his fury with my own.  
 
    “And I told you I was sick that morning and then about an hour later I felt fine. It was already too late, so I stayed home. You know how antsy I get, so I decided to go for a run before you came over. When I got home, you never showed up, so I called you several times. I didn’t come to school the next morning because I was sick again.” Leaning against the wall, he tries to calm himself down by once again explaining what happened. I’ve heard this too many times already. 
 
    My head is pounding from having the same conversation again.  
 
    Neven goes on, “It doesn’t make sense, but what if that wasn’t me? What if that was someone who looked like me?” 
 
    I can’t keep from rolling my eyes.  
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard! So, you mean to tell me that two people broke into your house just to have sex on your bed? Not to mention one of them just happened to have your face?” I wave my hand in front of my own face for emphasis. “Come on, Nev.” 
 
    “I get it. There’s something strange going on here and I’m going to figure this shit out. Please trust me this one time, Perrie. I’ll prove it to you. I just want my best friend back.” 
 
    “Damn it. Fine.” It might be stupid, but anyone could hear the sincerity and frustration in his plea. I’m not dumb enough to doubt what I saw, but I’ll let him do his thing and see what he comes up with. 
 
    He droops his head, heavy with the weight of this mystery. “You know you’re not the only one who’s pissed. I wish you could have trusted me. I loved you then, and I still do, Perrie.” 
 
    I’m confident I could burn a hole straight through his heart if I stared hard enough. Why can’t he move on already? 
 
    As he’s about to leave, Nev glances over his shoulder one final time. “See you tomorrow, Perrie.”  
 
    He was wrong, though. I wouldn’t see him the following day.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Early on Wednesday morning my phone rings and I reach to answer it. 
 
    “Hello?” I say groggily as I look at the time. It’s only 6 a.m. 
 
    “Perrie?” 
 
    I try to adjust my eyes to the darkness. “Yes?” 
 
    “Hello, dear. It’s Julia, Neven’s mom.” Her words are blended together and I barely hear her name. 
 
    I have no earthly idea why Neven’s mom would be calling me, especially this early, but I’m awake now. With the phone already pressed hard to my ear, I sit up and lean back against the headboard.  
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Lee.” I blink rapidly to try and wake myself up. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, but it’s important. I know you and Neven haven’t been around each other for some time, but have you talked to him recently? I tried calling his friend David, but he didn’t answer.” 
 
    It’s like she dumped a full bucket of cold water over me. She’s asking me about Neven? I’m fully awake now.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, Neven stopped by for a little bit after school yesterday.” 
 
    “What time was that?” she asks anxiously. 
 
    “I don’t remember the time exactly, but it was sometime in the afternoon. Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    She waits a few seconds before answering. “He never came home yesterday.” 
 
    That doesn’t sound like him at all. He wouldn’t just disappear. Neven and his mom have always had a great relationship, more so after his dad died. He would have called her and let her know if he was going to be late. 
 
    “Are you sure he didn’t stay the night somewhere and forgot to call?” I ask calmly, but my stomach churns with worry. 
 
    “I don’t know. If that’s what happened, then he’s in a lot of trouble for making me worry like this. Can you call me if you see him at school, or better yet, tell him to call me?” 
 
    My hands are shaking. “Of course I will. I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, Perrie. I hope to see you soon too. The house just isn’t the same without you.” 
 
    I miss Mrs. Lee, but I can’t face being in that house after everything. So I lie and tell her I’ll come over soon and hang up.  
 
    Immediately after, I shoot Neven a text.  
 
    Me: Call your mom.  
 
    Me: And text me back to let me know you did! 
 
    My thoughts fly in every direction. The worst-case scenario is that he’s part of the growing list of missing victims, but that’s the last thing I want to consider. I haven’t prayed in a long time, but I’m praying now I’ll see him at school. I would take anger over this nervousness and worry any day of the week if it meant Neven is safe. 
 
    I can’t go back to sleep, so I flick on the lights and toss on the first clothes I see in my closet. Maisie needs to know, so I reach for my phone and call her. She answers on the second ring.  
 
    “Hello!” she sings, already wide awake and in a good mood. 
 
    “Maisie!” I practically scream in her ear. 
 
    “Perrie? What’s going on?” The bounciness leaves her voice. 
 
    I rush to tell her the story of what happened on the phone call between Neven’s mom and me, and that he had stopped by yesterday.  
 
    “Hold on. Neven stopped by yesterday and you didn’t tell me?” Maisie says with exasperation then switches to detective mode. “He probably stayed at one of the guys’ houses from basketball. Didn’t you say Mrs. Lee couldn’t get ahold of David?” 
 
    He would stay at David’s sometimes during the school week, but something about how he forgot to call his mom rubs me the wrong way.  
 
    “All right, Perrie. Let me finish getting dressed and we can leave for the school now and see if he’s there.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. See you in a few,” I say and hang up. 
 
    Neven still hasn’t texted me back, so I message him again. 
 
    Me: Neven, quit being a jerk and text me back already! 
 
    I run a brush through my hair, throw on some shoes, and hit the steps as fast as I can. Maisie is already waiting for me in the driveway when I rush out to meet her. Throwing open the door, I toss my stuff in, sit down, and buckle up as quickly as I can.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I say, breathing heavily.  
 
    Maisie hits the gas, all safety protocol tossed to the wind. Normally I have to finish buckling before the car moves, as she always drives the exact speed limit. However, today she avoids the snail-pace routine and books it. I’ll give her a proper thank you later for her massive sacrifice. Squinting her right eye, she stays focused on the road. Her left eye is comfortably hidden beneath a patch shaped like a doughnut, with little sprinkle jewels glued on it. Where the doughnut hole should be is a nude piece of colored cloth. Yes, the patch did distract me for about ten seconds from our current dilemma.  
 
    I notice then that we’re some of the first students pulling into the parking lot. As soon as she throws the car in park, I leap out of the passenger side with Maisie hot on my heels. 
 
    “Gym first!” she calls out. 
 
    Great idea, I think. Sometimes Nev practices basketball before school starts. 
 
    Inside the gym, there are several guys bouncing basketballs around, but not one of them is Nev.  
 
    “Look, it’s David.” Maisie taps my shoulder and points toward a guy in a blue jersey.  
 
    “Hey, David! Can you come here for a second?” I call. He looks at the pair of us like we’re lost.  
 
    David jogs over and stops just short of bumping Maisie. “What’s going on?”  
 
    Maisie is already prepared. Somehow, in our mad dash to get to the gym, she’s managed to fish out her small notebook and pen.  
 
    “Have you seen Neven?” She quickly writes down the question and glances back up, awaiting his answer. 
 
    David exchanges a confused look with me, skeptical now of the notebook and our business with him.  
 
    “Well,” he starts, “I saw him at school yesterday.” 
 
    “And what about after school?” I ask before Maisie can write his first answer down. 
 
    Worry lines appear on David’s forehead. “Is there something wrong, Perrie? You’ve been ignoring Nev. Why are you asking me where he is?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter right now!” I shout. 
 
    His eyes grow wider as he seems to come to his own conclusion. “Wait. Don’t tell me he’s missing?” 
 
    “No!” My hands fly up to my face. “Well, I don’t know. His mom called me and said he never came home from school yesterday. You know Nev—he always checks in with his mom if he’s going to be late.” 
 
    He nods in agreement and then glances at Maisie. So far, she’s been writing everything down.  
 
    “What’s the deal with the notebook?” he asks her. 
 
    She just smiles and winks. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    A crooked, flirtatious smile spreads across his face. I think he’s mistaken Maisie for another girl. Knowing her, she winked at him because she thinks he wants to see her written notes. I’ve been around her long enough to know when to pull out. 
 
    “Okay! Well, let us know if you see Neven.” I grab Maisie’s arm and we turn around to leave. 
 
    “See you in class, Maisie,” David calls.  
 
    We return to Maisie’s car for our things and go our separate ways. I spend the first half of the day searching for Neven between classes and asking some other students if they’ve seen him. I even went to the bathroom during my first-period class to purposely pass by his classroom to see if he was there. No such luck.  
 
    When the bell rings for lunch, I find August waiting for me.  
 
    “August, you really need a cell phone. Have you heard the news about Neven?” I spill everything on him. From our conversation to our crazy shenanigans this morning, I don’t leave out a single detail. “I’m really worried.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll find him.” He pulls me into his arms and rests his head on top of mine. 
 
    “We don’t know that! What about all those other missing people?” 
 
    He pulls back and cups my chin with a warm hand. “Perrie, relax. We have to try to be positive here.” 
 
    Positivity, smositivity! I want to shout! 
 
    “Do you want me to come over after school?” he asks. 
 
    I want him to, but I really should go and see Neven’s mom. “How about I call you at home later?” 
 
    August gives me one last squeeze and we walk to lunch, but my appetite is nonexistent. The day remains a perpetual blur, and I find myself repeating a cycle of self-pity. At first, I’m mad at myself for yelling at Neven the previous day. Then, I’m angry with Neven for making me mad at myself. Then, I’m back to being mad at him for making me angry in the first place. It’s a vicious circle. 
 
    After school, Maisie drives us to Neven’s in record time, but I’m surprised to see we’re not the only ones visiting. Parked right at the edge of the driveway is a police cruiser. 
 
    Maisie parks in the street. We’re both a little unsure of what we should do.  
 
    “Should we turn around and go home?” she asks. I think it over but decide against it. We’re already here.  
 
    “Let me go alone.” Maisie opens her mouth to protest, but I shake my head. “I don’t want it to look like an ambush.” 
 
    “Wave at me if you need me. I’ll be right here waiting for you.” She ducks down low in her seat, trying to become invisible. 
 
    Climbing out of the car, I slowly make my way up the long drive. My heart is pounding and I can hear the rush of blood in my ears. I don’t think I can take any more heartache if anything truly bad has happened to Neven. I’m beginning to regret my earlier words and calling him a jerk all the time. 
 
    I flex and unflex my fingers before ringing the doorbell and patiently wait. Mrs. Lee answers within seconds and I’m not sure what to expect. I have never seen her so disheveled. Her blonde hair is a mess and her brown eyes—which are the exact shade of Neven’s—are bloodshot.  
 
    Neven is a perfect mix of both his parents. He has the balanced combination between his mom and the Chinese on his dad’s side.  
 
    “Hi, Perrie. Have you heard from Neven?” she asks anxiously, still wearing her pajamas. Even in her sadness and exhaustion, Mrs. Lee is incredibly beautiful. The small amount of hope I see glimmering in her eyes is killing me. 
 
    “No, Mrs. Lee. I was hoping you had better news for me.” I wish I could tell her he was all right, but I’m not so certain myself. He still hasn’t answered any of my texts.  
 
    Her shoulders slump and the hope she held is gone. “No. I was just answering Officer Rodriguez’s questions.” 
 
    Peeking around Mrs. Lee and the door, I try to get a better look at her guest. There’s a small female officer, with black hair pulled up in a high ponytail, standing inches from the kitchen. She looks like she’d be able to hold her own, despite her small stature. She whips her head around and catches me staring. 
 
    “Are you Perrie Madeline? I heard Mrs. Lee call you Perrie.” Damn. So much for going alone. 
 
    My muscles go taught, and the hairs on my arms stand on end. “Yes, ma’am. I am.” 
 
    “Can you answer a few questions for me?” Officer Rodriguez stalks toward us with her notepad and pen at the ready. The whole thing reminds me of Maisie this afternoon—only this is an actual officer in a real investigation. 
 
    “Yes,” I squeak and then clear my throat. “Yes,” I say again. 
 
    “Julia here tells me you saw Neven Lee after school yesterday. It appears you’re the last person to have seen him.” 
 
    Oh, God. I start to panic. Does she think I did something to him?  
 
    Beads of sweat form on my back, and I can feel my shirt clinging to my skin. I’m incredibly uncomfortable.  
 
    “Yes, I did,” I sputter. “But I have no idea what happened to him after he left.”  
 
    “Relax. I’m only trying to figure out where he might have gone so we can try and locate him. Can you tell me about yesterday?” Her tone is gentler this time, less intimidating. 
 
    I take a deep breath and tell her exactly what happened yesterday—about everything and us fighting. She doesn’t seem surprised by any of it. I have no doubt she’s used to hearing about teenagers arguing. 
 
    Officer Rodriguez finishes up her notes and hands us both her card before she leaves. The tension left between the two of us is palpable and stifling.  
 
    “Would you like to come in? I was just about to put on some tea,” Mrs. Lee asks, unable to muster a smile. 
 
    I probably could, but I just can’t.  
 
    “Actually, Maisie is in the car waiting for me. I just wanted to stop by and see how you were doing.” I point toward Maisie’s parked car across the street. 
 
    “If you hear anything, please let me know,” Mrs. Lee begs. 
 
    I nod. “I promise. If I hear anything at all, I’ll call you right away.” 
 
    The walk back to Maisie’s car feels longer, heavier because I have zero answers. Maisie is staring at me when I reach the car door and open it.  
 
    “Finally!” she says. “I was going out of my mind with worry. When I saw that officer walk out, I ducked down again as fast as I could. I wasn’t sure what the heck to do.” 
 
    Her craziness puts a smile on my face, even though my eyes are filling up with tears. I try to push them away as I attempt to forget the rest of this terrible day.  
 
    “You always know just what to say, Maisie.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    After going over the talk with the officer and Mrs. Lee on the way home with Maisie, she finally pulls into her driveway. We decide to hang out at my house since my dad is working late again. 
 
    Once inside, I fish out my phone and call August on his landline to come over.  
 
    “Ladies, I’m at your service,” August greets us with a sack full of chips and candy bars. 
 
    I sift through the plastic bag. “Sorry, Maisie. There’s no cheese Doritos, but there are these.” I whip out the ranch style and she makes a face. 
 
    “All mine then.” My sudden enthusiasm deflates as I take a seat beside Maisie on the couch. August plops down on the floor in front of us. 
 
    “So, no news about Neven?” he asks, stealing a handful of chips from my bag. 
 
    “No,” I start. “The cop doesn’t know much yet, either.” If Neven doesn’t show up today, who knows how long it will take the police department to find real answers. 
 
    “Any theories?” Maisie asks. 
 
    “I’m leaning more toward the Scream factor now,” August says. “Neven’s pretty big and I don’t think one person could take him down.” 
 
    “Unless they knocked him out with chloroform,” I point out. 
 
    “I can actually see that.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see that.” Neven is no André the Giant, but I can’t deny he could hold his own. If it really was more than one person, though, then it’s possible he was overpowered. I try not to think about it. 
 
    “Do you think it might be someone we know?” Maisie asks with the question already written on her notepad. I didn’t even see her whip it out. 
 
    I shake my head. “If he’s part of the group who has gone missing, I’m going to say no. Especially since we don’t even know any of the previous people. There’s just no connection.” 
 
    The conversation veers off into stupid territory when we start relating circumstances to Jigsaw, and so we’re done. Maisie turns on the first Saw movie just in case we can get some ideas from it. I can’t focus on it.  
 
    Halfway through the movie Dad comes home, and Maisie and August leave.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” I ask. “I can make us something to eat. Spaghetti?” It won’t take long to cook, but my mind will stay occupied. I don’t wait for him to respond, so I start to gather everything I need. 
 
    Dad sets his lunchbox on the counter. “That sounds good.” 
 
    “So, Mrs. Lee called this morning.” I want to lay this on him gently. 
 
    “Neven’s mom? I didn’t know you two were talking again.” Dad starts to unpack his lunchbox, quirking one brow up questionably.  
 
    “We’re not, technically.” I take a deep breath. “Neven’s gone missing.”  
 
    Dad’s hands stop their methodical chore and drop to the counter. He squeezes his eyes shut and frowns. I need Dad to say something, to make me feel better—the same as he would when I’d get a scrape and he’d say it was all okay. But things aren’t really okay. 
 
    “Neven? Missing? Are you sure?” he asks as he removes his work badge and sets it beside the lunchbox, pursing his lips. Another hard thing about our breakup was my dad really liked him.  
 
    “Yeah, I went over to see his mom and we talked for a bit. I spoke with a police officer investigating the case, too.” I turn back to my task and fill one of the cooking pots on the stove with water. The sound of running water is strangely soothing. 
 
    “Is he part of the other missing people?” Dad’s question is the same as my own.  
 
    “I—I don’t know.” Tears sting the corners of my eyes. I hate doing this in front of my dad.  
 
    “Oh, Perrie.” He sighs and wraps his arms around me. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    I turn in his arms and look up at his face, seeing the apprehension. He knows the same as I do—that it’s not okay and most likely the same as the other cases. But he gives me one more hug before releasing me. 
 
    “Let’s get dinner going. I’m starving!” Dad claps his hands together and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    After dinner, when I’m stuffed from two servings of spaghetti, I head to bed early. I fall asleep, crying to myself, trying to muffle it out with my pillow and blankets pulled up covering my whole face. I don’t want Dad to hear me. He worries enough as it is. 
 
    I barely sleep a wink. I tossed and turned all night, reliving those last moments with Neven. What more could I have done? Should I have invited him to stay longer? Asked where he was going? I groan and throw one arm over my face. This is so frustrating. I roll over and reach for my phone. I try to text Neven a few more times but to no avail. All I want is to stay in bed, so I shoot Maisie a text. 
 
    Me: No school for me today.  
 
    Maisie: Try to hold your head up, jellybean. I’ll talk to you later. 
 
    The last thing I want to do is go back to school. Around the time Dad wakes up, I tell him I’m not feeling well and I’ll probably stay home. He doesn’t question, just tells me to get some rest.  
 
    Around lunchtime my phone rings.  
 
    “Hey,” I say when I see Maisie’s name show up. 
 
    “It’s August. Maisie let me use her phone. I just wanted to check in on you. The school works in mysterious ways when your face isn’t here.” 
 
    “I know, I know, my face deserves the attention. But I’m fine, I’ll see you tomorrow.” I just need one full day to be alone.  
 
    “If you need anything, I’m here. Maybe I’ll eventually become part of the social circle and get a cell phone.” He pauses. “Nah, I like the freedom. But for you, anything.”  
 
    “I agree. It’s too overrated.” All I have is a basic phone from Dad without a camera, and honestly, I don’t even care. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, doll face.” He understands. He always does. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    There’s a knock at the door around four in the afternoon. I force myself out of bed to see who it is. I spy Maisie through the peephole and swing open the door. She must have just gotten home and rushed over. She’s flushed and her hair is all over the place—not that the run over here takes more than a few seconds. 
 
    “How are you doing?” she blurts. 
 
    “Oh, you know. A day full of nothing is like a day at the circus.” 
 
    Maisie grunts, slides in past me, and books it for the fridge. Before I know it, she’s pulled out several slices of cheese and a juice box. “Compared to my day, it very well could have been.” 
 
    My eyebrows shoot all the way up. “Is that negativity I hear? Coming from the queen of all things positive?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. You weren’t there to deal with David all day. He’s worried, I’m worried, we’re all worried, but I had to comfort him throughout third period. Then August left early during lunch, so David came and sat with me. That human specimen has drained all things positive from my very soul.” 
 
    “Wow. So, I take it you aren’t into David then?”  
 
    Maisie offers me a slice of cheese, but I decline. She shrugs and plops onto one of the barstools at the breakfast bar. 
 
    She seems to contemplate my question further, sipping quietly from her juice box. “Um, no thanks. Anyway, David talked to Neven’s mom and she’s even more panicked. There’s still no sign of him and everyone’s on edge.” 
 
    I sit next to Maisie on the other wooden barstool, where she’s unfolding another piece of plastic from a cheese slice. She takes the slices and folds them both into smaller squares before sticking the entire thing into her mouth. 
 
    “I get it. I’ve been replaying the whole day over in my head and I still don’t understand what could have happened.” 
 
    She pats my shoulder. “We have to breathe and take a step back. We can’t overthink how we’re feeling until we know something solid.” 
 
    That’s exactly what I’m going to do.  
 
    “Speaking of circuses, you don’t think it’s possible Neven could have joined one, do you?” I ask, my shoulders slumping forward.  
 
    “If only we could all join the circus, Perrie. If only.” Maisie shakes her head, chewing on her thumbnail. She stays a little while longer to chat and finish her snack, which includes two more slices of cheese. Then she stands up from the stool, stretches, and heads back home. 
 
    I try to keep myself occupied after she’s gone, opting to snack on something and watch TV. I can barely focus on the screen, which is sad considering the movie is Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. A couple hours later there’s another knock at the door. I peek into the kitchen and look at the clock as the pendulum sways. It’s just a few minutes before eight and Dad’s working until nine tonight, so it’s not him. 
 
    “It’s just me!” Maisie shouts through the door and then birdy whistles. 
 
    I birdy whistle back as I unlock and open the door for her. “Back already?” 
 
    “Yes!” She squeezes past me again. When I get a good look at her, she’s wearing black from head to toe. Black leggings tucked into black boots and a black, lace-lined baby-doll dress. Little black felt buttons are dotted down the center of the dress for decoration. It’s a very Wednesday Addams look. 
 
    She’s completed her ensemble with a matching black eye patch lined in lace and silk trimming. The patch is calm in comparison to her other eye, which has been made up with black eyeshadow, bringing out the blue in her eye. I guess black isn’t a dark color for today. 
 
    “Are we going to rob a bank tonight?” 
 
    She snorts. “No, silly. I start my job at the Glass Vault, remember?” 
 
    I totally let that slip my mind and forgot all about the new job. Now I’m even more worried than I was before—being an adult sucks.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to skip it tonight?” 
 
    She scrunches up her nose. “If you don’t want me to go, Perrie, I won’t go.” 
 
    There’s a distinct sadness in her offer and I can tell she wants this job. Maybe it’ll be a good distraction for her. Personally, I wish I’d applied with her and had the diversion right now myself. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I know you want to go.” I sigh. “But you have to promise me you’ll be extra careful. Seriously, don’t stop for anyone. Drive straight there and straight home.”  
 
    “Deal. Now, I’ll need your help getting the car backed out of the driveway,” she says. “I’ll put the car in neutral and then we can roll it onto the street. We’ll have to take it a few houses down before I can start the engine again.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I jump upright. “You still haven’t told your parents?” 
 
    She puts her hands together and bats her eye innocently. “No, but I promise I’ll tell them tomorrow. I just want to get a feel for the place first. I don’t want to get my hopes up if it’s not going to work out. It’s not like I’m going out partying—I just want a job.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine,” I grumble. “Just a heads up, if they come over here asking me where you are, I’m going to tell them. Aunt Krista can see through my lies, no matter how hard I try to tell them. She’s like a human lie detector.” 
 
    “I know! I don’t know how she does it.” Maisie giggles.  
 
    “All right. Let’s get that car ready. The sooner you go, the earlier you can get back and let me know what kinds of awesome things are inside the Glass Vault.” 
 
    We sneak as quietly as we can next door and manage to get the car on the street. There are a few times we almost give ourselves away with laughter, but we successfully roll it down the drive without a problem. We walk the car a few houses down before she gets in and starts it up. 
 
    “Good luck.” I reach through the window and give Maisie a high five, quickly running back inside. I watch the car roll away and my stomach is in tight knots—I can’t help feeling this is a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    I wake up with a headache the next morning and my alarm isn’t making it better. I find some Excedrin, wash it down with water, and get dressed for school. Grabbing my stuff and a quick bite to eat, I make my way over to Maisie’s. I can’t wait to ask her all about her first night on the job. Knowing her, she’ll have plenty to tell me, not one detail spared.  
 
    I stop short of the front door and notice her car isn’t in the driveway. I look toward the street to see if maybe she parked against the curb. She didn’t.  
 
    Did she leave for school without me? I wonder. Impossible.  
 
    Uncle Jaron’s truck is still parked in the driveway and I know my aunt’s Honda is in the garage. I’m trying not to overthink as I race to the door. I ring the bell several times and bang on the hard wood in between. My nerves are bouncing like crazy. 
 
    Aunt Krista answers the door in her pajamas with a scowl crinkling her forehead. It’s obvious I woke her up. “Perrie? What’s going on? Is your dad okay?” 
 
    “Where’s Maisie?” My heart is pounding ferociously, seconds from jumping out of my chest. 
 
    “She probably just overslept. Let me check on her,” Uncle Jaron says, appearing behind Aunt Krista, looking crisp in a pressed suit with his dark hair slicked back. As he walks away, my aunt looks out toward the driveway and scrunches her nose when she sees the car is missing.  
 
    “Did she already leave for school?” 
 
    I shake my head frantically. “No, I don’t think she came home last night.” 
 
    Uncle Jaron comes back frowning. “She isn’t in her room.” 
 
    “What do you mean she didn’t come home last night? She came home, did her homework, and went to bed early,” Aunt Krista notes aloud. 
 
    No. No. No. I’m consumed by fear and worry as I run my hands through my hair, gripping hard as I try to make sense of this. Uncle Jaron and Aunt Krista are talking, but I can’t hear what they’re saying. I have to tell them. 
 
    “Maisie started a new job last night at this place called Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault over on Oak Street.” I lay my confession before them like a neck exposed to the guillotine, waiting for the blade to come down. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Aunt Krista barks. 
 
    I haven’t seen Aunt Krista this mad in a long time. The last time she was this mad was when Maisie and I accidentally broke her three-piece set of unicorn figurines. We were playing with a ball in the house and got a little too reckless. We blamed it on the dog of course, but she knew in a split second we were lying. Now I just want to crawl into a dark hole and hide.  
 
    “Perrie, tell us exactly what happened.” Uncle Jaron is calmer.  
 
    I start with telling them about Monday, the day we found the new glass museum and how they were hiring. I tell them how Maisie emailed the owner, Quinsey Wolfe, and how he hired her right away.  
 
    I also spill the beans about last night being her first day. I purposely leave out the fact I helped her move the car for her grand escape plan. When I’m done Uncle Jaron thanks me for my honesty, as if I’ve just performed a miraculous deed, and turns to my Aunt Krista, who is practically fuming. No pat on the back from her. 
 
    “Let me try to call her, okay? Just relax.” Uncle Jaron produces his cell and raises it to his ear. I take mine out and shoot her a text. 
 
    Me: Maisie, call me now! 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, Uncle Jaron leaves a short message and hangs up. 
 
    “This is what we’re going to do first”—he puts a comforting hand on Aunt Krista’s shoulder—“we’re going to go to the school to see if Maisie’s car is there. Maybe she went to school early and forgot to tell Perrie. If she isn’t at the school, then we’ll stop by this Glass Vault and look for her there. Okay?” 
 
    My aunt and I nod in unison. Uncle Jaron grabs his keys and Aunt Krista slips on a pair of sandals. We hurry over to his truck and climb in.  
 
    Before I can buckle, Aunt Krista starts asking me a hundred questions, “Why didn’t you tell us Maisie started a new job? Who is Quinsey Wolfe? When was she supposed to be back? Why didn’t she tell us about this?”  
 
    “I don’t know the first two. I think she should have been back around midnight. She knew you guys would say no.” I wish Aunt Krista would just stop.  
 
    She gives me “the look” and it has me squirming in my seat. “That’s right—we would have said no,” she shouts. “There are people missing, your friend is missing, and not to mention it was a school night. There’s no way we would let her work a job that late at night with everything going on. I don’t care how close she is to turning eighteen.” 
 
    There’s silence the rest of the ride to school. I can’t help but feel miserable about all of this. My phone hasn’t buzzed once from Neven and now Maisie won’t answer. Uncle Jaron is keeping his cool, but I know he’s as disappointed as Aunt Krista. No telling when they’ll get Dad involved, but I’m sure it won’t end well. Luckily the school isn’t too far away, and Uncle Jaron pulls into the parking lot a few minutes later. We circle it twice, yet we don’t see her car anywhere. 
 
    “Where is this place? You said on Oak Street?” Aunt Krista peers around the front seat. 
 
    I’m practically hyperventilating as I say, “Yes. It’s right off Oak Street.” 
 
    My uncle is already leaving the school parking lot when Aunt Krista asks, “Are you sure? That doesn’t seem like a place for a museum.” 
 
    “That’s what we said, but it’s there.” 
 
    With Uncle Jaron speeding down the road, it doesn’t take long to get to Oak Street. Leaning forward in my seat to focus, I tell him to slow down when we’re on the street so we don’t pass it up. 
 
    “Stop! This is it.” I point. 
 
    Uncle Jaron slams on the brakes and we all lurch forward.  
 
    “Where?” Uncle Jaron asks while I jab my finger at the air.  
 
    When my eyes finally refocus, my hand falters. Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault is nowhere to be seen. There’s no trace of a building—it’s as if nothing has ever been there at all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    How could the Glass Vault be gone? There’s no way. I know we didn’t imagine it being here. Swinging open the car door, I run to the edge of the curb and stare at the cut-down trees. Aunt Krista jogs up beside me and places both hands on my shoulders. Those two hands do nothing except weigh me down.  
 
    “Are you sure this is the right place?” 
 
    Wriggling out of her grip, I turn to face her and my uncle—who is now standing directly beside her. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure! We were here Monday after school and there was an old stone building right there.” I point at the empty space. “There was a big wooden door with a plaque that read: Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault.” I trudge through the grass. “See, there are trees that have even been cut down.” 
 
    “Well, who knows when those trees were cut down. And if it was here, it’s gone now,” my uncle says skeptically. 
 
    “It wasn’t a traveling carnival on wheels!” I yell. 
 
    Aunt Krista tries to rest her hand on my arm again, but I pull away before she can.  
 
    “Well, maybe it was”—she shrugs—“or maybe you’re just confused. Either way, we need to go to the police. We have to find out where Maisie is.” 
 
    I don’t respond. There’s nothing I can say that would make them believe me, not when my proof has vanished into thin air. I know it was there and I know what we saw. I’m so angry and confused—I can’t even imagine how Maisie must be feeling. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go to the police station.” Uncle Jaron sighs. He runs a hand across his forehead and his expression is grim, as if someone just died. Maisie isn’t dead. Neven isn’t dead. Even with all these people gone missing, there haven’t been any bodies found.  
 
    I follow them back to the car with a heavy heart. The panic has subsided for the time being, and I’m left with an incredible feeling of doubt.  
 
    First Neven, and now Maisie. Who’s next? What’s next? Nothing is adding up. 
 
    Aunt Krista can’t keep it together and cries all the way to the police station. I want to comfort her, but I can’t even keep myself from rocking anxiously in my seat. Uncle Jaron looks as confused as he is hopeful, which is an odd expression. At least he’s holding it together better than Aunt Krista and I. 
 
    Again, Monday plays over and over in my head until I’ve exhausted my brain. I can’t let my imagination play tricks on me. Maybe I’m crazy. 
 
    When we finally pull up to the station, the three of us hurry inside and approach the lady at the front desk. She’s not the type of person I would expect to be manning the front end of the station. She’s wearing hot-pink lipstick and loudly smacking her gum. Uncle Jaron explains the situation and she lazily hands him a missing person’s report to fill out. After the report is completed, we’re pulled back to speak to Officer Rodriguez in her office. She recognizes me immediately.  
 
    “Hello, Perrie. I would ask how you’re doing, but I know these circumstances have a way of turning that question into a disaster,” she says as she ushers us inside her office. 
 
    I can’t argue with her. Officer Rodriguez looks genuinely concerned as she reads over the missing person’s report. She takes a quick sip from a navy-blue coffee mug with little white birds on it before making any eye contact with us. 
 
    “Have you heard anything about Neven?” I’m too impatient. 
 
    “No, not yet,” she answers. “We may have some promising leads, though.” 
 
    Shifting her gaze toward my aunt and uncle, she asks, “What exactly is going on?”  
 
    They explain to her everything they know, which isn’t much. Aunt Krista tells her about this morning. She starts with my frantic visit, Maisie’s new job, and ends with their realization that Maisie wasn’t in her room when Uncle Jaron went to check on her. 
 
    “It appears you’re the last person to have seen Maisie. Can you tell me exactly what occurred last night?” Officer Rodriguez turns her dark eyes to me, searching my face for a hint of understanding. I try incredibly hard to maintain eye contact, even though it’s a struggle.  
 
    Something in my brain clicks and I want to curse myself for not thinking about it sooner. In both cases, I’m the last person who has seen Maisie and Neven before their disappearances. I’m queasy with the notion of being a suspect in my own cousin’s missing person’s case. 
 
    My palms begin to sweat and I rub them against my jeans nervously, but they start to perspire again. So, that was pointless. “Yes, let me start from the beginning.” 
 
    Before I speak, I take a deep breath. I begin with our trip down Oak Street on Monday, how we saw this building that seemed to have come out of nowhere. I tell her about Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault, the strange description, and job listing. I tell her Maisie emailed the owner about the position that same night. A man named Quinsey emailed her back and let her know she could start working that Thursday night. I end it with the last time I saw her, which was at my house the night she disappeared. 
 
    The tale is becoming a shitty walk down memory lane because everyone in the room is staring at me. My hands are shaking and I don’t know what to do with them. So I tightly fold my arms across my chest, wishing I were back at home in bed and this was all a terrible nightmare.  
 
    Aunt Krista voices her disappointment in Maisie for not telling them about the job, but Uncle Jaron calms her before that anger can take root again. 
 
     “You said you saw this building going down Oak Street?” Officer Rodriguez asks. It’s her best attempt to ease the growing tension. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She leans back in her chair. “I just went down Oak Street this morning and I didn’t see a building. In fact, I go down Oak Street every day and I’ve never once seen anything except for trees. Maybe you’re mistaken about the street?” 
 
    “What about the freshly cut-down trees?” I tap my fingers against my knee in anticipation. 
 
    “Yes, I did see those, but there isn’t a building there.” 
 
    This is going nowhere. “I know. We just drove down Oak Street before coming here. There was no building, but I swear to you I saw it.” 
 
    Officer Rodriguez tilts her head to the side. She rubs her index finger against her temple as her thumb rests on her chin. “Are you sure it wasn’t some type of trailer?” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking!” Aunt Krista blurts out. “It would make sense! Maybe it was a lure and when Maisie went in, someone took her.”  
 
    I know what I saw and it was an actual building. A building with a stone structure like that would have been impossible to move, even if it was on wheels. Unfortunately, I have no proof and nothing to say. I told them my story and that’s all I can do. No one is going to believe me unless this place reappears from wherever it came from. I should have thought to take a picture of it Monday with Maisie’s phone. 
 
    “I’m going to look into this. I’ll search around Oak Street this morning, but for now, keep your eyes and ears open. There’s always a chance she ran away. I’ve seen so many cases where the family thinks their child has gone missing, but it turns out they’ve made the choice to leave.” 
 
    “Perrie, do you know if Maisie was talking to anyone?” Uncle Jaron turns to me suddenly. 
 
    “You would know better than anyone,” Aunt Krista pipes in. 
 
    The gears in my brain start to turn, first clockwise and then counterclockwise. I try to think about this objectively. Maisie doesn’t date. She’s never shown interest in anyone, at least no one I know about.  
 
    “No, not that I know of.” 
 
     Officer Rodriguez studies me with curiosity. “I know we’ve had a lot of missing persons lately, but I was thinking about how close Neven’s and Maisie’s disappearances are. Is it possible that they were romantically involved? Could they have run away together?” 
 
    My jaw drops. I didn’t even think about that. Why would I even think about that? There’s no way. I would have known, right?  
 
     “No.” I shake my head. “I mean they used to be friends, and I dated Neven for a long time, but they aren’t like that.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Aunt Krista snaps. “Besides, Maisie would have never run away.” She also knows Maisie would never have done that to me, even if I wasn’t with Neven anymore. 
 
    “We have to look at all the possibilities.” Officer Rodriguez reaches for her business cards and hands one to each of us. I pocket the card again, even though she already gave me one at Neven’s. “Like I said, keep your eyes and ears open. I’ll check things out on Oak Street this morning. I’ll even track down the company that cut down the trees. We’re going to do our best to find out exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    On the way home, Aunt Krista cries uncontrollably. Uncle Jaron is a worried mess and I’m freaking out. It doesn’t help I’m already worried senseless over Neven’s disappearance, but now I’m a key player in my own cousin’s missing case. I know they would never say it aloud, but I’m sure they blame me for not telling them sooner. I was the last line of defense and I could have stopped her. 
 
    Once outside my aunt and uncle’s driveway, I somberly walk inside and sit in the living room. For the first time in a long time, it’s awkward to be around each other. We’re all wondering on some personal level about what could have been done differently. The silence is overwhelming, so I escape by giving Dad a quick call. He rushes home from work and comes right over, and then we tell him about Maisie. 
 
    “You should have told us Maisie was going out last night,” Dad points out. 
 
    Groaning, I run my hands down my face. “I know. I even told her if Aunt Krista or Uncle Jaron found out she had left that I was going to tell them. I didn’t think she was truly in any danger. It wasn’t like she was going off to a club or a party. She was going to work, so I wasn’t worried.” 
 
    That’s only partially true. I was a little worried, but I didn’t think anything bad would happen. Especially nothing like this. I never dreamed she’d go missing, not once. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon and evening is spent with Aunt Krista and Uncle Jaron. Dad tackles dinner and sends me to the house to get ingredients. I think he did it to give me a breather and a moment to myself, which I’m silently thankful for. We try to sit down for a meal, but no one can eat. I pick at my food until Dad says it’s time to go back home. 
 
    All day I’d been thinking about Neven and Maisie, about what more I could do, and then it came to me. I had a plan. Once we’re inside, I march myself down the hall and call August’s home number, praying he’s there. 
 
    “August!” I shout as soon as he answers. 
 
     “Perrie, are you all right?”  
 
    I sit down on the edge of my bed. “No, I’m a mess.” 
 
    “I knew you probably weren’t up to coming to school again today, but where was Maisie?” He sounds worried. 
 
    I can’t help it—I finally break down. I feel so helpless—I can’t manage to get one single word out. August patiently waits until I’ve calmed down.  
 
    “Do you need me to come over?” he asks once I’m able to form an answer. 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I shake my head and realize how stupid that is because I’m on the phone. “I do, but I need you to wait until my dad falls asleep.”  
 
    “Oh? So, it’s going to be that kind of hanging out,” he says jokingly. 
 
    This is the first hint of a smile I’ve had all day. It quickly fades as I tell him everything. For the fourth time that day, I relay my story about Maisie and the disappearance of the Glass Vault. He’s just as shocked as I was to hear about the building and launches into a series of questions for which I have no answer.  
 
    “Maisie’s gone? What do you mean the Glass Vault disappeared? And what the hell is this about the building being on wheels? Didn’t you tell them it was huge and had stone surrounding it? I’m not sure any wheels could carry that entire building off in less than twelve hours! Are you sure you told them everything?” he exclaims. 
 
    “Of course I did! No one believes me, August. They heard me out, but everyone thinks it’s a trailer or something that can be moved.” I fall back onto my bed. “It doesn’t really matter what they believe. We need to find Maisie and Neven ourselves.” 
 
    He pauses for a few seconds. “Then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Curling myself around a pillow, I squeeze it tightly. “Maisie means everything to me. She’s practically my sister. Neven used to mean so much to me, too.” I suppose my feeling of friendship with him never truly disappeared. “We can’t sit here and do nothing.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt to take a look around where the Glass Vault was. I’ll pick you up around eleven.” 
 
    “That works for me. My dad is a sound sleeper, but I’ll still meet you outside.” 
 
    Living with Dad doesn’t give me too many options. I can’t just go out, so that really only leaves me the sneaking out option. I understand the situation from his point of view, but going after Maisie is the right thing to do—I know it. 
 
    The rest of the night I keep to myself, basically twiddling my thumbs while watching the pendulum on the clock swing. Right at nine, Dad’s door closes, and I count the minutes until it’s five to eleven. I’m suddenly grateful to all that is holy Dad’s bedroom is at the opposite end of the house, because sneaking from my room to the front door is easy. 
 
    Wind ruffles the end of my ponytail as I step out into the night. I look up at the dark sky as I cross the damp grass into the street. The few stars I can see are shining brightly, as if they’re watching my every step.  
 
    As I creep closer to the end of the street, I spot a flash of silver. August is already there waiting for me, so I pick up the pace until I reach his car. He’s left it unlocked and I slide easily into the front seat. August looks like he’s on edge, as if his day has been just as stressful as mine. His blond curls are everywhere, and his eyes are dull with heavy bags underneath them. He may not be as close to Maisie as I am, but I know he cares about her, too.  
 
    “Are you all right?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a lot to take in, you know?” he replies. I know exactly how he feels. 
 
    I lean my head against the back of the seat and buckle up. “Let’s just go and hope Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault isn’t really gone.”  
 
    August starts the car and we make our way to Oak Street. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    August and I sit in silence the whole drive over. I need the silence to refocus my thoughts and concentrate on Maisie anyway. I didn’t realize it before, but I’m exhausted. If I could look into a mirror right now, I’m sure I wouldn’t recognize the zombie-looking girl staring back at me. If Maisie were here, she would know just what to say to lift my mood. 
 
    When Oak Street comes into sight, I put aside my fears and worries. August takes a right onto the road. It’s so frustratingly dark and there are no street lamps lighting either side of the road. Farther up ahead, though, I see a little bobbing light. 
 
    “Wait! Look down there. What is that?” I squint my eyes to try and see better. 
 
    August leans closer to the wheel to get a better look. “I have no idea. Let me get closer.” As August inches forward, my eyes grow wide. 
 
    “Holy Mother.” Yes, there’s a light, but then there’s the looming silhouette of the Glass Vault. It appears the same as I remember. Large stone siding, big door and windowless walls—it’s all there. 
 
    August parks near the curb. “Okay? It’s still here.” 
 
    “Apparently, it is,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    He barely acknowledges me. His eyes are fixed on the stone building and the single light radiating from the porch. On the other side of that door, there’s no telling what’s inside. 
 
    August taps on the steering wheel. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t think that far,” I whisper. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” August whispers back.  
 
    Clearing my voice, I speak in my semi-normal voice. “I don’t have an answer to that either.” 
 
    He leans his head against the seat for a minute and then straightens. “Do you want to go home or take a look at the door again?” 
 
    “Is that sarcasm?” I smile. “This is the one time I wish my phone had a camera. Honestly, I hate photographs.” Dad got me a basic phone a few years back because of all the “nudes” teens send of themselves. I ended up not caring for an upgrade. 
 
    “You’re in luck, doll face. Look what I picked up this afternoon.” August produces a smartphone from his jeans pocket. 
 
    “So you gave in to society’s demands?” 
 
    “Sometimes you have to.” He holds the new white phone up and snaps a picture. 
 
    I lean across in my seat and press my chin against August’s shoulder, smelling his clean soapy scent. The photo of the building on his phone immediately darkens. “Why’s it black?” I ask. 
 
    He squints at the screen, as if it will make the picture turn out this time. When it doesn’t, he snaps another photo. And another. And another. Black. Black. Black. They are there for a nanosecond and then gone. Even if I had taken a picture on Monday, it would have been pointless.  
 
    Frustrated, August places the phone back into his pocket. “Are we even sure this place was gone this morning?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    His lips twitch, like he’s trying to hide a smile. 
 
    “Spit it out, August.” 
 
    He presses his head against the window. “This isn’t the time or place, but I was just thinking that there’s no way this building could have wheels hidden underneath.” 
 
    I snort loudly. “Seriously, and obviously, there’s no way this is a trailer.” 
 
    Silence surrounds us for a few seconds longer, but I’m itching to let the cat out of the bag. “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Oh? Let’s hear it, then,” he says. 
 
    I clasp my hands together. “For the record, this may be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. It’s like we’re in a horror movie and the audience knows we’re about to rush right into danger. But we have to go inside regardless, right? Most people would just leave and go home, back to where it’s safe. I would be that person calling out how stupid they were, too. 
 
    “Maybe the Glass Vault has nothing to do with Maisie and Neven’s disappearances, but I have to know for sure. I want to go inside and investigate. If we don’t find them, if there aren’t any clues, then we leave it up to the police. I’ll understand if you want to wait in the car or go home. I won’t be mad, August.” 
 
    August reaches over and gently pries my hands apart. He moves his other hand up to stroke the right side of my cheek. Even though I can’t make out all the details of his face, I can see the sincerity in his smile plain as day. 
 
    “Perrie, you’re an idiot.” My shoulders slump at his words. I start to move back from him, but he pulls me closer, refusing to let me look away. “But, I’m an idiot, too. I’m with you every step of the way. So, if you want to get out of the car, I’ll follow you. However, I must warn you I’m no knight in shining armor. I don’t have any of those skills.” 
 
    I let out a loud laugh and drag August to me, giving him a squeeze. “Neither do I, August. Neither do I.” 
 
    As quietly as we can, we step out of the car, except when we shut the doors. Even though we try to close them as softly as possible, it sounds like a gunshot echoing down the entire street. 
 
    “Shit,” August says at the same time I duck to the ground. “Did you just crash to the ground and leave me in the open?” 
 
    I pop back up from the hard cement, as if it never happened.  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I meet him on the other side. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Clenching the back of August’s shirt, I follow him to the door. Damp grass brushes against my ankles. Besides the sounds of our footsteps, we are surrounded by the uncanny melody of chirping crickets and croaking frogs. 
 
    I can’t see anything except the small ball of light illuminating the porch. The tall wooden door comes into view and it’s as daunting as ever. I can see the same words are scrawled across the front: Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault. 
 
    The job posting is no longer listed. In its place, it now reads one word: Open. Yet, I see there are no hours of operation written anywhere. 
 
    August and I give each other a similar look of surprise. “So, I guess they’re open?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” He shrugs. 
 
    The golden knob flashes under the light and I reach to turn it. It’s unlocked. 
 
    As I push the door open, there are no squeaky hinges to greet us, which is what I expected. I thought there would be darkness, but we are instead greeted by a row of lit lanterns hung on the wall in a long and narrow hallway. 
 
    I swallow hard. “Should we keep going?” 
 
    “Yeah, or we can stand here all night and admire the hallway.”  
 
    “Good point,” I reply, rolling my eyes. “Guess I’ll go first.” 
 
    Quietly, I step inside. August follows suit and softly closes the door behind us. There’s nowhere to go but forward. A musty smell fills my nostrils as I take stock of our surroundings. The walls on either side of us are decorated with red-and-gold leafy-patterned wallpaper, highlighted even more by the lanterns attached. The lanterns guiding our way seem to float and move with the eerie shadows they cast around us. 
 
    I listen for the echo of footsteps or distant voices, anything that would point us in Maisie’s direction. Nothing, only the soft padding of our own footsteps against the flat blue carpet. 
 
    We walk side by side like equal partners. At the end of the hallway, there’s only one way to turn, a sharp left. August goes first, gripping my hand and leading us down the next hall covered in solid-gold tile. 
 
    This place is beginning to feel like a miniature maze because of the narrow halls, leading us in a certain direction. I suppress the urge to turn around and run away—back to August’s car to home. I tell myself I am not a coward, that Maisie needs me, and to ignore the voices in my head telling me otherwise. 
 
    Refocusing my thoughts, I notice the hallway has changed. These walls are blue with a gold trim dividing the wall. Instead of lanterns casting light, expensive-looking crystal chandeliers hang above us. The smell is beginning to remind me of an old library, except no books linger. 
 
    “I’m starting to feel like this place is all hallways and no rooms,” August mumbles as he looks ahead. There is obviously going to be only one way to turn again. 
 
    “I just hope we run into someone soon,” I say.  
 
    Maybe, if we can find the owner, he can tell us how his building can vanish into thin air or why our photos won’t appear. Then again, I’m not entirely sure I want to know any of those things.  
 
    “If we ever get out of these hallways.” August runs the tip of his fingers along the wall, barely touching the surface. Bits of dust float off into the air. 
 
    We reach the end and our only option is to turn right. The flooring transitions from tile to another flat carpet, but with a strangely unique Victorian pattern, containing threads of browns, golds, and oranges. Again, I notice the walls have changed their pattern. The blue-and-gold wallpaper has become green and it’s the deepest, most luscious shade of it I’ve ever seen. It almost reminds me of the wrapping paper Maisie used on my birthday present.  
 
    “Look!” I whisper-shout. Up ahead, there’s an opening at the end of the hall.  
 
    I latch onto August’s arm and grip it so hard I fear I might break his arm in half. He picks up the pace and I stay latched on like a baby sloth. As we get closer, I take a long, deep breath. The hallway spills into a large room and the first thing I see is the shimmer of a thousand glass statues. They’re everywhere. 
 
    The room itself is a complete circle and there are different displays placed next to each other, one after another in the same fashion. 
 
    I don’t know what August is thinking, but I’m both disturbed and enchanted. Everything in the room is made of glass or made to appear like it. I want to get a closer look, but I’m planted in place by the warning signals going off in my mind. I ignore them. There’s no one here, and unless they’re hiding in the displays, then we’re completely alone. I’m also alarmed by the fact there’s no other door, window, or way out besides the way we came in. 
 
    “August.” I hesitate. 
 
    “Yeah?” He attempts to move forward, but I grab his arm and yank him back. 
 
    “Did you not notice the, um, lack of exits?” My gaze continues to search for another way out, maybe even a trapdoor on the marble floor. There isn’t one. Tilting his head, he scrunches his eyes, trying to recall each one of our steps from the moment we came through the door.  
 
    “Well, now I do,” he says finally. 
 
    “This is too weird.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair and scratches it. “I couldn’t agree more. There also appears to be no one here.” 
 
    “Let’s take a look around then.” I take a cautious step to my left and August follows.  
 
    Maybe we’re missing something, a secret door or clue that will tell us where to go next. I’m ready to believe anything, even the possibility there might be an invisible door. Maybe we’ll find someone. Maybe we can find this Quinsey person, if he even exists, so we can ask him about Maisie. Unfortunately, that’s one too many maybes for me.  
 
    This museum is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The displays each contain frighteningly life-size glass statues with realistic, human-like characteristics. I would never have known that glass could be molded to reflect life, both physically and in color. They are all made that much more unique by the precise coloration of the scene they are playing out. It’s as if they’ve been caught in the moment, as if a photographer caught it as the action occurred. 
 
    They are undoubtedly beautiful, but spine-chilling in the stories they are trying to tell. Some of the displays are from some of the best horror films to date, historical events, and gruesome fairy tales. 
 
    I come upon the display of a creature with long, distorted nails standing over the bed of his dreaming victim. The victim’s eyes are pressed tightly together and her mouth is crafted into a frown. She must be having a nightmare and doesn’t even realize the worst of it is about to come true. 
 
    Moving onto the next one, I study a display with a wolf that is equal parts man, howling at the moon in shredded clothing. Beneath him, Little Red Riding Hood is sprawled out on the ground with her red cape twisted and mangled like her body. Her eyes were left wide open. It sends unpleasant chills down my spine and the hairs on the back of my neck rise. 
 
    What is this place? I shudder at the thought. 
 
    August and I walk in continued silence, his hand clasping mine. Neither of us can bring ourselves to speak to each other, so we keep our eyes busy. 
 
    There are many, many more. We pass a display of kids with white hair and glowing eyes, a cemetery surrounded by ghostly figures, the witches of Salem ready for revenge, and then I stop. Frankenstein’s Monster is hard to miss in the menagerie. He’s turned around, back to me, so I’m unable to see his face. I maneuver around for a better look at his kneeling figure. Stitches cover his glass body, mended wounds that would surely leave behind scars if he were a real person. The way he holds himself tells me he has lost everything.  
 
    I don’t know why, but I feel sorry for him.  
 
    August leads me away and onto the next display. These particular scenes I am familiar with as they are all fairy tales, twisted to be obscure and obscene. Mother Goose is ripping the feathers from her beloved goose, Alice is setting fire to Wonderland, Hansel and Gretel are eating the witch they cooked, Ariel is halfway finished cutting off her own fin to become human, Pinocchio has sewn a suit of what appears to be skin to wear over his wooden body, and plenty others that I can’t find the right words for. 
 
    A large sign in my peripheral vision catches my immediate attention. The sign reads: Welcome to Sleepy Hollow. There’s a glass girl kneeling beside it with her hands over her face, as though she’s crying. I look to the right of her and see the next display is Jack the Ripper.  
 
    I’m about to walk toward it, but right as I try to glance at the Sleepy Hollow sign one more time, something tugs on the front of my shirt. When I look down, nothing is there.  
 
    “August, I felt—” I try to catch his attention but he’s focused on the Sleepy Hollow sign, too. 
 
    Suddenly, a strong force pulls my right leg and I crash to the floor, landing hard on my side. I quickly roll to my stomach to try to get back up, but I can’t. 
 
    “Perrie!” August stoops down and grabs my hands, but before I know it we’re being dragged forward. He tries to yank me back, but the force tugging at us is too strong. It’s almost like an invisible wind is drawing us toward the Sleepy Hollow display. 
 
    “Please don’t let me go!” I practically scream at August. I don’t know what’s happening, but I do know I don’t want him to leave me here. 
 
    His face fills with frustration from trying to haul us in the opposite direction. “I’m not letting you go! Just keep holding on to me.” 
 
    I squeeze as hard as I can, but then there’s another incredibly powerful rush of wind that sends us crashing into the Sleepy Hollow exhibit. I’m sure we’ll have to pay for whatever we break inside this vanishing death trap. I close my eyes, ready for the impact of body against glass. I’m expecting to hit it hard, so when the wind ceases and we crash into soft grass, I’m shocked. August falls on top of me and knocks me sideways.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” I shout and scramble to my feet. 
 
    “No idea.” August shakes his head and pushes himself up.  
 
    “We have to leave. Now!” I can already feel the panic setting in. 
 
    “I’m with you”—he takes my hand—“but how do we leave?” 
 
    His words catch me off guard. The exit of course! Except, there is no exit. When I look around us I see we’re no longer in the exhibit. In fact, we aren’t in the museum at all, and I have no idea where we are. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    August and I now stand in a forest, surrounded by a fog so heavy I can’t see anything past the trees directly in front of us. 
 
    How are we not in the museum?  
 
    “You okay?” August pokes my hand with his pinky. He wakes me out of my staring spell.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I walk back in the direction we came from. Something bounces me backward before I can go any further. I shoot August a confused look.  
 
    “What the hell?” August is determined and takes a few steps back, then runs forward, hitting the wall of invisibility. As he bounces back, he catches himself before he falls to the ground. It’s like there’s a wall made of rubber in place of our exit. 
 
    Feeling dazed, I shake my head to try and clear it. “Hold on. What are you wearing?”  
 
    Forget the wall, what is with his ridiculous getup? He doesn’t have on the same clothing he had on when we came in. He’s wearing black trousers with a button-up black vest and a white collared shirt underneath. A long black coat sweeps around him, ending where a pair of tall black boots begins. Besides the eye-catching quality of his ensemble, I have no clue what era it’s even from, but it’s old. 
 
    August eyeballs me and points at himself. “What do you mean me? What are you wearing?” Shuffling forward, he lifts a lock of my hair. “And when did you get curls?” 
 
    I snatch the strands from him and examine it. One long, curly hair twists in my fingers. Dropping it, I quickly run my hands over the top of my head and feel the newness of it. 
 
    What is going on? Seriously, I’m in full-on panic mode. I take a look at my clothing next, shocked to see August is right.  
 
    I’m wearing a long black dress with a big skirt and sleeves that come to my elbow. A layer of lace flares out at the ends and brushes the skin above my elbows. The bodice is cinched tight with decorative buttons trailing down my middle. I run my hands up from my stomach to my neck where I can feel the collar squeezing my throat. 
 
    I have never had a problem with being claustrophobic, but I am now with all these buttons. The dress is almost dragging on the ground and I lift it away to see my shoes. These shoes! They’re charcoal gray, with pointy toes and skinny heels. I’ve never worn real heels in my life! Actually, the last time was my princess dress-up shoes back in preschool—they don’t count. 
 
    Even when I went to the prom with August, I chose flats over heels. I cautiously take a couple steps and luckily, they aren’t as uncomfortable as they appear. I shake my head and drop the skirt to cover my feet. We need to find Maisie and the last things I need to worry about are shoes. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m wearing this, honestly. I sure didn’t have time to change or magically find these clothes in the one-second transition from where we were—to wherever we are now,” I snap more to myself than August.  
 
    “I need a picture of this.” August reaches for his pant pocket but realizes he doesn’t have any. He pats his hips and backside down. Nothing. 
 
    Our cell phones are gone. Dad wanted me to have a phone for emergencies. Well, where is the stupid thing when I need it? Even the necklace August gave me has vanished. I’m at a loss for words and it seems August is, too. My legs slowly carry me back to the barrier, while I hold my arm out with my palm up and fingers spread apart, until my hand comes into contact with the invisible wall. It feels like rubber mixed with gel. There’s no breaking through it. I push, claw, and scratch as hard as I can. 
 
    I use my miming skills around the barrier, first to the left, and then again to the right. August copies my movements until we realize we are practically surrounded. Our only option is to go in the other direction, toward the forest in front of us, which I’m hesitant about. 
 
    “I really don’t want to just sit here.” August sighs. 
 
    I have no intention of sitting here and waiting for who knows what. This whole week has been a total mess, and this place has me on edge. We don’t know where we are or what’s going on.  
 
    Is this a nightmare? I pinch myself on the arm like they do in the movies to wake myself up. What a waste of time, because all that does is make my arm hurt. 
 
    “We’re not going to sit here,” I say. “Let’s try going forward, since that appears to be the only direction to go.” There is little to see except bushes and trees, so I’ll let nature lead the way. 
 
    August motions me forward. “Ladies first.” 
 
     “Why thank you, August. Aren’t you just the gentleman. I’ll let you know if I see a werewolf in the forest so you can, you know, run first.” I smile, lift my skirt, and trudge ahead.  
 
    I’m surprised by the level of comfort in my pointy hiking shoes. Still, I wish I had on something more practical. Climbing over tree limbs isn’t exactly a tea party. 
 
    “Let me go ahead of you then. Wouldn’t want anyone to mess up that pretty face of yours,” August says, reaching to move a tree limb so I can pass through. The limbs are long and covered in green leaves, dotted in between with dangerous-looking red berries that I’m sure are poisonous. 
 
    August’s jacket snags on a branch, but he doesn’t seem too worried. He’s looking ahead, far too focused on that than disentangling himself.  
 
    “No way,” I breathe.  
 
    Before me, on the other side of this forest, is another large wooden sign. This one is different—it curves and is secured on either side by tall, round wooden posts. The sign is so old that it’s rotted and worn from harsh weather. I’m surprised it has any life left in it at all. 
 
    Even though I can see the large letters, I squint hard to read what’s written across it to make sure I’m not dreaming: Welcome to Sleepy Hollow. 
 
    “That’s the same sign we saw in the exhibit on display.” I cover my mouth and grab August’s shoulder. 
 
    “I realized that when I saw the sign,” he says sarcastically with a grin.  
 
    I slap his arm, “Stop trying to be funny.”  
 
    I go in for a closer look when, rising out of the fog, two rows of houses are now beyond the sign. Straight ahead, past an ordinary field, the houses continue to appear to the left with its twin set on the right, becoming a village. 
 
    They look like old cottages, practically falling apart with crooked roofs and leaning structures. I have no idea how they’re still even standing. 
 
    I throw my hands in the air at August. “Where are we? I mean, seriously, what’s going on?” 
 
    August glances up at the sign again. “I feel like we already have our answer.” 
 
    He’s right. This is the exact sign from the display. It doesn’t seem possible, but somehow, we’ve been transported to Sleepy Hollow—and nothing here is made of glass. 
 
    Just to be sure, I run my hand across the grass and pick one small, single blade and roll it between my forefinger and thumb. Its smooth texture grazing against my skin is as real as it gets. With a huff, I throw the blade of grass on the ground.  
 
    “Maybe we’ll find someone here who can help?” I suggest.  
 
    “As you wish, milady.” August bows. 
 
    I laugh. “I’m pretty sure that’s a different era.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” He chuckles. 
 
    “No, not exactly.” I laugh. 
 
    August walks ahead and I follow, taking one last glance at the sign above our heads. It’s as silent and intimidating as the thick fog encasing us. I’m finding it hard to see very far in front of my feet, so I keep my eyes trained on the back of August’s head. 
 
    When we approach the first set of houses, we decide to go left and knock on the doors. Maybe someone will be inside. 
 
    We walk up the couple of wooden steps of the first house and manage not to fall through the stairs in their dilapidated state. No one answers when we knock, so August tries turning the knob, only to find it locked. 
 
    After about ten houses, I’m starting to think no one’s home. We walk to the next house—my fist is in midair and ready to knock when a male voice shouts from inside, “Leave now!” 
 
    I jump back, startled. Luckily, August catches me before I fall down the stairs.  
 
    “Please, can you open up? We’re lost,” I say. 
 
    A man’s voice shouts again, even louder than the last time. “I said, leave!” 
 
    “Look, we need help, and we’re lost. My friend here is injured and needs somewhere to rest,” August lies. 
 
    I shake my head. “Injured? What am I going to say I have, a stomach ache?” 
 
    “Just go with it.” 
 
    After a pause, the man responds. “No. Go find someone else. If you don’t get off my property, I’m going to have to shoot you and your friend. Do you hear me?” 
 
    That does it. We scramble down the stairs. Imaginary injury be damned. I’m not ready to take a bullet for something like that.  
 
    “What now?” I ask as I leap down the last step. 
 
    August slumps his shoulders. “I guess we can try a few more houses? Investigate more. I mean there has to be a way out of here.” 
 
    Investigate reminds me of Maisie and her notepad. Did she get magically sucked into this hellhole too? If she did, then there’s a chance she’s hiding somewhere in one of these houses. Maybe she’s too afraid to come out, but no, that wouldn’t be Maisie. I can feel the hope in my heart building to a catastrophic letdown.  
 
    I place my arm in front of August. “Do you think Maisie might be here? She did go to the museum that night.” 
 
    “Honestly, I hope not, Perrie. But it’s a possibility.” August’s gaze shifts up ahead past the field. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” I try to listen.  
 
    “Exactly, I’m not hearing anything. No birds, insects, nothing.” 
 
    “I haven’t been paying attention to sounds since we’ve been, you know, a little busy trying to find people.” I think about it a little harder. “But the wind doesn’t seem to be blowing anymore.” 
 
    August tenses, his eyes scanning the landscape. “Something’s off, even more than it already is.”  
 
    We move on to the next house and like the others, no one answers. There has to be someone inside one of these houses. Especially since we had some crazy down the cottage strip threaten us already. I wonder if they aren’t answering the door because they’re frightened of us. 
 
    It dawns on me then. I grab onto August’s coat and stop him. 
 
    “What do you know about Sleepy Hollow?” 
 
    “Ichabod Crane”—his eyes widen—“The Headless Horseman.”  
 
    “I think we’re inside the story. I’ve never actually read it, only seen the movie, but I know the basics.” My thoughts run wild and suddenly the locals’ behavior makes sense—or the one local we’ve encountered.  
 
    The Headless Horseman isn’t real—I don’t think—but who am I to say what’s real and what isn’t anymore. 
 
    A strong sense of urgency flows through my veins as we walk up to the last house. August raps gently against the door, while I want to pound it like a madman. Same as with the others, nothing happens. I’m almost tempted to run back up the field to the first cottage and take my chances with the other guy. If he hadn’t threatened to shoot us, that is, I would have kept bugging the piss out of him until he let us in. 
 
    “You have to hide now,” whispers a meek female voice. My head jerks up. Did I imagine it? There isn’t anyone here. 
 
    “Is someone there?” I ask. When no one answers, I turn around. 
 
    The door creaks, and I whip my head around so fast that lightning wouldn’t have been quick enough to strike. A small hole opens up in the middle of the door. I see the lone eye of a local peeking out at August and me, unblinking. 
 
    “What do you mean hide?” I say. “Can you let us in? We’re sort of lost.” We’re more than lost, but I doubt this stranger would believe us if we told her the truth. 
 
    “It is only I here,” a girl says. “If I let you in, you must promise to do as I say.” 
 
    August shares my skepticism, like he doesn’t know what kind of creature this girl is, but we both agree to her terms. 
 
    The tiny opening closes and at least a dozen bolts grind together on the other side as the stranger unlocks the door. 
 
    “Uh, maybe we should go back to that guy with the gun,” August mutters. 
 
    I shoot him a dirty look and he just smiles wide with that maddening grin I love so much. 
 
    The door slides open and we’re greeted by a young woman in a gown that was once fashionable, but now moth-eaten. When I look down at her feet, I see she’s barefoot. She’s not what I expected, not at all. She has beautiful golden hair, falling in waves around her cherubic face. If it weren’t for the fact she shares my height, I would have mistaken her for a child.  
 
    The girl waves us inside and we hurry into a very small living room. She locks each one of the bolts with a practiced hand and then turns around to face us.  
 
    “Thank God!” I exclaim, relieved by the fact we’re no longer alone. “I’m Perrie”—I motion from me to August—“and this is August.” 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” She nods her head lightly. “My name is Katrina Van Tassel.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Katrina Van Tassel. I may not have read the Sleepy Hollow story, but I recognize that name from the movie. Even her face looks familiar, like I’ve seen her before, but maybe she just has one of those faces. Either she’s mad, I’m mad, or we are all entirely crazy here. I want to hysterically laugh at this circumstance, but then I remember Maisie and Neven are missing.  
 
    “Hi, Katrina, it’s a pleasure to meet you, too.” I’m unsure if I should bow or what, so I just stand awkwardly beside August. 
 
    Strolling over to a circle of wooden chairs, Katrina sits down and motions for us to do the same. “I would offer you a refreshment, but we need to wait until it passes.” 
 
    “Until what passes?” I ask, just as confused as August looks. I have no earthly idea what this girl is babbling about. 
 
    Her face pales. “The Headless Horseman.” She has to be joking. 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me.” August clasps the back of his neck. 
 
    Katrina gazes dreamily at the ceiling. “Yes. He has taken everything from me—my father, mother, my love, and everyone else I have ever cared about. The taunts continue one by one, until he decides it is my time.” 
 
    The hairs on my arms rise like needles. The way she talks—it’s dazed and absent-minded, as if she’s not all there. She believes in something that isn’t even real. I want to ask her if she knows about the Glass Vault, or if she’s seen Maisie, but I can tell this isn’t the right time or place. 
 
    Gradually, August leans forward, as if he’s approaching a frightened kitten. “What year is it?” 
 
    “Seventeen-ninety. Why?” 
 
    My eyes widen. Seventeen-ninety? We couldn’t have traveled through time. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow was just a story. 
 
    August leans back, his expression blank. “Excuse us, we have been on the road a long time and have lost count of the days. We were unsure if the New Year had already passed.” 
 
    That’s a better answer than I would have thought to give. I don’t have the mind for coming up with lies on the spot. It’s why Aunt Krista can call me out when I try. 
 
    When I scan the inside of the cottage, there isn’t much to the living room—four chairs, a large rug, and a kitchenette, complete with a wood-burning stove and dated cookware. We really aren’t in Deer Park anymore, that’s for sure. 
 
    “Where do you hail from?” Katrina asks. 
 
    “Well, we uh, come from the east?” It comes out more like a question than an actual answer. Katrina tenses and drops to the wooden floor and flattens herself against the dust.  
 
    “Lie down on the floor. Don’t make a sound until I tell you to,” she whispers anxiously. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with the east?” I ask, my eyebrows furrowing. 
 
    “Shh! Get down!” she whisper-shouts. 
 
    August lies down flat on his stomach, and I follow right next to him, moving closer until our shoulders are pressed together. I don’t want to find out what will happen if we don’t follow her instructions. I strain my ears to listen for anything out of the ordinary. It isn’t hard to pick out the strange noises when this whole world has been silent. Outside, the noises grow louder, and louder, until I can almost make out the source of it. The sound of a horse’s hooves beat upon the ground in a steady cadence. 
 
    The ground quakes around us as the horse draws closer. My heart is beating so rapidly that I worry whatever is outside can hear it. August must sense my growing fear and squeezes my hand. It calms me enough.  
 
    I glance at Katrina, who watches the door like a bird of prey. There’s a sheen layer of sweat dotting her forehead and rose-red lips. She knows exactly what waits outside her home, as if it’s her daily ritual.  
 
    Suddenly, the noise outside comes to an abrupt stop. The horse and its rider must be in front of Katrina’s house. It whinnies loudly enough that it echoes, reverberating in my ears like a musical note. The sound of it is so deafening that I cringe into August’s side in an effort to shield myself. August doesn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    Outside, someone jumps to the ground from the horse with a heavy thud. The footsteps that follow are hefty. 
 
    Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    I clench my jaw so tightly I’m afraid my teeth will break. I’m not sure how much time goes by, but it must have only been several seconds before the rider turns around. We hear the boots hit the steps as they walk back to their horse. 
 
    The horse lets out another loud whinny and they leave. I don’t even twitch. August lets go of my hand and starts to move, but Katrina is faster and whips out her hand to catch his wrist.  
 
    “Not yet!” she says in a desperate whisper.  
 
    August looks at her like he’s ready to argue, sees the seriousness on her face, and relents. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Was that a gunshot? I snap my eyes back to the door, hoping we’re not under fire.  
 
    BOOM! 
 
    There’s another, but it’s different this time. The echo of the gunshot is nearly drowned out by a man’s aching scream. I have never in my life heard the strangled sounds of someone suffering.  
 
    I want to run to the door and help whoever is out there, but I’m helpless—no weapon or combat training, no hope to save them, so I remain on the floor and wait. All I can think about is the man from the first house who wouldn’t let us in. 
 
    There’s only hushed silence, followed by the hard stomping of hooves as they grow nearer and nearer. It passes by once more and then drifts farther away. Softly, the beat of the wind whispers once again as it blows against the house and the three of us are alone. 
 
    Katrina rests her head against the floor and breathes deeply. “We can move now.”               
 
    “So what’s going on? Who was that?” Standing takes some time from how rigid I am, but I lift myself upward, albeit shakily. I’m beginning to believe Katrina isn’t so crazy after all. 
 
    August pulls up beside me and stretches his arms to the ceiling. “It can’t be who we think it is, is it?” 
 
    I turn to him. “It has to be the Headless Horseman, but how is that possible?” 
 
    “Think about it, Perrie. We’re in a place that makes no sense—the impossible could be possible.” 
 
    Katrina lifts herself up and quickly tidies the messy strands of her hair. “The tales of the Headless Horseman are most certainly true. There is no certain time he arrives, but when he does, he continues to take us one by one. Mr. Roberts, God rest his soul, and I were the last ones left. Now it is only the three of us.” 
 
    “Mr. Roberts? Was that the man farther down with the gun? He wouldn’t open the door for us earlier,” I say. 
 
    She sighs. “He has not opened his door in quite some time, not since his wife and two children were taken.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” August stumbles back to the chairs and sits down. “Why don’t you just pack up your things and leave?”  
 
    I wonder that, too, as I take a seat in a chair. If a headless psychopath was going around taking people, I sure wouldn’t have stuck around. 
 
    “I can’t leave. I have tried” —she takes the seat across from August—“but the both of you can.” 
 
    “We didn’t—” Katrina interrupts me before I can explain. 
 
    “I know the two of you are not from here, or the east as you say. There have been others like you who have come and gone. When I have tried to follow them, something always keeps me here.” 
 
    I rest my hands on the arms of the chair and grip the edges. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The young woman before us withers, as though she has resigned herself to remain in Sleepy Hollow for eternity. “If you continue following the field and pass through the graveyard, I believe you can cross somewhere else. When I have tried to do the same, a force pushes against me, and I am unable to pass.” 
 
    August leans forward, hands on his knees, anticipating her next words. “What about the Headless Horseman? Have you seen him?” 
 
    “I have. It is true he is without a head, but I have never seen him take a head,” Katrina says shyly, busying herself with the lace cuffs of her sleeves. “My true love, Ichabod, was the first to be taken. I was with him that night and was taken by surprise. The Headless Horseman emerged from nowhere. Ichabod told me to run, and so I did, deserting him. That was the last I ever saw of him. After that night, the Headless Horseman has come when it pleases him and picks us off one by one.” 
 
    Her eyes grow distant, and I shudder at the idea of being taken by this thing. Maybe there’s a way to save Katrina and us.  
 
    “Could you show us the way to the crossing?” 
 
    She nods. “Perhaps in the morning. It is too late and he will have returned to the graveyard by now. It will be safest to go at dawn.” 
 
    My eyes flutter wildly. “We have to pass where he lives?” 
 
    Katrina purses her lips and nods. “I am afraid so, but that is your best chance. When he returns for me, I pray the two of you will be far from the danger.” 
 
    “Will you come with us?” August asks. 
 
    “I will try.”  
 
    The whole point of us going into the Glass Vault was to find Maisie and possibly Neven. I’m still unsure if he even came to the Glass Vault. “You said others have passed through. Was there a girl named Maisie or a guy named Neven? Possibly the girl wearing an eye patch?” 
 
    “No.” Katrina runs a hand across her cheek several times. “No, I cannot recall those names. I am certain.” 
 
    The little bit of hope I had evaporates from my chest. But I can’t give up. I won’t. 
 
    She sags her shoulders tiredly. “In the meantime, I will feed you and grant you the spare bedroom tonight for some rest.” 
 
    Exhaustion hits me at that moment, and I have no idea when we’ll eat next, so I agree. Katrina heats up some food that she already had prepared in a pot. While it’s cooking I decide to tell her the truth. 
 
    August and I take turns explaining to her where we’re from, the date, and the glass museum. She takes it all in stride and doesn’t seem that surprised. In a place where a man with no head kidnaps people, it doesn’t appear that farfetched to be able to believe something that seems out of the ordinary. 
 
    Katrina hands us bowls with a warm meat and vegetable stew. I take a small bite and I’m surprised by how delicious it is. After dinner, Katrina leads us to the spare room. I’m suddenly worried she may disapprove of August and I staying together based on the time frame, but she doesn’t seem to be bothered by it.  
 
    “Rest easy,” she says.  
 
    “Thank you.” I can’t help but feel like we’ve hit a dead end. If Maisie isn’t here, then where is she?              

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The spare bedroom Katrina gave us is cramped. There isn’t much of anything in it. On one side of the room, there’s a small writing desk with a chair and several blank sheets of paper sprawled across its surface. On the other side of the room are a dresser and a decently sized bed, complete with a handmade quilt to keep us warm. 
 
    August moves to lie down on the floor.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    His lips pull up to one side. “I was going to let you have the bed.” 
 
    I go to the bed and pull the covers back. “August, just because we’re in a different century doesn’t mean you have to act like the perfect gentleman and sleep on the floor. Just get in the bed and be quiet.” 
 
    He doesn’t think twice about it and slides right into the bed, first removing his jacket and boots before lying down. I do the same with my shoes and lie down beside August. Surprisingly, the dress I’m in isn’t as uncomfortable as I first thought. Maybe I’ll be able to sleep. 
 
    He’s on his back, staring at the ceiling with his hands settled behind his head. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I ask. 
 
    He rolls over to face me. “I’m thinking about tomorrow and hoping I can get us out of here and back home.” 
 
    “Where do you think Maisie and Neven are? Katrina hasn’t seen them.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” he says. “I don’t think they’re here. I do know that Katrina has been here longer, so I’m sure she would have noticed someone like Maisie passing through.” 
 
    “Maybe Maisie didn’t stop here?” 
 
    “If that’s the case then she could have found her way back home already.” 
 
    “What about Neven? People go missing every single day, so what if something terrible happened to him? What if he isn’t here?” 
 
    August reaches over and pulls me to him and I lay my head against his chest. “One day at a time, okay? Let’s stay positive and start fresh tomorrow. Once we get the hell out of here, that’s when we can worry about everyone else.” 
 
    He’s right. I’ll do it for Maisie and Neven. If I can stay positive about this then I can remain calm. Although, I wonder if Dad, Aunt Krista, and Uncle Jaron have discovered I’m now missing, too. They must be frantic. 
 
    I place my hand on August’s chest. “Thanks for coming with me tonight, August. I’m glad you’re here. This would be a horrendous place to be alone.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to be alone here, either. Hell, I wouldn’t even want to be alone here.” His lips brush my forehead, and I nuzzle into his neck, drawing in his scent. For the time being, I feel safe.  
 
    “Good,” I say, breaking into a wide smile. I look up and see he’s smiling, too. As I lie back onto his firm chest, I’m unable to stop. 
 
    “Good night, Perrie.” 
 
    “Good night, August.” 
 
    I close my eyes and wait for the exhaustion to creep in and slip me into a deep slumber. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    Someone is chasing me. I’m back at my house running from someone, something, and there are no lights to guide me. I hurry to my room and try to turn on the light there, but it won’t work. 
 
    I flick it up and down. Nothing happens, so I run into my closet and hide. Then the door swings open and the shape of a person now stands in the doorway. Nothing is visible, not even when I squint my eyes to try and see. This darkness is different—it has a life of its own that swirls and twirls around me, enveloping me until I’m a part of it. 
 
    I’m found. The person in the doorway grabs me and I still can’t see him. Pulling me from behind, he drags me while I kick at the floor and buck to try and lessen his hold. I try to scream, but barely any sound escapes. The volume of the scream is so minimal that no one would be able to hear it except for him. 
 
    I know it’s a man by the touch of his strong hands and the feel of his large body. His hands smell of something putrid and decomposing. I gag, but nothing comes up. 
 
    Screaming is getting me nowhere. When we reach my doorway, there’s a horse outside standing on a road that’s lit up from the beams of street lamps. 
 
    He hauls me onto the horse with him while I continue to scratch and claw. Then I finally get a look at my captor. He’s swathed all in black and cocooned in a cloak of obscurity, but where his head should be, there’s nothing—only a void. 
 
    I’m stunned and locked in place, but then a cold brush of metal rubs against my neck. The thing has me on my side, and he raises his arm to pull back what looks like a long sword. Closing my eyes tightly, I hope and pray I won’t be able to feel this. The wind roars against the blade as it falls. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    Something brushes across my face, and I’m barely coherent, bringing my hand up to swat it away. A few seconds later, something tickles my cheek, and my eyes fly open when I remember the nightmare.  
 
    I let out a soft sigh when I see August has one of my long, brown curls caught between his fingers and he brushes my face with it. I knock his hand away before he can do it again.  
 
    His laughter rumbles deeply, and I shove his shoulder, which only makes him laugh even more.  
 
    “I think Katrina woke up before us. I hear her moving around, so I thought I should wake you up to get ready.” He yawns. “Although, I don’t mind watching you sleep some more.”  
 
    “You were just sitting here watching me sleep?” 
 
    “Well, no, I was actually sleeping until your snoring woke me up.” 
 
    I kick his leg softly with mine. “I do not snore!” 
 
    He leans his head into my shoulder and laughs. “Sure you don’t, Snoring Beauty.” 
 
    The fact that he called me beauty makes all the embarrassment go away.  
 
    “Whatever.” I smile. 
 
    We lie there for a little while longer as reality soaks in and then we force ourselves to get up. I don’t know why I thought I would wake up in my own room, as if this had all been a dream. August slips on his boots while I try to lace up my pointy shoes again. He waits for me at the door and opens it up when I’m ready to go. 
 
    We join Katrina for breakfast, which consists of stale bread and half an apple each.  
 
    “It’s all I have left,” she says. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I reply. 
 
    “I agree.” August shoves a piece of bread into his mouth. The three of us eat our share in silence. I try to savor the taste of the apple, to make the stale bread last, but it’s hard to do that when the monster in my belly is demanding its fill.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” I look between Katrina and August. I’m the first to stand, anxious to get moving before we’re no longer alone, hoping we make it out and find Maisie.  
 
    Katrina folds her arms across her chest and nods. “There is nothing left for me here. I only hope I can follow.” 
 
    I hope so, too. The key word is hope.  
 
    As Katrina leads us out the front door and onto the porch, the day looks just as it did yesterday. Fog covers the ground and it’s hard to see anything that isn’t immediately in front of us. My stomach sinks. 
 
    I flinch as the stairs creak and moan with the weight of our footfalls. We step into the early morning dew that has blanketed the grass and wait for Katrina to continue leading the way. We haven’t walked for long when I see a graveyard in the distance. The headstones seem to go on for miles.  
 
    As we draw closer, the shapes of the headstones become clearer and I’m beginning to get a bad feeling about this. 
 
    “Oh geez,” August groans, wrinkling his forehead. 
 
    Katrina comes to a horrified stop, drops to her knees, and covers her mouth. The scream she holds back is anxiously trying to dig its way out. 
 
    It isn’t just headstones covering the graveyard. There are severed heads sprinkled everywhere, like seeds waiting to be planted. There are no bodies, just a never-ending graveyard of scattered heads and grave markers. 
 
    I close my eyes and count to five, foolishly hoping they’ll be gone when I open them. They’re all still there, though. My eyes dart to Katrina who is still on her knees. August bends down next to her and says the words I wish I could get out. “There’s nothing we can do, Katrina. They’re all gone. We have to be strong and get out of here.” 
 
    I kneel beside them. “He’s right. We’re going to have to run through there. As hard as it is, avoid looking down and don’t focus too much on anything except what’s ahead.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says breathlessly. “We are going to have to run.” 
 
    That’s a start. Now I just have to get my own nerves under control. 
 
    We sprint through the graveyard and avoid the heads the best we can. I spy the color red from the side, sprouting where the heads are resting. The headstones are mostly old, broken, and cracked, but I don’t have time to admire them—I brush past everything. 
 
    The trees have been rustling the entire time from the wind, but they slow to a stop—frozen in time. I make the mistake of staring toward a spot where a tree has quit moving, and that draws Katrina to do the same.  
 
    Shifting her gaze down, she screams in despair. “Ichabod!” She runs to a head that’s on its side under the tree. The dark-skinned head has a hollowed-out expression, charcoal-colored hair, and eyes the color of ebony. She reaches out to grab it, but August drags her back. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” I say. “Let’s go. Now.” Tears flow down her cheeks, but her strength is taking over.  
 
    From behind us, sounds come alive. The same hoofbeats from the day before begin to approach. I can’t see through the fog and don’t want to. We don’t look back. We run. 
 
    The beats are getting closer and closer, and there’s no way all three of us are going to be able to outrun a horse.  
 
    August is ahead and Katrina is in the middle. I glance back, and to my horror, there’s a rider on the horse with no head. It isn’t that I’m shocked by the fact the Headless Horseman does exist, it’s that he looks exactly as he did in my nightmare. A demon swathed in black. 
 
    I try to pump my legs even faster, but I have never been a good runner. He’s coming up beside us, holding the same shining blade from my dream. August looks back for the briefest second and sees how the Horseman is trying to cut us off. The blade is coming for me. I just know it. 
 
    My legs are growing tired. The Headless Horseman won’t let up his speed as he comes nearer, lowering his blade as he pursues. I should dive to the ground, but I won’t be fast enough. Katrina gives me a hard shove to the side that keeps my head on my shoulders. 
 
    Somehow, between me hitting the ground and looking back, Katrina is in his grasp. Her wails are excruciating. I try to grab for her, but I miss. I’m about to try again when her eyes lock with August. 
 
    “Run! Get out of here before it is too late,” she yells. 
 
    Two arms grab me from behind, and I shriek. All I can think about is my nightmare. I’m next, this is it for me, and now I’ll never find Maisie or Neven. I try to break free but I can’t. 
 
    “It’s just me,” August whispers, and I relax slightly. 
 
    The Headless Horseman is holding Katrina with one hand, and with the other, he raises his blade.  
 
    I don’t see what happens next because August draws me forward, urging me to run even faster than before. I don’t know where we’re going to go, but then I don’t have to wonder too hard. Just like before, back in the museum, a strong force pulls me toward it. It yanks at my entire body, and then August shoves me from behind.  
 
    Our fingers brush as I reach for him, but it’s too late, and there’s no going back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes and everything is spinning. I’m lying on the floor of an unfamiliar room. There’s a bed beside me covered in silky sheets and a small dresser in front of it.  
 
    The graveyard is gone. Katrina is gone. 
 
    “August?” I force myself to stand, but I don’t see him anywhere. I even look under the bed skirt, but there’s nothing there. 
 
    Groaning miserably, I fall to the bed. My dress makes a loud crunching noise as I sit and peer down at my lap. I’m in an entirely new dress. The black material has become a vibrant green, like the color of the purest emerald. 
 
    As Dorothy would say, There’s no place like home. And I’m still not there. Where are those red ruby slippers when you need them? 
 
    I kick the skirt of my dress out in front of me and realize how much heavier this gown is. There are layers upon layers of shiny green fabric that make up the skirt. Even the bodice is finely crafted with little buttons and ruffles. 
 
    What’s happening here?  
 
    On the wall, there’s a single oval mirror and I hurry over to it to take a better look at myself. I’m showing a ton of skin and cleavage, more than I’ve ever shown in my life—aside from a bathing suit, which the last time I even wore one of those was in junior high before I developed. 
 
    I pull the skirts aside and a heeled shoe protrudes. Heels again? This time they’re ankle length and lace up at the front. My hair is still curled, but instead of hanging at my waist, it’s now just below my shoulders.  
 
    I need to get out of here. I thought we would be back at home, and now we’re somewhere else. I need to find August and hopefully Maisie if she’s here. 
 
    There’s a door by the dresser. I open it wide enough to peek out—no one’s there. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and open the door wider. 
 
    “Not so fast, Mary,” says a gruff male voice. I whip my head to the left and take a deep swallow. 
 
    A tall man dressed in a black suit and gloves with a wooden cane in one hand, looms above me like a gothic tower. He’s an older man—maybe in his fifties—with peppered gray hair and an impressive mustache. He’s physically fit for a man his age, yet I’m not intimidated. 
 
    “Sorry, you have the wrong person. I’m not Mary. Maybe you could try another room down the hall?” Taking a measured step back, I look into his dark-brown eyes. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me, as if I’m his next meal and he’s starving.  
 
    When I speak I realize my voice isn’t my own. Apparently, I have adopted an English accent in favor of mine. It isn’t any stranger than anything I’ve experienced so far, but still it’s startling. 
 
    He watches me as if I’m the crazy one. Mary might rhyme with Perrie, but there’s no way the two could be confused. I’ve never seen this man before in my life. He steps forward, and I take another step back. He waggles his gloved index finger in front of my face, observing me like I’m a naughty little child.  
 
    “Oh, Mary, Mary, Mary. I didn’t know tonight is to be our role-playing night. I believe we only do that on Fridays.” 
 
    What is this freak talking about? “I told you my name isn’t Mary, so I think you need to leave, or better yet, I need to leave.” I try to take a step around him, but he grabs me by the arm, pushing me back toward the bed, and I stumble. 
 
    His expression is predatory. I’m about to vomit on his face if he puts his hand on me one more time.  
 
    “What should I call you then? How about Helen?” His head falls to the right. “Or Margaret?” He rubs his right hand over his left that’s squeezing the top of his cane. “Or maybe Rose?”  
 
    Anger blossoms inside me and I’m sick of this creep. He needs to back off.  
 
    “Look, man, I don’t know who you are or what’s going on, but I’m not going to sit here and play this sick game of yours. I’m out of here, so find someone who actually wants to play,” I snap. 
 
    I don’t have time to think, so I attempt one more time to move around him. He jabs his cane forward and hits the middle of my chest, stopping me in place.  
 
    Who does this guy think he is? I throw my hand up to shove the cane away, but he’s too fast. He bumps it harder against my chest and I fall back onto the bed. There’s a throbbing ache against my sternum that makes me want to cry. I hold my chest and a ragged breath escapes me. 
 
    “Tonight, Mary, I am going to call you Victoria.” He smiles, and I notice a crooked incisor that’s single-handedly laughing at me. 
 
    Screw this guy. I pretend like I’m still grabbing at my chest in pain, then roll to the side, but this stupid big dress slows me down. He shoots his cane to the side to block my path. 
 
    My instincts kick in and tell me to try again, so I attempt to maneuver around his cane, but he’s there and his arms are on my shoulders. He’s even stronger than he looks.  
 
    “Naughty, naughty, Victoria. The fun hasn’t even begun yet. Remove your dress.” He tosses me back on the bed, waggling that stupid finger at me again. 
 
    “No way in hell. For the last time, I’m not the person you’re looking for.” Is this man joking? I look at him in horror. 
 
    “I said remove your dress”—his voice becomes harder—“or I will do it myself.” 
 
    Wow. My anger is raging now, overshadowing my previous nervousness. I need to come up with a plan to get away from this beast, so I one more time to dive around him, when he grabs me by the throat. I’m thrust backward once more onto the bed. 
 
    “You smell like honeysuckle on a sweet spring day.” He’s caged me in with his arms on both sides, so I can’t stop him from leaning forward to smell my neck.  
 
    All I smell on him is his body odor and alcohol. It’s so strong I might even pass out.  
 
    “You reek of piss,” I spit out. 
 
    “Sweet, Victoria”—he laughs as if I just told him the most hilarious quip in the world—“I wonder if you taste as good as you smell.”  
 
    He leans forward and skims his lips along my neckline. I feel his tongue on my flesh, licking from the base of my throat to my left ear in a long, slow stroke. I kick, thrust, and scream, but he’s too heavy for me to knock away. 
 
    The edge of my skirt inches up my thigh as his hand slides against my leg. My stomach twists into never-ending knots. I’m terrified of what he’s going to try to do next when the door bursts open. 
 
    “This room is already taken.” 
 
    “August!” I cry.  
 
    August walks in, wearing gray slacks, a black jacket with only a few buttons at the front buttoned. The jacket is longer in the back and is covering a high-collared white dress shirt with a gray tie. There’s a black top hat covering his blond hair. “Sir, I am sorry I didn’t catch your name? I believe this is the room I am supposed to be in.” 
 
    “This room is mine for the evening.” The man pushes himself off me and my body relaxes immediately. I really don’t think my name is any of your business.” 
 
    August strokes his chin, as if what the crazy said is worth thinking about. “You seem to be mistaken, sir. I have already paid for her services for the entire week. Therefore, I believe it is time you take your leave. There are many other ladies here to fulfill your needs.” 
 
    What is August talking about? Where are we? I could take a couple guesses myself, but I’m sure that none of them would be what I want to hear. 
 
    “Mary?” The man whips his head back to me so fast he may have pulled something in his neck—his eyes are bulging. “Is this true? This can’t be true, can it? We always have Mondays and Fridays together.”  
 
    I muster the most apologetic smile I can and casually shrug. “It is true. I’m so sorry, but he offered to pay a better price and I accepted it for the entire week.” 
 
    “Mary, you are nothing but a filthy, lying whore—like the rest of them.” His eyes narrow and he clenches his fists tightly to his sides.  
 
    “Hey, let’s not call the lady names.” Slowly, August walks forward with his hands spread before him, as if trying to calm a wild beast.  
 
    The frown leaves the crazy man’s face the instant he turns to August. The way he behaves, speaks to him, it’s like they’re old friends out strolling in the park.  
 
    “No hard feelings, just watch your back with this one. That whore”—he points at me—“will feed you lies, and then throw you away like trash for the next person who will offer her something better.” 
 
    The man sneers at me with disgust in his voice. “Mary, don’t expect me to come back, even when you are begging on the ground for me to help you again. I am going to Irene. That is a woman who can help me feel like a real man.” 
 
    While nodding, I try to look as sad as possible. “Good evening, then.” You crazy asshole, is what I really want to say. “Truly, I am sorry.” 
 
    He goes without saying another word but still reaches out to shake August’s hand, as if they made a business deal together. I guess they kind of did. 
 
    Once he’s out in the hallway, August shuts the door after him and closes the distance between us in three long strides. He gently takes my face in his hands and scans me up and down.  
 
    “Are you all right? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Worry lines are etched into his forehead. 
 
    “I’m fine, but I’m most likely going to bruise here where he thrust his cane.” My hand moves to my chest and rubs the spot where I was hit. Despite that, I already feel so much safer with that lunatic out of the room and August here.  
 
    “He what?” August shouts. 
 
    I cover his mouth with my hand. “Shh! I don’t want anyone to hear us.”  
 
    August sits beside me and moves my hand into his lap and holds it there. “If I see that guy again, I’m going to beat the shit out of him, just so you know.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” I really wish it had been three. “I wish Katrina could have escaped with us.” I know the Headless Horseman had her in his grasp, but after that I didn’t see a thing. I can only assume she suffered the same fate as the others. 
 
    August straightens. “Katrina saved your life, Perrie. She wanted us safe. You safe. So what she did for us back there, for you, don’t beat yourself up about it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I murmur, wishing there was something more we could have done. 
 
    “That’s better.” August pats my hands with an encouraging smile. 
 
    “On another note, where are we this time? How did we get separated?” I ask as I reach up to remove his top hat. Like my dress, it’s finely made too.  
 
    August takes it back and runs his finger across the edge before setting it down beside him, deep in thought. “I think it may have been because we weren’t touching,” he says finally. “I mean we were, but then I lost hold of your hand and ended up in another room. Oh, and by the way, I like you with or without an accent.” 
 
    I bump his shoulder with mine. “The unexpected is to be expected, I guess. But this place isn’t what I think it is, is it?” 
 
    “Oh, it is. It’s a brothel.” He waggles his eyebrows, followed by a semi-expression of apology. 
 
    My body tightens. “What?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about, August?” Did I just hear him correctly? Did he say brothel? 
 
    “I landed in a room further down the hall in a lady’s bedroom.” He laughs nervously. “I had a front-row view. Kind of hard to misinterpret that.” 
 
    My pulse quickens. “And?” 
 
    “And, she had on a lot less clothing than you’re wearing. She kept asking me for her money up front. I told her I had no idea what she was talking about, and then she told me I only had an hour to ‘get on with it.’ I told her I was sorry, that I had the wrong room, and I left.”  
 
    I’ll admit, I’m a little jealous, but I can’t let it bother me. Besides, he saved me from having to do the same thing. 
 
    “How were you able to find me?” 
 
    His lips twitch with the slightest hint of amusement. “I didn’t know if you were in here or outside somewhere. I started checking all the rooms, which was a big mistake. People do some acts in those rooms that can’t be unseen.  
 
    “Then I heard a scream, and I recognized the sound of your voice, following it until I was led to this room. Made it just in time, right?”  
 
    “That you did.” Leaning in, I wrap my arms around his waist and hold him tight. “And I guess you didn’t see Maisie?” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head sadly. “I wouldn’t—” August is interrupted by a blood-curdling scream coming from outside our door. We both jump to our feet, startled. 
 
    “What do we do?” I ask. 
 
     “Check it out?” August replies, but it’s more of a question.  
 
    I lead him out the door and into the empty hallway, where he follows me down the hall and then a flight of stairs that takes us to the front room. 
 
    The thick stench of cigar smoke and alcohol curls my toes and burns my nose. The front room of the brothel serves as a pub. There’s a group of people scattered in a circle around a hysterical young woman. 
 
    We cautiously approach the group, careful to keep our distance.  
 
    “He got her! He got her!” cries the young woman. “I saw a figure hovering over her and then she dropped dead.” 
 
    August breaks through the crowd. “Did you see who it was?”  
 
    Everyone in the circle turns around and stares at us. I want to pull him back and smack his arm for putting all this attention on us. 
 
    “It’s Jack, of course.” A young woman, maybe in her early twenties, with red hair pulled up in a once fashionable bun where it poofs in the front, pushes her way through. “He isn’t stopping, and he won’t stop unless we get him before he gets us. He is bringing us down one by one.”  
 
    The realization hits me like a speeding train. “You’re not talking about Jack the Ripper, are you?” 
 
    A tall, broad-shouldered man steps up beside her. “Who else do you know of going around murdering whores?” 
 
    August stiffens beside me and grinds out, “There’s no need to call them that. For most of these women this is their only option to make a living.”  
 
    “Call them what you want, but a whore is a whore, and you are no better than me, sir,” answers the broad man. He glares at the both of us and then steps around the group, leaving. 
 
    The redheaded woman rubs my shoulder in sympathy. “Watch your back. I know out there they say not to trust anyone, but it’s hard for our type to do that when what we do is part of our survival. This is the only way to get food in our mouth.”  
 
    Okay, I need a minute of silence so my brain can try to catch up. We left Sleepy Hollow and wound up with Jack the Ripper. I think back to the museum and remember seeing the Jack the Ripper display set up beside Sleepy Hollow. When we crossed out of Sleepy Hollow, instead of jumping back into the museum, we jumped to the next display. We must be traveling between them then, so the next question is, how do we instead jump back into the museum? Still, as much as I want to go home, I want to find my cousin more. She could be in any one of these displays. 
 
    As the red-haired woman starts to turn away, I ask, “Have you seen a girl named Maisie? Dark hair, brown skin, blue eyes with an eye patch covering one?” 
 
    “Does she work here?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure if maybe she passed through here, though.” I scan the room and no one here looks anything close to Maisie. 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard that name. A lot of these girls are faces without names.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I say as she moves to sit at a nearby table. 
 
    I should feel relieved that Maisie most likely isn’t in the Jack the Ripper display, but we’re still not close to finding her.  
 
    At least I know a lot about Jack the Ripper. Maybe not the minor details, but Maisie and I once did a research paper on him for English class. I know his true identity was never discovered. And for the most part I remember the names of the women he murdered. I do my best Detective Maisie impression and approach the redheaded woman once again. 
 
    “So, who was it that Jack got this time? What was her name?” I grab the woman’s sleeve, hoping to get some answers. 
 
    I notice the other lady, the witness to the murder, has stopped crying long enough to be led away. She looks like she could use a breath of fresh air. The redhead waits until she is removed from the room to speak. 
 
    “Elizabeth. Elizabeth Stride. He managed to hold her still long enough to slit her throat, and the bleedin’ was enough to do her in.” Her voice is low and solemn. 
 
    I’m not sure what to do, but unlike Sleepy Hollow, this isn’t a work of fiction. True crime section at the bookstore all the way—Ripper was a real dark creature of the night. I know the history, and it’s my own personal key I can use to at least warn the next victim and avoid another murder. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I frown. 
 
    She holds my hands gently. “Just be careful, Mary, it’s all I ask. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “So you know who I am?” I ask, a little more delighted than I should be. 
 
    “Are you well?” Her brows draw together, and she brings a hand to my forehead. “Of course I know who you are. You’re Mary Kelly, and my name is Fannie Caldwell.” 
 
    Mary Kelly. It almost feels like the pressure building in my head could push my eyeballs right out of their sockets. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry, Fannie. This whole situation is playing with my head.” I scramble for the words I need to pull myself together. 
 
    “Just go on back to your room and get whatever rest you can.” She nods with understanding and shoos me off.  
 
    “Thank you and be careful yourself. Good night.” I grab August’s hand and give him a hard tug. He has been watching us the entire time, probably unsure of what’s going on. 
 
    “What was that about? What’s with that look on your face?” he asks in a hushed tone.  
 
    “I’ll tell you as soon as we get back to the room.” 
 
    Once we’re back where we started, I usher him into the room and lock it up tight behind us. I collapse onto the satin-covered bed, joined seconds later by an anxious August. 
 
    “Spit it out,” he says as he searches my face for a clue. 
 
    “You know who Jack the Ripper is, right?” I fold my hands in my lap and squeeze them together until my knuckles are white, and gaze into his green eyes. 
 
    “Of course I know who Jack the Ripper is. Who doesn’t? His case is one of the most famous in history.” 
 
    “What do you know about his victims?” I question, ready to burst with my answer. 
 
    “Not much. I know they were all ladies of the night, though.” 
 
    I shake my head, almost smiling. “Nice way of putting it, August.” 
 
    “Well, they were.”  
 
    Sighing, I bring my hands to my forehead. “Anyway, the point is Mary Kelly was one of his victims, and I am Mary Kelly. I’m one of Jack’s victims—he’s going to fillet me like a fish!” 
 
    August’s eyebrows shoot up. “First off, that’s not going to happen, and second, you’re not food—no slicing and dicing for you.” 
 
    I pucker my lips. “August, I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I, doll face.” 
 
    I fall backward onto the bed with a great sigh. August does the same, his top hat falling off his head and bumping mine. I roll over and prop my head up on one arm, tossing his hat to the floor.  
 
    “Elizabeth Stride was murdered tonight.” 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    I tick off the murders in my head. Martha Tabram, who may or may not have been a Ripper victim, Mary Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes, and Mary Kelly. That means there’s one left before me. In the real world, Elizabeth and Catherine were murdered the same night.  
 
    I go over the list of victims with August then say, “We have no clue if the time frame is going to work the same here. There was no mention of Catherine Eddowes, only Elizabeth Stride.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Perrie. Maybe the people down there just haven’t heard about Catherine yet, and how do you know this, anyway?” August rubs his temples, whether from a developing headache, thinking, or both.  
 
    “I had to do a research paper on it with Maisie.” I feel my heart stutter at the sound of her name and hope she’s somewhere safe being her usual quirky self. “When Maisie does a research paper, she has to know every single detail, right down to the nitty-gritty. Therefore, I have to know every single detail.” 
 
    August is about to open his mouth when I stop him. “Wait!” I tell him my theory about how I saw the Jack the Ripper display next to the Sleepy Hollow one, and how we must be jumping from one display to the next.  
 
    “I don’t know if we’re going back in time, or if we’re somehow stuck in a world inside of the displays. Whatever it is, is messed up,” August says as he runs a hand through his hair. 
 
    “I don’t know, but the events in Sleepy Hollow weren’t accurate from what I know. Well, from the movie, anyway. And you know just how well Hollywood matches film to book—poorly. However, I know the entire town wasn’t missing in it, so I don’t think we’re going back to a true time.”  
 
    August sits up. “Agreed. So, you said you fell in this room, right? Did you search around for a portal?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I just looked for you, and then that crazy freak show came in.” I lean forward and get off the bed. 
 
    August pats around the walls. “Let’s look in here. I already searched in the room where I fell in with that woman and didn’t find anything there.” 
 
    I move to the opposite side of the room and knock on the walls. Finding nothing, I head toward the bed and tap the floor underneath, slapping it several times with my hand just to be sure, but I feel nothing. 
 
    This isn’t like last time. When we appeared in Sleepy Hollow, the barrier was right where we were standing. This time it’s like we were spat out and then it completely vanished. Is our way out somewhere not inside the brothel? August gives up on the search and brushes his partially gelled hair back from his eyebrow. 
 
    “I say for now we just get some rest since it’s still dark,” August says. “In the morning, we can go search around the city and try to find a way out of here.”  
 
    “Then what? Are we going to go home, or are we just going to end up in the next display from the museum exhibit?” 
 
    I want to get out of this one. When I think of what happened to Mary Kelly, my entire body shudders. What happened to her is only something that the sickest of individuals could have done. She was pretty much skinned and dismembered.  
 
    Even if we end up in another place that isn’t home, I think I would prefer it to having a meet and greet with Jack the Ripper. Especially since I became Mary this time—however the hell that happened. And if Maisie is in a different display, then how do we find her? There is no way we can go home without her. 
 
    August lays his hands behind his head and looks up at the ceiling. “Perrie, I know as much as you do, but we’re going to find a way out of this. If I have to tear this city apart bit by bit to find that damn portal, I’m going to get you out of here.” 
 
    I let myself smile. Even during the hardest times, he manages to cheer me up. August is . . . I can’t even put into words what I feel for him anymore. “No, we’re going to find a way together, and we’re going to get out of here together.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I’m exhausted after today. A crazy guy and an unsolved murder is enough excitement for one day. I don’t fight the need for sleep, so I lie down next to August and close my eyes. We forfeit warmth and choose to sleep on top of the blankets. Who knows where these sheets have been and what horrors they’ve seen. 
 
    August pulls me close and wraps his arm around my stomach. Taking hold of his arm, I tug it up to my chest and close my eyes. It feels nice to be held again. It feels even better knowing that August is the one keeping me close. My body heats at the thought.  
 
    I don’t want to think about murder or Jack the Ripper right now. I want to think about a time when everything, mostly everything, was fine, and possibilities were endless. Yet something terrifyingly good could happen. So I choose to think about that night at the prom when my feelings had started to change for August. 
 
    After everything that had happened with Neven, I didn’t want to go to the prom. I was never big into dances or anything like that, but Maisie was, and she didn’t want to miss the prom. I insisted she take someone, but she told me she wanted to go and hang out with me. I was extremely reluctant to cave to her begging. Then, when I wouldn’t budge, she made a desperate play at lunch one day. 
 
    “August, will you go to prom with us?” she asked. 
 
    I was sitting beside him at the time and totally caught off guard. He was in the middle of swallowing a french fry and choked from surprise. I started patting his back and he grabbed his water bottle and started chugging. “You guys are going to prom?” 
 
    Maisie leaned forward with her strawberry eye patch and said, “Yes, if you’ll take us?” 
 
    She didn’t even give me a chance to answer. I looked at both of them. “There’s no way I’m going. If you two want to go, then more power to you. I’ll be at home in my pajamas, most likely having a personal movie marathon.” 
 
    “If Perrie doesn’t go, then my duty will be joining her at this movie marathon.” Grabbing me, August hauled me to him in a side hug, and stroked my hair with his other hand while shrugging at Maisie. 
 
    Maisie threw up her hands, squeezing her fists in front of her, and begged, “Please!” 
 
    “Fine.” I sighed in defeat, wiggling out of August’s arms. “I refuse to wear heels, though.”  
 
    “Yes!” Maisie pulled her arm in a downward fist pump.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and laughed. 
 
    August had picked us up for the prom that weekend. I hadn’t gone too fancy with my attire, opting for a relaxed curl in favor of an expensive updo. My dress was red and strapless, tight on top with a wicked flared skirt right above my knees. Like I told Maisie, I would not be wearing heels and chose instead a pair of black flats. 
 
    Maisie, on the other hand, stole the show. She had on a similar style dress, except it was sapphire blue with one shoulder strap. The strap was made of peacock feathers, and across the bottom of the dress, were more feathers woven in, hanging from the front all the way to the back. 
 
    Her hair was curled and tied in the back into a loose bun. Maisie’s eye patch was the same blue shade as the dress, except around the edges of the patch there were miniature peacock feathers. She looked beautiful. 
 
    Once we arrived at the dance, we took prom pictures together. It was the first and only time I ever felt a twinge of jealousy toward Maisie. While I watched August, I knew if he hadn’t already had a crush on Maisie, he would now.  
 
    He never looked at her that way, though. Even that night, it was only like a friend, and I felt relieved. Then I wanted to slap myself for that moment of jealousy. Why should I care if August liked Maisie? 
 
    August was in a black suit with a green tie, and it made his eyes stand out, drawing me into them more than ever that night.  
 
    When we sat down, August went to get us drinks and that’s when I spotted Neven. He had come in with some of the guys from the basketball team. Most of them had dates, but Neven and David didn’t. 
 
    As soon as I saw them, I examined my fingernails to pretend I was doing something.  
 
    David approached our table, and I glanced up when I heard him talking to Maisie. “Maisie, you look interesting tonight. Do you want to dance?”  
 
    I gave him the biggest what-the-heck look. That’s the best he could come up with? Interesting? He had been trying to get with Maisie forever, and his lines were just not getting any better. 
 
    She told him okay, but Maisie said yes to anyone who asked her to dance that night. She even asked the nerdy guys to dance since they were standing by themselves. That’s what I love best about her is the fact she doesn’t care what anyone thinks, and just wants to see everyone happy. 
 
    After Maisie left with David to dance, I was done playing the examining nails game, so I glanced up and just happened to lock eyes with Neven. He looked so pitiful, and at that moment, I felt bad for him and then got mad at myself for feeling bad. 
 
    Neven got up and started to walk to our table. Thinking back, I don’t know if I would have talked to him if he had tried. I probably wouldn’t have. I would have gotten mad like I always had for what he’d done. 
 
    He never made it to our table, though. August came back with the drinks just in time.  
 
    “Do you want to dance?” He looked shy for the first time when he asked me, which made me say yes. I would have said yes anyway. I had never seen August so timid before. It was adorable. 
 
    As we got to the dance floor, I looked back for Neven but he was already gone. The crisis had been averted. 
 
    The song playing was for a slow dance, which was awkward for us at first since I hadn’t danced before. Then August helped me get into it—he knew what he was doing. I laid my head against his shoulder and wrapped my arms around his warm neck.  
 
    His hands at my waist drifted down toward my lower back. There was this fluttery sensation blooming inside of my stomach that felt like more than butterflies. It was a mixture of things: dragonflies, ladybugs, moths, and maybe even hummingbirds. 
 
    The whole dance I kept thinking to myself, What if I just leaned up and brushed my mouth against his? Something about the way his hand rubbed against my back told me that I don’t think he would have minded at all, but I wasn’t that brave. Not that night. 
 
    After the dance, August walked both of us to Maisie’s door. Then he took me to mine. I was such a chicken—it was another perfect moment. Instead, I rushed in for a hug and squeezed him good night, avoiding looking at his face. Before I closed the door, he was smiling at me—a daring smile that let me know he had wanted to kiss me. Leaning my back against the door after shutting it, I sighed but smiled so big my face had to be outlined in cracks. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    I’m half asleep, half dazed, as I roll over to August. He’s lying on his back, and I lift myself to give him a quick brush on his mouth with my lips—his are soft and perfect. I’m not sure if he’s asleep, but his arm wraps around me, and I lean over to his ear and whisper, “Good night, August.”  
 
    “Good night, Perrie,” he whispers back. So, he is awake. As I leave his ear, I give him a kiss against the side of his neck. He inhales shakily, and then I lay my head against his chest. His arms pull my body toward his, and I easily fall back asleep. 
 
    In the morning, I’m still lying comfortably in August’s arms. I risk glancing up and he’s already awake, staring down at me.  
 
    “Finally awake, sleepy head?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me?” Sitting up, I feel a cold brush of air hit me after leaving August’s warm arms.  
 
    “Why? So I can bring you out of your lovely dream back to this hellhole?” He maneuvers himself to an upward position next to me, and then twists his body so he’s sitting on the bed with his feet flat on the floor. August already has his shoes on and places the top hat on his head.  
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that.” I lean over and slip mine on.  
 
    Downstairs, everyone is eating breakfast and socializing with each other. I spot Fannie, and we shuffle over and sit in front of her at a table. She’s drinking tea and pouring a little whiskey in it from a tiny, silver flask. Fannie doesn’t pay us any mind until we’re seated.  
 
    “I need something a little stronger than sugar in my tea this morning.” She’s answering the unspoken question passing between August and myself.  
 
    “I completely understand,” I say. I wouldn’t be surprised if all these women are drinking all the time. 
 
    Fannie leans back in her chair and shifts her attention to August. “So, I see you are still here?” 
 
    “I have her for the entire week and not only at night either.” August stares at her, pointedly.  
 
    “A knight in shining armor, I see.” Her eyes widen as she sips some of her special tea. “As long as you don’t have someone waiting for you at home like most of these men do.” 
 
    “What? It isn’t like that,” he rushes on. 
 
    “We will have to see about that, now won’t we?” Fannie clucks her tongue. Her sarcasm is as thick as honey. 
 
    Laughing, Fannie offers us something to eat. We thank her and accept the un-special tea she has ready and the small portion of food she provides. She’s a sweet woman, and also incredibly smart. I shouldn’t but I want to ask her how she ended up here, but then I change my mind. Then I change it again.  
 
    “How did you end up here, Fannie? I don’t think I’ve ever asked you that.” I hope from whatever false memories she has of me that I didn’t. 
 
    She leans back in her seat, considering the question with a great deal of thought. I wonder how many other people have asked her the same question, or rather, cared to ask.  
 
    “I lost my parents when I was fourteen, and I had no other family to take me in and nowhere else to go. My parents didn’t have a lot of money. When they passed, I had nothing and had to live on the streets for a long time. I was basically just a street rat, taking food from what I could scavenge out of the trash. Eventually, I ran into two women who told me about this place. They took me in, and now here I am.” She waves one hand in the air. 
 
    My face must have a stricken look on it. “Don’t worry about me. This may not be the Queen’s palace, but it has treated me better than I was ever treated on the streets. The ones who work the streets have it the hardest.” She peers down at her tea, staring at it for a moment before lifting it up and drinking it again. 
 
    “Mary!” A loud shout interrupts my thoughts.  
 
    I only turn around because the voice is so loud. Then I remember I’m Mary, and that crazy bastard from the day before is sauntering to our table. 
 
    “What do you need, sir?” August pushes out of his seat and stands in front of me. I rise out of my seat and stand next to August. Two is always better than one.  
 
    “I came to apologize for last night.” He gazes dreamily up at the ceiling then back toward me. “Thank you so much for everything. I know you did that so I would go and see Irene, and she fulfilled every single fantasy I have ever dreamed about.” 
 
    Did I just vomit a little bit in my mouth? I believe I did.  
 
    “Irene can certainly work her magic,” I reply. 
 
    “I will be spending my time with her from now on. Please know our time together is something I will always cherish.” If the earth opened up at this particular moment, I would kick him into the gaping hole. 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” My lips are sealed tight. 
 
    Smiling, he leaves with a final, “Good day.” 
 
    August turns to me, and I snicker. “Wow.” 
 
    “Well, he shouldn’t be bothering you anymore,” August says. 
 
    “I’m glad to say I have never had to spend any of my time with Thomas,” Fannie pipes in. 
 
    Ah, so the freak show has a name. 
 
    We spend the rest of our time finishing up breakfast. Everyone is discussing the murder, but no one is mentioning a second murder. Two well-dressed men throw out their thoughts on the situation, that it was the woman’s fault. Maybe the time frame of the murders isn’t the same here. 
 
    Brushing the crumbs off my dress, I get ready to explore the city, hoping to find a portal leading me to Maisie. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Where should we start?” The door squeaks open as August and I take our first steps out of the brothel. We need to find the portal out of here that will lead us to my cousin—whether home or the next display.  
 
    But what if we don’t find one? The little demon of misery knocks at my brain. I flick it away. 
 
    The old street has only two directions, left or right. Buildings line up and down the rows, but there are no other streets to turn down. It’s strange.  
 
    “Let’s try left,” August suggests. 
 
    Left it is. The sun is already shining in the sky and the weather is perfect. In this light, the buildings don’t look as old as they are—they’re alive and spectacular. There are no people out in the city, only us. Even the buildings appear to be closed and have no life within.  
 
    Why is that? I walk to the closest building and peer inside. There’s nothing except for furniture. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I glance at August and then back toward the window.  
 
    August shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t even know. That seems to be the go-to answer these days.” 
 
    “That it does.” I sigh. 
 
    We set out down the street again, reaching the end of the row of buildings where there’s finally an intersecting street. Before I reach it, I hit the barrier, and it knocks me back. August catches me and helps right me on my feet again. It’s the same as before—I can push against it, but I can’t penetrate it. 
 
    “You take the right, I’ll take the left,” he says. 
 
    I go for the left row of tall buildings while he goes right to the other set, patting the barrier down like we did in Sleepy Hollow. We do this until we’re forced to turn where the barrier isn’t letting up. I’m unable to go past the backside of the buildings, even though I can see stone streets and other structures past them. 
 
    I meet August back in the middle of the street. “Okay, so this seems to be like last time. I bet if we go to the opposite end, the remainder of the barrier will be there, forming a perfect rectangle.” 
 
    “Agreed. That means the barrier should open up the same as in Sleepy Hollow since this side is staying closed. Let’s go.” August doesn’t seem surprised by my logic. An idiot could have guessed the same thing. 
 
    It must be adrenaline because we don’t walk, we run. Everything is a blur as I pass—I ignore all the buildings. I just stay focused on my goal up ahead as my heart thunders in my chest.  
 
    As we inch closer, I see a small village of houses up ahead, and some of them have smoke pouring out of their chimneys.  
 
    Suddenly, I smack into something and realize we’ve reached the end of the barrier. It launches me backward and I fall straight to the ground on my butt, scathing my right arm in the process of catching myself. August isn’t able to stop himself either and lands right beside me.  
 
    “Well, shit.” He shakes his head, and his top hat falls off. Annoyed, he stands up and kicks it. “That feels good.” 
 
    How he was able to keep it on while running amazes me. 
 
    I’m annoyed, too, but more than anything, I don’t understand why the portal is still closed. August clasps my hand to help pull me off the ground. I then bring my arm up and cradle it. His mood changes to one of concern, and he tenderly holds my arm, inspecting it. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just a scrape. It’ll heal.”  
 
    My eyes flick to the barrier. Scuffing my feet toward it, I press my palm against the rubber-like texture, thinking it may pull us through this time, but it doesn’t.  
 
    One name comes to my mind and that’s Maisie. What if I don’t see her again because we’re trapped here? 
 
    As I rub my palm against my face, a thought comes to me. “Maybe it only opens up at a certain time of the day or something.” 
 
    “In Sleepy Hollow it was morning,” August points out 
 
    I cock my head to the side and angle my eyes toward the sky. “It’s early now.” 
 
    “Then how about we try nightfall?” 
 
    “What do we have to lose, right?” Only Jack the Ripper may come out to play.  
 
    On the way back to the brothel, we pass one of the tall gray buildings with a long crack running up the side. There’s a balcony covered in vines and flowers with brilliant blues, yellows, and pinks. Underneath is a shoe-shining station sitting outside of a cobbler’s shop. Not a single soul is around to have their shoes shined—its purpose defeated. All is quiet in this hellish town. 
 
    Once inside the brothel, my hope slips, but I’ll maintain my grasp and hold onto it until nightfall. I haven’t had time to think about how my dad must be feeling with me gone. I don’t want him to feel abandoned like when my mom left. But he’s safe, so I push my thoughts of him away. 
 
    August takes a seat at the small table we sat at this morning. 
 
    Resting my elbows on the scratched wood, I place my chin in my hands. “Now what do we do?” 
 
    August studies the bar. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Really? You can still think about eating?” I let out a small laugh. 
 
    “All the time.” He stands up and walks over to the counter, finding us two bowls of stew, and then heads back to grab us some tea. I just stare at the swirling liquid. 
 
    “You’re going to have to force yourself to eat whenever you can. Who knows when or if we’ll be able to eat or drink anything again.” 
 
    I eat a few bites from the bowl. “There, happy?” 
 
    “Thrilled.” He smiles and waggles his eyebrows. 
 
    I manage to finish half the bowl of stew when my appetite resurfaces—the monster in my belly is satisfied for now. My eyes shift to his mouth as August takes his last bite of the food. I almost, but not completely, had forgotten about giving him a kiss last night. He hasn’t said a word. There’s nothing I can say, yet so much I want to. I let my eyes drift up to his cute and messy hair. 
 
    “I see you forgot your hat back there.” I point at his head with my spoon. 
 
    Pressing his hair down, he groans, “Screw that hat.”  
 
    Before I can say anything else, the door flies open. Fannie runs in and screams, “She’s dead. The Ripper has done it again. Catherine Eddowes has been murdered.” 
 
    Jolting up, I rush over to her. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s down the street.” I try to run past her, and she takes hold of my arm. “You aren’t going to want to see this one. How could he do this to my friend?”  
 
    August is beside me in an instant and heads straight for the door.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I tell her. 
 
    I step outside into the darkness. Wait, how is it already so dark?  
 
    August notices, too. “How is it dark this early? We were just out here.” 
 
    We didn’t sleep that late, and we weren’t gone that long when we looked for the barrier. It should be nowhere near nightfall right now. 
 
    “Things aren’t making sense any more than they have been,” I mumble. 
 
    To my left, there’s a body not that far from where we are, but there’s no one around it. No lookers, no help, no police officers.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to see? It isn’t going to help anything.” August pulls me back. I clench the skirt of my dress, fingernails biting in deeply. No one wants to see a dead body, but this is too important. I have to confirm my theory—I have to know if I’m next. 
 
    “I know, but I need to see for myself.” I think I might be entering brave territory. “Are you sure you want to look?”  
 
    “I’m going to be real honest here. Not really, but there’s no way I’m going to let you walk over there by yourself,” he says quietly. 
 
    Quickly, we head toward the body lying on the ground. August reaches her right before I do. A woman in a canary-yellow dress is lying in a pool of blood. My vision blurs and I can feel the stew in my belly trying to make its way back out. There’s red by her legs, red by her head, and red by her arms. Red, red, red. It’s everywhere. 
 
    I cover my mouth with both hands as August leans down to check her pulse, but there’s no point. The part of her face that I can see is a mess. No one would be able to survive this brutal savagery. I can’t look at the rest of her, but there’s something in her expression that draws me in for a closer inspection. The left side of her face is undamaged for the most part. Long, silky black hair sprawled about her strong, oval-shaped face.  
 
    It’s impossible, but I recognize the victim. I’ve spoken with her twice now.  
 
    “August, I know her.” 
 
    His head whips to mine. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This woman, I know her.” Desperately, I stare into his eyes.  
 
    “I’ve never seen her before in my life.” He chews on his bottom lip and shakes his head. 
 
    “You haven’t, but I have.” I back away a few steps from the body. “This is Officer Rodriguez.”  
 
    August’s left eyebrow slides up as far as it will go, like a flag is being pulled to the top of a pole. “Well, how did she get here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, genius. I suppose the same way we got here.”  
 
    Lifting his finger, he points it up at the night sky and waves it like a sword. “Touché. Now keep going.” 
 
    Gripping my hair, I stumble backward into a wall. “She was investigating both Neven’s and Maisie’s disappearances. I told her about the Glass Vault and she said she would check it out later. My assumption is that she got sucked into this demonic prison like we did.”  
 
    “But I thought you said the Glass Vault vanished?” 
 
    “I did!” I cry. “But maybe it chooses when to disappear and reappear.” 
 
    August rubs his chin and asks, “So, Officer Rodriguez went out to inspect, assuming she was alone, and the Glass Vault just . . . reappeared?” 
 
    “Maybe. You saw how even the photos on your phone didn’t stay. Plus it reappeared for us.” It’s a little hard to believe, but it is what it is. 
 
    I take another look at the unmarred side of Officer Rodriguez’s strong, pretty face. If a well-trained officer couldn’t escape Jack the Ripper, then how are we supposed to? 
 
    “We have to go back, it’s not safe for us to stay out here any longer than we need to. Especially you.” He’s referring to what I told him earlier about Mary Kelly’s murder.  
 
    I latch onto his hand and we hurry back to the brothel. My mind buzzes with a thousand different questions. How did Officer Rodriguez get here? Did the Glass Vault really just reappear? If that’s the case, then maybe Maisie is here after all. It has to be more than assuming. Unfortunately, I can’t ask about Maisie now with Officer Rodriguez lying in her own blood. 
 
    Inside the pub, Fannie is alone at a table with her head in her hands.  
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” Of course she isn’t, but I try to be sympathetic anyway. I can’t tell her Catherine is really Officer Rodriguez. I can’t even tell her that her friend, the real Catherine Eddowes, isn’t here. Fannie would look at me like I’m crazy. 
 
    “No, Mary, I’m not. He’s going to pick us all off until we are nothin’. I don’t want to be left worse off than being a street rat.” 
 
    “You’re not a street rat,” August says robotically. I almost roll my eyes at how awkward he sounds. 
 
    “Not at all,” I chime in. 
 
    “I know I’m not. But all men want to do is use us. Jack wants to use our bodies for his own sick purposes.” Her hands tuck a red curl that has fallen loose from her bun behind her ear. “He’s out there. He looks like a regular gentleman, too, with a top hat and cloak to match his suit and boots—all black. Be careful is all I ask.” 
 
    “You too, Fannie.” If Fannie had made herself known, then she would have most likely been killed and lying in her own puddle of blood in that old alleyway, too. I know how she feels. I don’t want to be like the other women, either.  
 
    August nudges me with his elbow and whispers into my ear, “Do you want to go to the room?”  
 
    “Yes.” I glance once more at Fannie, her expression distant, and then we ascend the stairs back to the room. I have a lot to think about. No matter what we do, it’s all trial and error—there’s no definite explanation. It’s as if this place is a riddle without an answer, an experiment without a solution, or a lock without a key. 
 
    When we make it into the bedroom, I collapse against the foot of the bed, feeling defeated. August slides down beside me and places his body next to mine and leans his cheek against the top of my head.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Perrie.” 
 
    I play with the hem of my skirt. “How can I not think about it, August? I’m going to be next.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I can’t help knowing I’ll be next. Mary Kelly’s death followed Catherine’s murder. I don’t like the idea of death, especially not my own. 
 
    August frowns so deeply it may actually stay that way. “I’m not going to let that happen to you.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say. You aren’t Mary Kelly! You’re not going to be hunted down and murdered by some sick freak!”  
 
    “Well, you aren’t Mary Kelly. You’re Perrie Madeline, and we are leaving here just like we left Sleepy Hollow. Yes, we may enter a new hell, but then we’ll get out of there together because that’s what we do. We have been a team—we will always be a team. Hell, we were a team even when you hated me.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I palm my forehead. “Even then I don’t think I actually disliked you—I was just mad.” 
 
    “Oh no, you definitely hated me. That was loathing at its finest.” He knocks his shoulder against mine. I lean my head against him and tighten my arms around his waist to soak in his warmth. 
 
    “Okay, maybe just a little bit.” I laugh. “I’m truly sorry about judging you before I got to know such fine character in another human being.” 
 
    “I’ll take that answer.” He snorts. 
 
    I loosen my arms from around his waist. “So what if we can’t get the barrier open?” 
 
    August reaches up and scratches his head, lost in his thoughts. “Maybe it has something to do with not having seen Jack the Ripper, yet?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When we went through the barrier last time, ‘the Headless Horseman’”—he uses air quotes to emphasize—“was chasing after us, so maybe Jack has to make some kind of entrance before we can make our exit.” 
 
    It’s hard not to laugh, but I manage to keep myself under control. I wouldn’t want to interrupt his terribly important thought process. 
 
    “That has to be the least appealing thing you could have come up with. I for one do not have any intentions of coming face-to-face with one of the most notorious serial killers in our history.” 
 
    August purses his lips and raises his eyebrows. Is he really considering this? Accurate or not, I don’t like the idea of facing off against Jack the Ripper before I can make an escape. 
 
    “So, you're fine and dandy with hunting up and down the street, calling out Jack’s name to lure him from the shadows?” I stare at him hard. 
 
    “Better than Jeffrey Dahmer, Ed Gein, and Charles Manson.” He shrugs. 
 
    “One, those were nowhere near close to Jack, and two, Charles Manson didn’t physically commit the crime. Also, who’s to say Jack won’t come barging into the room either?” I immediately want to take that back. 
 
    I honestly didn’t even consider that as a possibility until the words flew out of my mouth. I just assumed people would have to be out walking the streets for Jack to hunt them down. It isn’t like anyone knows who he is. He could be a number of people. In fact, he could walk right into the pub and ask to have me for the night. No one would know his real purpose.  
 
    August runs a finger across his lower lip. “What if he was already here? What if Jack is Thomas?” 
 
    “You know what?” I say. “I think you might be right. It’s already nightfall, earlier than expected, but I say we go ahead and try for the barrier. Maybe find a few weapons before we go.” It makes complete sense that Thomas is Jack—the sick bastard. 
 
    “I’m all for weapons but be prepared to run like hell.”  
 
    A gun would be the ideal weapon, if we can find one. 
 
    We search the room to see if we can find anything worth using. I find nothing that’s suitable as a weapon, besides a stash of beads. Throwing beads at a full-grown man like it’s Mardi Gras is a horrible idea. 
 
    “Maybe I should hunt down Thomas and steal his wooden cane from him while he’s here undercover,” August mumbles while searching under the mattress and coming away with nothing except air.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know about that. He was a master with that cane. Who knows what other sick stuff he does with it.” If I see him again, I’ll jab him with that cane of his. “But for all we know, Thomas could be anywhere.” 
 
    “Good point. By the way, thanks for putting those cane images in my head.” He kneels and searches below the bed, coming away with nothing yet again. “I admit defeat. This search is pointless. Let’s grab something to use from downstairs.” 
 
    First, there were heads sprinkled like dessert in the graveyard, then the lunatic in the bedroom who is most likely Jack, followed by graphic murders. It’s pure insanity—horror movie style. 
 
    I was the one who told the officer about Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault, and now I can’t help but feel partially responsible. I know I wasn’t the one who murdered her, but there are so many “what ifs.” What if we had never seen the Glass Vault that day? What if Maisie never stopped and we had never gotten out of the car? What if I had been honest and told Maisie I didn’t want her to go?  
 
    If I had been honest from the beginning, then none of this would be happening. Maisie wouldn’t be missing, Officer Rodriguez wouldn’t be dead, and I wouldn’t be worried about saving my own neck! 
 
    I need a knife. Now.  
 
    We give up on the room and move on to our next best option, the kitchen. Downstairs, there are a few people sitting around tables, but most of them must be in rooms doing their business. We easily sneak past them all. Unfortunately, the only weapons we find are some semi-sharp knives and some forks as backup. A knife is a knife, and I’ll take what I can get.  
 
    Exiting the pub, we walk outside into the night. The darkness curtains itself around the city, and there’s a touch of wind that folds and bends its way around us. The streets are lit up along the road to guide us in whichever direction we choose to follow. 
 
    I clench the utensils in my grip. “Okay, we’re outside, and no one’s here. So, do we just stand around out here and wait for Jack, or should we head right for the barrier?”  
 
    “I think we should try for the barrier—maybe we don’t really need him there to pass through. It’s only a theory,” he says, and I hope it is only a theory. 
 
    We don’t bother to take our time as we take a right and run for what will hopefully lead us out of the Jack the Ripper display. As we creep up close to the barrier, I start to slow. I take a couple of steps and hit the rubber-like surface—not passing through. 
 
    August swears a string of curse words as he presses his hand against it and nothing happens.  
 
    “Are we stuck here?” I ask the invisible wall. Of course it doesn’t answer back. “As much as I hate to say it, we’re going to have to try our next theory.” 
 
    “Jackie boy, here we come.” August holds up his fork and knife, appearing more like a guy ready to eat than a guy ready to fight for his life. 
 
    I still smile but my stomach is sinking deeper than the Titanic. Maisie, Neven, and home. Those are the three things I need right now. I repeat them over in my head like a mantra. It has a somewhat calming effect. 
 
    Once we reach the pub, August grabs my elbow and his eyebrows fly up. 
 
    I see what he’s staring at and my mouth falls open. “August, where’s the body?”  
 
    Was it gone when we left? 
 
    “Maybe someone moved her? Or maybe Jack came back to collect his trophy.” 
 
    I shoot him a look. “Not the best time for jokes.” 
 
    “I’m actually pretty serious on this one.” He cocks his head to the side. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sure some weird shit went down.”  
 
    In the spot where Officer Rodriguez’s mutilated body once was, now lays nothing but a stone walkway. No body, no blood, no nothing. It’s as clear as day.  
 
    “I don’t think someone cleaned up the blood that fast,” August says, clenching his jaw. 
 
    “I agree.” I doubt someone would be able to scrub all that blood away. We haven’t even seen one person out on the street to hint at a cleanup crew. 
 
    Suddenly, there’s a ticking sound. My spine tenses. “August, press your back to mine. Weapons ready.” 
 
    “The poorly made utensils are prepared,” he says, his back firmly against mine. 
 
    “Did you hear that ticking sound?” I cock my head to the right and listen. Not a single peep this time. I scan the front area while August does the opposite. 
 
    “What ticking sound?” 
 
    “Like a clock.” I take a deep breath. “And it smells really bad over here.” Not like a dead body but something else foul. 
 
    August inhales and gags a little. “I shouldn’t have taken that deep of a breath. It smells like rotten piss.” 
 
    “Can piss smell rotten?” I laugh. 
 
    “This piss can. It’s probably years built up of people coming out here and going on the side of the building.” 
 
    “That’s gross.” My shoulders relax. Maybe it was only my imagination. “I’m feeling antsy.” 
 
    August scratches his bicep with his fork. “Is your ADHD kicking in now?” 
 
    “August, you know I don’t have ADHD,” I huff. 
 
    “Really? You could have fooled me.” 
 
    Suddenly, I hear a scratching noise. Our bodies stiffen at the same time and are connected—as if we’re conjoined.  
 
    “I know you heard it this time,” I whisper with knives ready in both hands. 
 
    “I wish I hadn’t.” 
 
    A ticking sound comes from my right, but I don’t see anything. Then another scratching noise erupts from our left. It’s a long screech, worse than nails against a chalkboard. I grip my knives harder, and a couple of forks are ready in the side of my shoes. Neither of us utters a single word. 
 
    Next, there’s a loud, slow creak—like the sound of a rusty door hinge. I still can’t see a single thing. There’s nothing but darkness in every corner. I’m not dumb enough to actively seek out the source of disturbance, especially given my special circumstance. 
 
    “August,” I whisper. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please tell me you have taken karate or something like that.” 
 
    “No, but I can punch someone in the face.” His head whips as far around as it can go. “Well, we’ll see if I can anyway. Have you?” 
 
    “No! All I took was ballet when I was like four,” I groan. 
 
    “Good, then you should be extra light on your feet.” 
 
    Another creaking noise followed by a sharp cracking. Then there’s a clack, clack, clack which sounds like running feet against the ground. I don’t see anyone in the direction I think it’s coming from. Then it all occurs at once. A black shadow pops into my peripheral vision, and I push back against August. I shove him out of the way, but I’m too slow.  
 
    The shadow, which isn’t a shadow, but a person dressed all in black with a dark cloak swings at us. They spin around and around, flashes of silver darting out like shooting stars in the sky. For a split second I think of a magician at a magic show, and then there’s a stinging sensation against my arm. The knife in that hand clanks when it strikes the ground below after I drop it. My hand flies to my forearm and the dark figure retreats in the other direction. 
 
    My palm comes away from my arm with warm blood. The cut stings. August refocuses his attention on me and my stupid arm instead of the murderer. 
 
    “We’ve seen Jack,” I grunt. “Let’s try for the barrier.”  
 
    The adrenaline pumps through my veins, giving me momentum. August leads the way as we head back toward the barrier.  
 
    As we approach the brothel, which takes only a minute, there’s a lady standing outside. Not just any lady either, but Officer Rodriguez. She’s dressed in the exact same yellow dress I just saw her lying in. Only, it’s clean, not a speck of blood on it. She’s intact—her face isn’t marred but flawless, with both sides matching equally.  
 
    “Hey, Mary,” she calls, “How about you lend your gentlemen over to me for the night.”  
 
    “Officer Rodriguez?” My jaw drops. I’m entirely too confused. 
 
    “I’ll even lower the price for the night, love.” She turns her head to August, ignoring me completely. 
 
    “Officer Rodriguez! It’s me, Perrie Madeline.” I jump in front of August, both hysterical and relieved. “Don’t you recognize me?”  
 
    She doesn’t.  
 
    “Mary, you know bloody well my name is Catherine. Don’t act dense because you don’t want to share.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Come on let’s go.” I tug her arm, but she yanks it out of my grasp.  
 
    “We’ve got to go,” August says quickly.  
 
    I tried, right? I can’t let myself feel guilty right now, not while we’re under attack. We take off running again. We’re only a few buildings away from the barrier when we’re stopped in our tracks. 
 
    Jack the Ripper rises from the darkness to block our way. The collar of his cloak is propped high, shadowing his features—a black scarf is wrapped around his face. He’s smaller than I imagined he would be. Not that I put too much thought into his height, but I assumed he would have been a lot taller.  
 
    Jack lunges at me first, and I jump out of the way at the last second. My arm, where it’s sliced, throbs to its own tune. I try to ignore it. 
 
    August lunges at him with one of his knives, and Jack somehow manages to knock them out of both of his hands. Jack dives to the ground and pulls August’s legs out from underneath him. It’s so fast that I don’t have time to warn him until I see August lying on the cement. 
 
    Lunging forward, I pull on Jack’s cloak with all my strength. I leverage my weight against Jack, pulling harder, and he lets out a small choking sound. It gives August enough time to get up. 
 
    The Ripper’s knife crashes to the ground as I give his cape one more good pull. August takes advantage of the Ripper’s momentary disadvantage, knocking the top hat from Jack’s head to the ground. He grabs the scarf and quickly unwinds it, leaving me speechless. Wild red curls unravel from the fabric, curtaining a familiar yet unfriendly face. My eyes widen to the size of full moons, but I don’t dare release my hold.  
 
    August steps back and glances at me. “Definitely not Thomas.” 
 
    Not Jack the Ripper but Jackie the Ripper.  
 
    I’m shocked and stunned for a moment—I should have put it together. Fannie is the only person we ever saw who went outside, besides the dead body of Officer Rodriguez, and then her reanimated living body. Fannie didn’t seem unhappy. In fact, her story was almost admirable. Why would she kill her friends? 
 
    I have so many questions I want to ask her, but we don’t have the time.  
 
    Grabbing hold of Fannie, August twists her arms behind her back. She thrashes like wildfire.  
 
    “I am going to destroy you, Mary, from the inside out,” she spits out. 
 
    Ignoring her, I ask August, “What do we do now? Just throw her down and run?” 
 
    “Grab the knife first,” he agrees. 
 
    I pick up the long blade from the ground while August throws Fannie to the side like a sack of potatoes. We haul butt to the barrier.  
 
    A loud screeching erupts from all around us, but I can’t let myself look back. I focus on leaving, finding Maisie, and getting the hell out of the Glass Vault. I can see it up ahead. We’re so close! 
 
    Then Fannie is somehow blocking our way, twirling what looks to be a scalpel in her right hand.  
 
    We stop dead in our tracks.  
 
    “Perrie, I’m going to distract her. You head to where you think the barrier might start and see if you can get through. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    “Don’t be stubborn!” August barks. 
 
    “Fine!” I yell. 
 
    “Good!” August yells back. He has his mind set on doing what he wants, and I’m not going to argue.  
 
    “Run left,” he whispers. 
 
    I take off as if I’m running straight for Fannie, but at the last minute I move to the left. She’s ready for it, and she turns to run toward me. August yanks her from behind by the cloak, but it snaps off. 
 
    I make it to the barrier, and for a split second nothing happens. Then the suction begins, and I’m being pulled forward again. The wind from the barrier is so strong it has my hair flying everywhere. August makes a desperate dive toward me and manages to wrap his arms around my waist at the last second. 
 
    The last thing I see before being uprooted is Fannie hitting the barrier and bouncing back.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The ride through the barrier is all a big blur. I’m tossed out, landing in a field of grass with August’s arms still wrapped around me. We hit the ground hard and break apart. Landing nearly knocks the wind right out of me. 
 
    “It looks like we moved on to a new display.” I stand and dust myself off, taking in our new surroundings. 
 
    August blinks and looks around. “Yep, circular vacation of death. This one may not be as bad as the last, but with the track record we’ve had so far . . .” 
 
    Relief crashes over me in waves. We’re out of that horrible place—no Ripper. I should have paid more attention, shouldn’t have trusted so easily. My mind was so set on Jack the Ripper being a man that I didn’t even think it was possible. I wanted to believe there was some good in this place, that Fannie was like Katrina, but I was wrong. Poor Officer Rodriguez. I only wish I could have done more to save her. 
 
    “Hey, check out your arm!” August exclaims. I examine the wound on my arm, but it’s gone.  
 
    “It’s gone!” I shove it in his face. 
 
    “I noticed.” He laughs. “I’m glad it’s gone.”  
 
    “And I’m finally out of that dress!” Once again, we are wearing different clothing—there seems to be a pattern here. I’m trying to be optimistic, given that my arm is newly healed and we’re safely out of the Ripper’s way.  
 
    “Technically, you’re still in a dress.” He motions a finger up and down at the length of my body. 
 
    Yes, I’m still in a dress, but this dress is much easier to manipulate and move in. It’s olive green and made of cotton, possibly combined with another material. The sleeves flow slightly and are cuffed at my wrists—a brown belt with a peculiar tribal design is tied at my waist. Where the dress hits my ankles, I have on flat slip-on shoes that are brown with the same pattern at the front where my toes are. 
 
    I grab at my hair that’s braided down my back, and the end hits right above my waist. 
 
    “This isn’t exactly jeans and a shirt, but it works better than thirty layers of material for a suit.” August studies himself and pulls at the end of his tunic. 
 
    His hair is longer, right at his chin. I reach up and run my fingers through it, tugging at a lock.  
 
    “You rock the long hair.” I let my hand drift away from his hair when he catches it, brushing a callused thumb against my skin. My chest tightens, remembering our gentle kiss.  
 
    “Do I?” He reaches around and tugs on my braid. “I like yours too.” He smiles. 
 
    Grinning back, I check out the rest of him—tight brown pants, dark-brown boots and a green tunic. We almost match. Then I notice a sword belted at his side. 
 
    “Hey, why do you get a weapon and I don’t?” 
 
    August unsheathes the long sword and rotates it over and over. He looks like he’s just won the lottery. The light catches and flashes across the silver surface, nearly blinding me.  
 
    While still holding the sword, he walks over and pulls something from my back that’s tucked into my belt.  
 
    “You do.” He hands over a small dagger encrusted with red rubies. 
 
    “This isn’t even close to being as good of a weapon as yours.” I frown. “I would have to be fairly close to what I’m attacking. It isn’t like I can throw it since, you know, I haven’t been trained in throwing daggers.” 
 
    “Better than nothing.” He shrugs. 
 
    “True. How come we didn’t have weapons before?” I turn the dagger over in my hand. 
 
    August sheathes his sword carefully. “Again, I’m going to be real honest here, Perrie, and I’m willing to bet this world is worse than the last based on our track record. So, you’ll have to excuse me if I seem a little too excited about this sword.”  
 
    At least I’m not equipped with forks and dinner knives this time. Although a fork could do some damage, I much prefer this tiny dagger, so I tuck it back into my belt and pat it several times. 
 
    This place seems similar to Sleepy Hollow, minus the dense fog. We do the usual routine and pat the barrier. It won’t open or give way. It looks like our only option is forward.  
 
    “It’s déjà vu all over again.” August shakes his head with an annoyed sigh. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll find Maisie in this one.” I hope. “But now I don’t know how many displays there are. She could be in any one.”  
 
    “We’ll see. I’m not sure how many of these we’re going to have to get through to find her.” 
 
    “Hopefully not as many as there were in the Glass Vault.” But I have my doubts. 
 
    We walk as quietly as possible through the woods. The land is rich here with clusters of skyscraping trees and green shrubbery. It’s eerily silent, though. In the trees, there are a few small birds scattered about, but they make no sound. It’s as if they’re scared to chirp. We wander a little farther until sunlight breaks through the tall and narrow trees, guiding our way out of the forest. 
 
    Once outside of the lush green forest, we stop in front of a large gray boulder. There are more just like it lined up beside each other. It’s an odd arrangement. It almost looks as if they were placed like this purposely. But, who could have moved boulders this big? 
 
    Suddenly, the ground quakes beneath our feet, as if to answer my question. The shaking is so intense that my bones and muscles are clacking against one another.  
 
    There isn’t anywhere for us to take cover. The trees aren’t wide enough to hide behind, and one might even fall on us. We’re exposed and it’s basically an open invitation for something to attack us.  
 
    “Go to those rocks!” August points up ahead. We try to run, but the shaking is debilitating. We stumble too many times, catching ourselves against each other or the boulders. 
 
    I dive down first behind a large rock covered in green moss and dirt, cradling my knees to my chest. What could be causing all of this shaking? It stops as fast as it started. Above the ringing in my ears, I hear voices. Someone is speaking, or more like rumbling, in another language. I can’t make it out enough to hear what’s being said. 
 
    We’re hidden behind a line of ten or so rocks, safely tucked away from danger. Between each boulder is a large gap, big enough for me to crawl past. I watch as August shimmies up to it and peeks through.  
 
    “What do you see? Maisie?” I whisper. August doesn’t seem to hear me, so I tug on his shirt to get his attention. “August?” 
 
    He shakes his head, places one finger to his lips and slides over to the next rock, motioning for me to follow. I take a seat where he once was. He points at it for me to peep through, so I press my hands to the boulder and peer out.                
 
    There’s a huge bridge sitting in the middle of a meadow, dividing the luscious green landscape. It’s been built with white rocks and a wide stone pathway. All in all, it’s a beautiful structure. The one thing missing is water beneath the bridge—only a sparse patch of dirt rests underneath. 
 
    I gasp. And it’s not because I found Maisie. 
 
    There they are. Three tall trolls stalking beneath the bridge. Their skin is sallow and dark brown in certain places along their bodies. It almost looks like rotten flesh. They’re nothing like what I would have imagined a troll to look like, not that child’s toys are good examples. These trolls are skeletal, bony and sharp looking. 
 
    Two of them have a head full of stringy, dark hair caked in dry mud and dirt. I’m guessing these are the females, judging by their nakedness, and the other is a male. From the looks of it, these creatures have never bathed a day in their entire lives. They lumber lazily about until something catches their attention. One of them points up.  
 
    There’s a clack-clack-clackity-clack-clack.  
 
    On top of the bridge is a little white goat. It’s the happiest thing I’ve seen since we fell through. I watch the goat now in horror, my eyes darting back and forth between its snowflake-colored fur and the trolls. 
 
    One of the females says something to the others. She points at herself, and the male nods. The other female is visibly enraged and retreats to the shadows, no doubt to pout about her loss. 
 
    The first female troll licks her thin lips with a long green tongue the color of pea soup. I can imagine the stench of what her breath must smell like. She creeps to the edge of the bridge and sets her palms against the stone, waiting now for the moment when the goat is close enough to snatch. 
 
    By now, the goat has reached the middle of the bridge. Its leisurely pace and beautiful surroundings distract the goat from the real sense of danger lurking below the bridge. I can’t do a thing or it will draw the attention to us. I feel sorry for the goat. 
 
    Please run. Please run. Please run! I chant over and over in my head. But my attempt at mind control doesn’t work. 
 
    The female troll moves as quickly as a spider, skittering up the bridge, and snatches the goat in her hand with one swipe. There’s a cry from the little goat seconds before she snaps its neck.  
 
    The troll jumps down from the bridge and back to the pit. It makes me think she has done it a million times before, and so have the others. With a loud thump, the troll hits the earth hard and the ground rumbles. The quakes from earlier are the trolls. Another mystery solved. 
 
    There’s a ruckus beneath the bridge. The female with the goat raises her prize and dangles it proudly. The other female troll, the one still sulking, shuffles over to her companion and speaks. It’s loud enough this time to hear, but I don’t understand what language they’re using.  
 
    Then the sulky female tries to grab the animal from the Goat Killer. The male stands up and hobbles over to her and pushes the female down, while the one holding the goat cackles so loudly my ears ache. 
 
    The sulky troll is visually upset and hits the ground with her fists—one hit right after the other that has the ground shaking again. She stops after the others ignore her tantrum and moves back to sit and sulk, her expression furious. I almost feel bad for her, but then I remind myself she would probably crush me in two seconds flat. 
 
    The female with the goat takes it in her hand and pounds it over and over against the ground. I’m so jarred by the action of it I scoot back and cover my mouth. I watch in horror as she rips off one of the goat’s legs with a loud splitting sound. Thankfully, the goat is already dead or I would have vomited. The troll brings the tiny leg to her mouth, biting and chewing like she’s testing it out. 
 
    A true smile of satisfaction spreads across her bloodied lips. The rest of the goat is gone in three bites. She didn’t even take time to chew it before swallowing it whole.  
 
    Blood mixed with drool dribbles down her chin, and I can’t watch anymore. I whirl toward August, who is still watching the trolls. His disgust mirrors my own.  
 
    “Well, Perrie”—he sucks in a breath—“this just went from bad to worse.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I prop my back up against a rock, done with troll watching. “Is this what we’re in for, August? Are these displays going to get worse the farther we go? This is more than Three Billy Goats Gruff. It’s Bloody Fucking Troll’s Gruff.” 
 
    “What now?” August asks. He slides back and props himself against another rock, pulling his legs up and resting his forearms on top of his knees.  
 
    As if in response, my stomach growls. 
 
    “Really, Perrie?” August shoots me “the look” and points his thumb back at the troll area. “After seeing that sick business?” 
 
    It’s poor timing, I know. But I’m hungry. There’s a berry bush a few feet from where we are and I nod at them. “What about those? Do you think they’re poisonous?” 
 
    He crawls forward to the bush. “They look okay to me.” 
 
    “How positive are you about that exactly?” I join him and he plucks one blue berry. He inspects the berry, rotating it in between his thumb and index finger. I watch anxiously as he cuts it in half with his fingernail and examines the juice dripping out.  
 
    “I’m going to say fifty percent sure.” He grins and pops the berry into his mouth before I can grab it back, chewing away at it as if he hasn’t just risked his life.  
 
    “You idiot!” I quietly snarl. It’s my turn to give him the “what the heck” look. “I could have given you that same percentage myself. Fifty percent chance leads to death, or fifty percent chance leads to staying alive.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a daredevil.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’re no Matt Murdock.” But, what the hell? I grab a berry and pop it into my mouth. 
 
    It’s been about two minutes and we’ve both eaten a few more berries. I don’t feel sick, but who knows how long poison takes to kill you. I’m too hungry to care, so I gather as many berries as I can in the folds of my clothes, then crawl back to the rocks to eat.  
 
    We finish up the berries and oddly enough, we’re still alive—for the time being. We peep through the hole and see the trolls sitting around. One of them throws a tantrum for no reason and pounds the ground, making it vibrate again. 
 
    August and I try going back to the barrier where we came through, just to double check if maybe we can make an exit that way. We’ve seen the trolls, more than I would have liked to, so maybe the barrier will open up. It doesn’t. I beat against it nonstop for several long minutes, which only causes me more frustration. August and I come back through the woods and settle behind the rocks again. We need to get across the bridge.  
 
    While we wait, two more goats attempt to pass over the bridge, and neither one of them succeeds. The male troll takes his turn first, and then the sulky female moves in for the second one. She’s the most vicious out of them all, ripping the goat apart piece by piece.  
 
    “I think the way out will be through the opening under the bridge. It’s just a guess, but since the shape of the barrier is a rectangle again and we fell in back there—” I point behind us. 
 
    “Then that means the way out could be straight ahead, right past troll territory, like in Sleepy Hollow,” August finishes. 
 
    “Precisely. Now the question is, how long will it take for them to fall asleep?”  
 
    The option I prefer is to attempt to go over the bridge and just hop off the side, but that won’t work because the bridge is too high up. Another issue that prevents another plan is the starting point seems to curve right by the sidewall of the barrier, preventing us from being able to walk around to the other side of it. Somehow these goats keep on appearing. All are the same size and shape, but a goat’s a goat, right? 
 
    August busies himself with his nails, picking at them with a stick he found on the ground while we wait for the trolls—hopefully all of them—to fall asleep at once. I stay vigilant, despite my exhaustion, and keep a trained eye on the bridge. I can feel my eyes fighting against my need for sleep. I’m nodding off every few seconds when suddenly, I’m wide-awake. A young guy appears, no goats in sight.  
 
    He starts to walk across the bridge.  
 
    “Where did he come from?” The guy is tall with the lightest white hair I’ve ever seen, and his complexion is just as pale. He looks like a normal guy from a regular village, dressed in a similar fashion to August. 
 
    “Who?” August drops the stick on the ground and turns back to the hole. “Oh, wait I see.” 
 
    I feel my heart racing for the guy as the trolls come to attention. They’re perked and listening intently to his footsteps. I fight the urge to run to him, to shout and warn the boy about the trolls. Once again, I’m too afraid to tempt fate.  
 
    “Doesn’t he know about the trolls?” I whisper. 
 
    “Don’t think so,” August breathes.  
 
    We watch the trolls as they determine whose turn it is now. It appears to be the first female’s turn again, and she’s gearing up to do her spider crawl. 
 
    I glance back at the guy crossing the bridge, recognizing him immediately. It’s clear to me now what’s so familiar about him. It’s his hair, that unique shade of white—I would have taken him for any random person if it were a different color. He’s one of the missing people—I saw several pictures of him right after it was announced.  
 
    “That’s Ben Johnston.” This is the same guy Maisie told me about a couple days ago.  
 
    August has a confused look on his face. “Who?” 
 
    “Ben Johnston. You know, that college guy who went missing? It was right before Neven.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes at Ben a little harder, and then it sets in. “I wouldn’t have guessed, except for that hair.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought!” 
 
    “His chances of making it back home now are slim,” August says sadly. 
 
    I’m waiting and hoping this troll is going to do something different this time, but she slinks low like a spider and crawls. Ben comes closer, and then she hops over the side of the bridge, landing directly in front of him.  
 
    He doesn’t scream, doesn’t fight back or run. Why doesn’t he do something? Instead, he just stands there, lingering like a moron and staring at the troll. 
 
    The troll stands idle, watching him with her hungry eyes. There’s a smile spread across her horrid face. Something isn’t right. She holds out her gigantic hand to Ben, and he takes it in his own. It’s as if she’s mesmerizing him, like he’s under her spell. 
 
    “August, what’s he doing?” No one in his or her right mind would willingly go to a creature as devious as this troll.  
 
    August scrunches his nose. “Is he even in his right mind? How long has he been missing?” 
 
    “A week or maybe less.”  
 
    The troll yanks Ben to her harshly, pulls him to her chest, and then leaps off the bridge, landing roughly on the ground—causing it to ripple. He still doesn’t scream. He just looks happy to be in her arms. It makes zero sense. 
 
    The moment is short-lived and Ben is tossed to the ground. He looks so helpless.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he cries, and it echoes out from under the bridge. We can hear him clear as day. 
 
    “There’s something wrong here. He has to be under some type of influence,” August mutters. 
 
    “I agree. Maybe she’s somehow enchanting Ben by locking eyes with him,” I guess. 
 
    The male troll stumbles toward Ben and picks him up off the ground with little effort. Then, like a whip, he slaps Ben against the side of the bridge and beats him against the ground. 
 
    Not once does Ben scream as his body is tossed ragged at the ground. I can’t un-see this. The sounds of his body ripping, cracking, and tearing, reverberates throughout the forest. They won’t stop until he’s been taken apart, piece by piece, just like the goats. He’s covered in blood from head to toe and his body is broken. I know there’s no life left in him. 
 
    August pulls me to him. I press my head into his shoulder and hold on tightly. No one deserves this. I didn’t know Ben, but seeing him become their plaything is going to haunt me for the rest of my life. 
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    “I really wish I knew what time it was,” I mumble. Wearing a watch doesn’t seem all that awful of an idea, considering how long we’ve been here. Although, who’s to say it wouldn’t have vanished with our phones? My necklace did. 
 
    After the incident with Ben, one of the females laid down to rest. There were three more goats that followed after Ben and the other two trolls took their turns. 
 
    “Do you think we should try running for it? Maybe sneak up to the edge and run through?” I’m monitoring the situation. “Wait.” August doesn’t have an opportunity to answer. “What the hell?”  
 
    I grasp August’s arm and tug him over to the hole. August looks skeptical at first, but once he’s seen it he can’t look away. “No way. A reanimated corpse made from thin air.” 
 
    As sure as my name is Perrie Madeline, I watch Ben Johnston cross that bridge again. He’s the same as before, white hair, pale complexion, and same outfit. Everything is in one piece. No broken bones, no missing limbs.  
 
    “Can’t be a zombie if he was in the troll’s belly.” I poke at his arm several times. “This whole place is making less sense than ever.” 
 
    We choose not to watch any of what happens, not after the last time.  
 
    “Let me put my thinking cap on.” He places his hands against his head, and I can tell he’s taking this seriously. After several moments, he lifts his head. 
 
    “What do you have?” I anxiously lean forward.  
 
    He studies the trees for a brief period of silence and then, finally, opens his mouth to speak. “I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    My body falls back to the rock with a grunt. What makes this world the same as the last? What are we missing? I think back to the other two displays that we experienced. All at once it hits me. 
 
    “In the display with Jack the Ripper, AKA Jackie, we found Officer Rodriguez dead at first, right?” 
 
    “Right, and then we saw her magically appear alive. What’s that got to do with anything?” August asks. 
 
    “Well, she was dead and then she wasn’t. We saw her after that, alive!”  
 
    His eyes widen. He’s catching on. 
 
    “It’s the same thing here,” I continue, “except we didn’t see Officer Rodriguez die again, but maybe if we’d stayed longer, it would have happened. The only two people we’ve seen die have come back to life.” 
 
    “Okay, sounds fair”—he rubs at his chin—“but what about Sleepy Hollow? We didn’t see any dead bodies come back to life.” 
 
    “What if Katrina already died once before and we just missed it? Maybe we got there right as she came back to life.” I feel like I’m onto something big, something that could help us piece this place together. 
 
    August quits rubbing at his chin and rests his hand on his knee. “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Let’s assume for the moment then. Now, what do they all have in common?”  
 
    “Well, Ben and Officer Rodriguez went missing,” he says absently. “Did Katrina look familiar to you?” 
 
    I nod. “A little. I thought I had seen her before.”  
 
    August’s eyes shift from one side to the other, like a ticking clock. “I think I saw her on one of the flyers, but she may have had really short blond hair, like a pixie cut.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh!” I start snapping my fingers. “Josselyn Shaw. I remember seeing that flyer, but the picture was grainy. Those flyers were everywhere. She didn’t really look like her photo at first, but I can see it now.” 
 
    “That means each display we’ve been to contains a missing person within it. The question left is, why?” August asks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    There are missing people inside the Glass Vault somehow. Why? How did they get here? If it’s true, then Neven must for sure be in here somewhere. I want to get out of this nightmare, but we’re going to have to find Maisie and Neven first. 
 
    “I think we’d have to find Quinsey Wolfe to answer all of our questions, but I’m sure he’s nowhere inside his own scenes of horror,” I say. Who knows if Quinsey Wolfe even exists? “More importantly, we now know Maisie and Neven both are in a display somewhere.” 
 
    August is peering through the hole when he says, “The trolls might be going to sleep now. Let’s get past them and see if we can find Maisie or Neven in the next display.” 
 
    One of the female trolls is already lying down, making grunting and choking noises like she has something stuck in her throat. It’s probably only a human or goat bone.  
 
    Quietly, the sulky female troll pats the hard dirt, as if softening up a feathered-down mattress. It seems ridiculous to me. Even if she sat there and patted and smacked at the ground for an hour, it isn’t going to get much softer. Finally, she lies down on her side in her freshly patted dirt bed, dragging her legs up to her chest like a small baby. Her matted hair falls over her face, and I can’t really tell, but I think she closes her eyes. 
 
    “Okay, we need a plan now,” I say to August. He sits back and taps the tips of his fingers together like a villain in an old cartoon.  
 
    “Ah yes, the plan.” He pauses for effect. “We’ll go as far as we can to the left side of the bridge, get to the edge of the hole underneath, and dash through it like madmen.” 
 
    “Great minds think alike. That was my plan, too. Now, what do we do if the trolls wake up?” I sigh. 
 
    “This would be a whole lot easier if there was only one troll,” he groans, crossing his arms. 
 
    “I know, right? Isn’t it supposed to be one troll to each bridge? I have never seen multiple trolls sharing bridges. Not that I’ve seen a troll until now, besides in the actual nursery rhyme. And in that story, all the goats got across. That didn’t happen here,” I huff. 
 
    “The trolls are spaced pretty well apart. We walk as quietly as we can, and if one moves, we start running,” August says. 
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” My hand shakes unsteadily as I take out the small dagger at my waist. I have zero experience using one, but I will swing it like crazy if I have to find a way to my cousin. 
 
    “Better than dying behind a rock.” He unsheathes his sword. 
 
    We avoid any twigs that might snap or any leaves that can crunch. The sun is starting to set and I hope it stays lit long enough to see as we pass through. August takes his first step into a lush field with tiny flowers poking out everywhere. The place is beautiful, but there’s a hidden ugliness that gives nothing a real chance to live here. Are the displays in the museum real? And if they are, how are they transporting us to places like this? I shake the thoughts out of my head. 
 
    August and I make our way to the bridge. We have no way of seeing the trolls ahead of us. My hands have stopped shaking, but my heart is beating incredibly fast—so fast I can’t believe I’m not having a heart attack. I squeeze my dagger harder to keep calm. As August reaches the rustic stone bridge, he stops and listens. All I hear is snoring, so I advance and join him. I take a few deep breaths while we’re stopped.  
 
    August whistles lowly. He signals for me to move ahead of him before we continue. As we get closer to the opening under the bridge, I can see where the grass starts to thin out. There are no more small flowers that exist in this part of the grass. Eventually, there’s no grass at all, only soft dirt that becomes hard earth.  
 
    I try to slow down and tiptoe as quietly as I can to the hole, plastering my body so close to the wall that I imagine I’m one with it. I’m hoping I’ll stay out of sight this way.  
 
    Carefully, I peer around the edge of the opening. So far, so good. The trolls are still snoring and gurgling in their slumber. Body odor and rot fills my nostrils as I stretch a little further around the corner and get a big whiff. I gag on the thick stench of it, grateful for their snoring to mask my disgust. 
 
    Beneath the bridge the lighting is dim, but there are enough rays seeping inside that I can see everything clearly. The ceiling is high with long fissures running along the inside of it. Each time these trolls go up it and then leap down it must cause damage to the bridge.  
 
    The sulky troll lies in the fetal position, a huge puddle of drool runs from her mouth to the ground where a large amount of her hair is soaking in it. 
 
    The second female is on her back with her mouth wide open, and I can see every single one of her teeth on display. The urge to brush my teeth has never been stronger. Black, green, brown, and yellow teeth all crooked and decayed.  
 
    The male troll twitches and his stomach gurgles. He shifts around on the floor until he’s comfortable again. I don’t dare move. Yet.  
 
    Aside from the overwhelming smell of their domain, I think we’re clear to keep moving. I signal to August with a wave of my hand. As I start walking, August pulls me back and shakes his head, pointing to him and then at the troll nest. He wants to go first, and I don’t want to waste time arguing, so I let him go. He takes my hand and rubs it with his thumb, as if to silently reassure me that everything will be fine.  
 
    Our steps are so quiet, so calculated, even a mouse wouldn’t hear us coming. 
 
    Clack-clack-clackity-clack-clack.  
 
    We freeze. Something is on top of the bridge. I know from the sound of its steps, it’s one of those stupid goats. 
 
    August’s eyes widen, they’re telling me to run. Just as we begin to move, one of the trolls opens its eyes. They’re red—the exact shade of blood. It comes for us. We make it halfway to the end when August is thrown back. One of the female trolls has her hand around him. 
 
    I don’t have time to think—I run with my dagger and start stabbing her hand repeatedly. Red liquid spews from the wounds. The troll releases him and cries out deeply, causing the bridge above us to rumble.  
 
    August rebounds quickly and comes up with sword in hand. Just in time, too. Another troll runs for us. He maneuvers to the side and slices the tendon right above one of the troll’s rotten-looking feet.  
 
    “Go,” he yells. 
 
    We sprint to the other side of the bridge, legs and arms pumping as hard as they can. August reaches the barrier right before I do—the force of it pulling at him the second he comes close. I don’t make it. A big, yellow hand wraps around my waist and yanks me back.  
 
    “August!” I scream.  
 
    “Perrie!” He looks back in horror, pushing against the draw of the barrier. It’s too late, though—and he vanishes into thin air. There’s nothing left except a field on the other side.  
 
    I scream, unable to stop, gripping the dagger with such force for fear I might drop it. I try to free my arm with the dagger, but I can’t.  
 
    The troll tightens her grip. Lucky for me though, she switches her hold and frees my arm with the dagger. Then she lifts me to her face and we each get a proper look at the other. Great. I’ve got the sulky troll, the one who is probably the most vicious of the three.  
 
    She’s pissed. 
 
    No time to waste. I use what’s left of the adrenaline in me and thrust the dagger right in the center of her left eye. She roars, stumbling back and dropping me—I don’t hesitate when my body hits the hard dirt. I run.  
 
    The ground vibrates worse than an earthquake. My body aches, but I have to keep going. The barrier is right ahead.  
 
    Please take me, I silently repeat over and over inside my head. As soon as I reach the barrier and hit it, the wind sweeps me up and drags me forward. The last things I hear are the angry howls of hungry trolls. 
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    My feet land on solid ground. Falling forward, I catch myself with my forearms and hands, right before my face makes contact with the grass below. 
 
    Quickly, I roll over to glance behind me, making sure none of the trolls made it through the barrier. I lie there for a few moments and let myself breathe, hard and rapidly, until I calm down. I’m no longer in pain, even though I was aching from the fall to the ground earlier. The pain is gone, just like the cut to my arm from Fannie. So, if you’re hurt in one display and go to the next, you’re always magically healed.  
 
    I like that answer. 
 
    I almost feel like laughing. Maybe I’m losing my mind being in here too long, but I almost feel invincible. This world is so strange and messed up.  
 
    Finally, I sit up and look around. More trees surround me, and there’s no sign of August. He went before me, so he landed somewhere else. I shouldn’t be worried, yet here I am, worried.  
 
    I pull myself up and brush the dirt from my dress, noticing this one is a little different than the last. The bodice is dark red and the skirt is a darker brown, like the color of tree bark. Matching brown flats cover my feet and no weapons in sight. It’s a fairly plain ensemble, but it will do. 
 
    I turn around and touch along the barrier to see how wide it goes. I yank my hand away, afraid it will suck me back through. I have no intention of being chased by trolls again. It’s time to go, so I take the path laid out before me and ditch the trolls. I haven’t walked very far from where I landed when I spy a cottage in the distance. There’s a cottage in the middle of a heavily wooded area? Why does that sound familiar? 
 
    Gray smoke curls upward into the sky from the chimney on the roof. I’m not sure if I even want to know who or what is in that house, but somebody is home. 
 
    The trees in the surrounding area are tall and wide enough to climb. I glance at the house, and then back up at the tree—one more time toward the house and shake my head. I postpone the cottage and attempt to climb the tree to see how far the forest reaches. Padding over to the nearest one, I see there are insects trailing all around it. I’ve seen worse in the last couple displays. 
 
    There’s a branch right above my head, and I grab hold of it. I start to climb up the tree, but my feet catch on my dress and I slip. This is why I hate dresses. I hike up the skirt to the middle of my thighs and knot the excess fabric between my legs. Perfect.  
 
    Let’s try this again. I reach again for the branch and manage to lodge my foot into the bark and swing myself up.  
 
    I climb a few more branches—my new curls brush my shoulders as they fight with the breeze. When I reach for the next branch, I can’t grasp it, and my hand connects with the barrier. Guess this proves the barrier is more like a rectangular box. There are limitations, even when my feet aren’t touching the ground in this prison.  
 
    Stepping down a branch, I survey the area and see no sign of human life coming from anywhere—except the cottage.  
 
    Where could August be? Is Maisie or Neven in this display? The cottage is the only other option I have.  
 
    A small scratching sound comes from below me, and I become perfectly still. Before I can do anything else, a small furry thing scurries past me, and I almost lose my balance. I risk glancing up and find the furry thing is only a squirrel. I breathe a deep sigh of relief. 
 
    Slowly, as I climb back down, I hear the crunching of nearby leaves. I grip the branch I’m holding tighter, and then a small deer zooms by beneath me—this place seems to have more animal life than the other displays.  
 
    As I lower myself to the ground, I manage not to break my neck in the process. I untie the fabric of the dress by my thighs and look ahead. Something about the cottage has changed—there’s a light illuminating from inside the glass windows. Someone is definitely home. I wonder if maybe it’s August who could be using the smoke to signal me. It’s worth a look inside. Then again, what if he isn’t even in this display—what if he landed somewhere else?  
 
    I thank every tree around here that the house isn’t covered in sugary treats and frosting. I really don’t want to have to deal with a witch today. Although, it’s possible a smart witch may leave her house unfrosted to better lure in her victims.                
 
    “One thing at a time, Perrie,” I tell myself. 
 
    When Maisie and I were younger, Hansel and Gretel was our favorite fairy tale. I was never afraid of it back then, even though the story itself could be disturbing for children. When I look back, I was always so intrigued about a house made of desserts and sweets.  
 
    We’d always play in Maisie’s backyard. She would grab a loaf of bread and tear up slices for crumbs, pretending our stepmother had abandoned us in the woods. Back then I didn’t think it would be my real mother who would eventually abandon me.  
 
    There were never birds around to eat the bread for us to pretend to lose our way, so we had to use Maisie’s dog, Roosevelt. He isn’t alive now, but he would gobble the pieces of bread up just as well as any bird. 
 
    Maisie and I would argue over who would be Gretel and who would be Hansel. I would usually give in and be Hansel most of the time. She was persistent, always has been. 
 
    In Maisie’s backyard under the trees, Uncle Jaron had built a small cottage for us to play in. It was so much better than those cheap plastic ones.  
 
    One day, while we were pretending to be Hansel and Gretel, we decided to decorate the small house. Maisie and I snuck inside and grabbed anything we could find to make it look like a house of candy. We used just about everything, from condiments to potato chips. To draw the designs, we used ketchup and mustard, which were the brightest colors we could find.  
 
    We wanted to make it vibrant. 
 
    Maisie and I didn’t go unpunished. My aunt made us clean the house up as best we could and help Uncle Jaron repaint it. I wouldn’t really call it a punishment because it was fun getting to help redecorate it again. That time we chose the colors, and we made sure it was brighter than before. 
 
    The little hammer inside my head knocks the memory away. God, I miss Maisie. 
 
    Cautiously, I walk toward the house. The roof isn’t covered in candy. Thank the display for this one common courtesy! It’s a normal roof sitting on top of a normal green cottage. It’s a regular storybook home, complete with pretty flowers and lush green shrubbery. 
 
    I try to peer inside the windows, but the glass is covered in too much grime to see anything. I swallow my fear and find my courage, which is buried very, very deeply. Marching to the front door, I lift a shaky hand up to knock. I rap against the door three times, and each time I feel it reverberate around the cottage. I take a few steps back in case someone or something strange answers the door. The distance also gives me a chance to take off running if I have to. 
 
    No one answers, so I try again and do the same thing, except this time I give it an extra knock and step back. I realize then that no one is going to answer. 
 
    “Guess I’ll just let myself in then,” I mumble. Grabbing the unlocked doorknob, I open it up and step inside. 
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    Once inside the cottage, it reeks of death.  
 
    The odor is so pungent and heavy that it makes me nauseous. I cover both my nose and mouth, hesitant to keep going. I tuck the fear away for now and turn the corner of the small foyer. The cottage is warm, cozy even, and inside there’s a large living area. I stop dead in my tracks. 
 
    There’s a rocking chair in front of a fireplace and a girl occupying it. I can’t see what she’s doing with her hands exactly, but it looks like she’s sewing or knitting something.  
 
    “Excuse me.” I’m prepared to run if this goes awry.  
 
    The girl doesn’t turn around. Instead, she continues to rock herself back and forth. Each creak of the chair echoes in my bones.  
 
    “Hello,” I say even louder.  
 
    Nothing. She doesn’t even flinch. I move closer to the girl, reaching one hand out toward her shoulder.  
 
    I recognize her immediately. 
 
    “Maisie!” I gasp, inhaling the thick scent of smoke and decay. The rocking stills for a moment, but she doesn’t look up.  
 
    I bite my nails into my palms to calm my initial shock. Kneeling beside her, I realize she appears fine, changed even. Her normally straight, black hair rests just below her chin in loose ringlets. It makes her look a lot younger than she is. Like me, she’s wearing a remarkably similar dress, and her feet are completely bare.  
 
    “Maisie? What are you doing?” I ask. My attention is drawn to her hand where she continues her methodical stitching. It looks like it’s animal skin, possibly deer. 
 
    Finally, she stops and gives me the strangest look. “Who is Maisie?”  
 
    One of her eyes is still covered by a solid blue patch that matches her dress. There’s nothing vibrant about it like her usual patches.  
 
    “You’re Maisie.” I grab her hands, desperate for her to recognize me. She gently removes my hands from hers.  
 
    “Aren’t you just the silliest? My name is Snow.” Maisie giggles. 
 
    My eyebrows shoot straight up, and I nearly topple over. “Uh, as in Snow White?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says sweetly, giggling an octave higher than before. “How did you know that?”  
 
    “Lucky guess.” I cringe. 
 
    Something is wrong with her. Her smile is too wide, her voice is too sweet, and she’s got this overly dreamy look on her face that makes me shiver. I take a careful look around the room, tuning myself into my surroundings now. Twisting my head to the left, I see there are animals all over the floor, piled up in the corner. Blood has pooled beneath them. 
 
    Next to the animals, pushed into the shadows, there are seven little beds in a row. Seven beds mean seven dwarves. I stand shakily and walk closer for a better look. Seven little men lie in their beds with the sheets pulled clear up to their chins. At first glance, one might think them asleep, but the blood on their faces proves otherwise. The white sheets on their beds are drenched in red. How did I not notice this before?  
 
    I whirl back to Maisie, horrified. “What is that?” 
 
    “Those little men weren’t very kind to me.” She shakes her finger in the air. “Now they won’t be mean to me anymore.”  
 
    She tosses her head back and laughs hysterically. I’m a little more than creeped out by her behavior. Maisie lifts the animal fur to flip it over. Her dress is caked in dark, red blood from where the underside of the fur was laying.  
 
    “Um, Maisie?” 
 
    “You mean Snow.” She tilts her head to the side, grinning wide.  
 
    “Right, I mean Snow.” I press my lips together and nod. “You do realize you’re getting your dress a little messy. Maybe you should put that down and find something else to wear. Do you have another dress?”  
 
    I want to take the animal fur and toss it into the lit fireplace, but the burning smell would make the room even worse than it is. So instead, I reach for the fur to set it on the floor, but she moves it away from my hands. Her eyebrows draw together in a hard line, and then she hops up from her seat.  
 
    “Yes. I believe I do!” Softly, she sets the fur a little too gently on the floor, as if it was fragile enough to break. She skips over to a wardrobe  
 
    Hesitantly, I follow her, moving my hand gently to her arm. “Snow,” I start, “do you recognize me?” 
 
    At first, she doesn’t look at me, she’s too busy tossing out dwarf-sized clothing from the wardrobe.  
 
    “Snow!” She looks at me then, staring hard, as if this is the first time she’s seeing me. “Do you remember the name Perrie? That’s me. What about August or Neven? Does that ring a bell?”  
 
    “Perrie.” She sounds out my name like it’s a new word she’s learning for the first time. I think there may be recognition starting to form, but it’s gone.  
 
    “Let’s clean,” she says excitedly, forgetting all about the dress. 
 
    “Let’s not.” She doesn’t like that particular answer. Her face changes into a childlike pout. 
 
    “You know”—Maisie gazes over toward the beds—“they did an awful thing to me, and I taught them.”  
 
    I try to avoid staring at the massacred men, but it’s unavoidable. Do I even want to know? Yes, I have to know, even if I don’t like what she’s insinuating.  
 
    “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “When I first arrived, I didn’t know there were people who lived here. I fell asleep in one of the beds and when I woke up to whispering, my wrists were tied together.”  
 
    “Then what did they do?” My fear is shifting to fire as anger bubbles in my chest. I’m sure I’m not going to like the direction this story is taking. 
 
    Maisie reaches for her eye patch and lifts it back. My knees go weak and I gasp. She gave me no time to prepare myself for the ghastly sight.  
 
    “They took out a knife and removed my eye.”  
 
    Oh, I was beyond wrong, and now I think I’m going to be sick. 
 
    Her eye is gone. Maisie’s beautiful whole damn eye is missing, and in its place is a gaping hole. They mutilated her face. I’m overwhelmed with emotions, consumed with rage, despair, and fear. If those little men weren’t lying there already dead, I would have done something myself. 
 
    “Don’t worry”—she giggles, pulling her eye patch back down—“after they fell asleep, I was able to get free and get them all back. You see that bucket over there?” She points at a corner with the pile of animal carcasses—beside the bodies is a bloody bucket. 
 
    “Yes, I see the bucket.” That doesn’t mean I want to know what’s in it. 
 
    “Take a look inside,” she says anxiously. 
 
    “I think I’m going to pass on that.”  
 
    Ignoring my response, Maisie lifts her hands to cover her one remaining eye and patch. “Now they see no evil.” Then she moves her hands and covers her ears tightly. “They can hear no evil.” Finally, she moves her hands in front of her mouth, and her solo eye is open wide. “And now they will forever speak no evil.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I’m in shock. How do I even respond?  
 
    She points furiously at the men and giggles with pure excitement. “Here, I’ll show you my collection.”  
 
    Clapping frantically, Maisie dashes for the bucket, tugging me along with her. Before I have time to protest, the bucket is in front of me. I stumble backward, dry heaving. The bucket is filled with eyeballs, severed tongues, and ears. This is crazy. Maisie has gone insane. And being here has made her this way. 
 
    “They wouldn’t sit still, so I had to put them to bed first,” she says pointing directly at her heart. “I used the same knife they used to cut out my eye.” 
 
    After seeing Maisie’s wound, I know she had to defend herself. But the way she’s acting, and the way she went about it, isn’t like her at all. I have to try and pull her out of this trance she’s in. There isn’t much time to think, so I come up with something fast. 
 
    “Snow, look at me.” I approach her and gently place my hands on the sides of her face. “Do you want me to tell you a story?” 
 
    She clasps her hands together at her chest and makes it seem like I have just given her the best birthday present in the entire world.  
 
    “I love stories!” She steadily shakes her clasped hands. 
 
    “Then you’ll love this one, I promise.” I walk her back to the rocking chair and help her sit, kicking the bloody fur out of the way before she tries to drag it onto her lap again. Once she’s settled and content, I take my place in front of the fire and begin. 
 
    “Once upon a time, three good friends traveled far and wide to attend the great carnival. They were—”  
 
    “What were their names?” Maisie interrupts me. “These three good friends.” 
 
    Shit. “They were called—uh—Mais, Nev, and Posie.” 
 
    Maisie nods her approval and I continue. “So, like I was saying, these three good friends—Mais, Nev, and Posie—traveled far to attend the great carnival. All Mais wanted to do was eat a funnel cake before going on their favorite ride, the Zipper. 
 
    “The three good friends ate their tasty pastry and took turns riding their favorite ride. Nev and Posie, when riding together, would watch as Mais rode with the new friends she made. Mais was a silly girl, but silly in every good way.” 
 
    This isn’t just a story it’s a memory. Maisie dragged Neven and me to the carnival one summer for some well-deserved fun. We took turns riding the Zipper with each other, and Maisie would just ask some random person to hop on with her so she could keep going. 
 
    “Eventually, Mais wasn’t feeling up for another ride. Nev and Posie asked if she was all right, but Mais ran off and lost her pastry. Never one to quit, Mais went on and on again, until she felt sick. Nev and Posie suggested she take a break and play some carnival games! 
 
    “Posie was not very good at these games, but because she loved her cousin, Mais, she tried to win her something anyway. She picked a game, the hardest one in all the carnival, and tried her best to cheer up Mais. When the game was done, Posie won the smallest baby dragon and gave it to Mais, who suddenly felt much better that day.” 
 
    The stuffed dragon I won for Maisie is still proudly displayed in her room.  
 
    “Every now and then, Maisie, you talk about how that was one of the greatest days of your life.” I wait patiently, congratulating myself for a job well done. My English teacher would be proud that I managed to sneak in a couple of rhymes, too. 
 
    Maisie presses her fingers to her cheeks as if she has dimples there and laughs. “That wasn’t a story at all. There weren’t any animals or castles or anything.” 
 
    I drop my chin to my chest and mumble sarcastically, “There was a stuffed dragon.”  
 
    “Do you have any better stories?” Her eyes widen with enthusiasm and a glazed shine. 
 
    “No.” I’m frustrated, but I try to come up with another. “Okay, I have one.” I tell her the story about Hansel and Gretel, about the ketchup on the house, and Aunt Krista’s reaction. Then I tell her about high school, the Halloween party where we dressed up as Hansel and Gretel. It was the same year we tricked Neven into dressing as the witch. 
 
    “You have to remember that, Maisie,” I urge her frantically. “That was our sophomore year—it was the best Halloween of all time. You even said so.”  
 
    The fog in her eyes clears for the slightest moment, and then it’s gone. She jumps out of her seat and clasps her hands together once again, and I wait to hear what I’ve been hoping for. But then she yells maniacally, “I love dessert!” 
 
    That’s it. That’s the last straw. I can’t keep this charade up anymore. I drag Maisie out of the chair by both arms and shake her hard. 
 
    “Damn it, Maisie. I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but we’re done with this. I can’t sit here anymore and play these games with you like we aren’t in some demonic house. This house is filled with the dead bodies of people you say that you slaughtered. Then there are the skinned animals.” I point at the bloody furs in the corner. “Not to mention the stench in here reeks of a thousand deaths. If I have to slap you repeatedly to get you to remember, I will. Snap out of it, Maisie!”  
 
    I release her arms and raise my hand, ready to smack the crazy out of her. 
 
    Then her one good eye widens. “Perrie?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    I did it. I don’t know how, but I did it. Maisie recognizes me. 
 
    “Maisie!” I rush forward, practically crying as I wrap my arms around her, and squeeze her tighter than I’ve ever hugged her in my life. 
 
    “How did you get here?” She looks a little disoriented. 
 
    I explain to her how August and I went to the Glass Vault to look for her, but instead got magically sucked into the hellish displays. She stays focused as I tell her about the previous places, Sleepy Hollow and Jack the Ripper, about what August and I had gone through—how we discovered the mystery of the missing people. 
 
    Between Ben, Officer Rodriguez, and Josselyn, I tell her that no one else seemed to recognize themselves either. She considers the information, thinking hard, as if trying to puzzle the pieces together. 
 
    “Where’s August then?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I sigh regrettably. “What about you? What happened? Do you remember everything?” 
 
    Maisie pushes her hair behind her ears. “I remember most of it. I think? I left your house and arrived at the Glass Vault, but when I came inside there was no one there.” 
 
    “Did you meet Quinsey?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No. I didn’t see anyone in the museum. It was like what you saw. I wandered down a bunch of halls and wound up in the exhibit. I waited for a little bit, figuring that he was either late or somewhere on the premises.” 
 
    Leaning her back against the wall, Maisie slides to the floor. I sit down on the wood floor with my legs crossed, facing her.  
 
    “While I was waiting, I walked around and looked at the displays. I remember stopping in front of Snow White.” She closes her eye. “The seven dwarves were lying asleep in their beds, and Snow White was leaning over them with a bloody knife. Then it felt like something was sucking me in, and suddenly I was in a forest, a little further away from this cottage.” She points in the direction I came from, which is interesting since she didn’t encounter the trolls. 
 
    “Is that all you remember?” 
 
    “I remember more, but a lot of it is a blur.” She toys with the skirt of her dress, observing the red still covering it. I’ve never seen Maisie so not herself. I almost don’t want to ask her about her eye, but I have to. 
 
    “What about your eye? Do you remember that at all?” 
 
    “I do, but I don’t. It was like I was possessed by something. It’s as if the person who was speaking to you wasn’t me, yet was me at the same time.” She shakes her head. “I know how it sounds, but you have to believe me.” 
 
    “I do believe you, I promise. Trust me when I say that August and I have seen some seriously messed up things.” 
 
    “Okay, so the odd thing is, I was already missing my eye when I got here. I lowered the patch to get a clearer view of my surroundings. That’s when I discovered my eye was gone.” 
 
    She runs her fingertips over the blue patch, staying silent for a few moments  
 
    “Maisie, it’s part of the display. As soon as we get out of this scene, you’ll have your eye back.” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders and smiles. “I’m used to just using one eye, anyway.” 
 
    I’m sure Maisie is the only person on the entire planet who wouldn’t be freaking out just a little bit over a missing eyeball. I would be going crazy. 
 
    “What about the dwarves? They didn’t attack you?” 
 
    “No. I came to the cottage as soon as I saw it. The men were already dead—their ears, eyes, and tongues were already missing, and in that bucket over there.” She tilts her head in the direction of the bloody pieces. 
 
    “I didn’t see the Snow-White display,” I say. “However, this earlier version of you that was here before the real you came back said she murdered the dwarves after they ripped her eye out. This could be the story of the Snow-White display that had already happened, and by you coming here, it’s the continuation of the story.” 
 
    “That does sound plausible. By the way, I like how you said she instead of you.” She smiles a genuine Maisie smile. 
 
    “You may remember all the crazy stuff this person said, but that wasn’t you talking. Quirky and crazy isn’t the same thing.” 
 
    “Why thank you, Perrie, I’m glad to know you enjoy my presence.”  
 
    “You’re one of a kind.” I laugh. “What else happened after you came into the cottage, or have you just been here the entire time?” 
 
    She bites her thumbnail and chews on it. “There’s something else, and it’s too much of a blur. I remember having a semi-meltdown after finding the dead bodies and the animal carcasses in the corner, with the pail of body memorabilia beside them. It had me panicked, and I ran out of the house. Outside, I screamed and kicked a couple of trees to cool myself down.” 
 
    My stomach drops, and I feel terrible for her. When I came through the first display, I was with August. I don’t know what I would have done if I had been alone. Even when I was alone with that Thomas creep, I already had experience with this place because of Sleepy Hollow. Maisie had gone to the Glass Vault by herself, got sucked in by herself, found all these dead bodies by herself, and she’s missing an entire eyeball. 
 
    “After moaning and groaning for a bit, I gathered my wits and set sail through the woods, away from the cottage in my pretend escape ship. Then I remember seeing a man.” 
 
    “What man?” I ask. 
 
    “I have no idea. He had dark, brown hair that fell to his shoulders. That’s all I can remember. Then somehow I ended up back at the cottage.” 
 
    I think back to the trolls. “He wasn’t a giant or a troll, right? Someone who can lift you up with one hand?” I tap the middle of my palm several times for emphasis. 
 
    Maisie squints her one eye. “I’m going to go with smaller than a giant, but I mostly remember a well-structured face and hair blowing around.” 
 
    “From your detailed account, there’s a model running around somewhere in the woods.” 
 
    “That would be a strong possibility,” she says, pointing a finger in the air. 
 
    “And you haven’t seen anyone else pass through here?” 
 
    She shakes her head.  
 
    It makes sense. I’ve only seen one missing person in each of the displays. This isn’t including August or me, though. Finding Maisie is checked off my list. Now August is gone, and we still have to find Neven.  
 
    “We got separated once before, but we both wound up in the same display. I’m sure he’s here somewhere. Nev will probably be in another scene, so we can work on him next.” I suddenly feel confident about all of this. “Let’s turn this plan into pure action and find the boys.”  
 
    Inside the lone bedroom, Maisie finds a dresser filled with rows of the same shoes, eye patches, undergarments, and dresses. Not much variety there.  
 
    She throws on a pair of shoes and a clean dress in record time. “There, I feel a little cleaner.” 
 
    On the way out, Maisie picks up a bloodied knife and wipes it semi-clean using the sheets on one of the dwarf’s beds. Then I grab us each a pickax propped against the wall near the beds. This is definitely better than forks or knives. 
 
    Once outside, we trudge through the trees beneath the overcast gray sky. Animals dart in and out of the woods, dancing around us happily. With Maisie being Snow White and all, she must be attracting all these creatures—weird. 
 
    “It’s like we’re at a zoo with all the different animals we’re seeing, minus the whole locked-up-in-cages thing,” Maisie says in astonishment.  
 
    “A zoo without cages,” I agree. 
 
    Maisie has been against zoos since she was small. She would never go near the cages, preferring to sit around and watch the nature animal shows, since those animals had some freedom. 
 
    When we were nine, Aunt Krista took us to the zoo, but Maisie wasn’t having it. When we approached the bald eagle, it was in a smaller area than an armadillo had—her little nine-year-old self almost blew a fuse. After that particular visit, she started a petition and went around the neighborhood asking people to sign it. I went along with her to show my support. 
 
    She was quite proud of herself after getting fifty signatures.  
 
    Afterward, Aunt Krista took us to turn the list in at the zoo. Needless to say, the bald eagle still remains inside of the same small cage, and all we received from the zoo was a sucker and a sticker. 
 
    Maisie hasn’t been back since. She must have had an impact on me, though, because I can’t look at the zoo the same way anymore. 
 
    Something loud rustles up ahead, interrupting our animal gazing.  
 
    “What is that?” Maisie turns in the direction of the rustling. I strain to listen and hear someone struggling, making desperate grunts.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    Maisie and I stare at each other, pulling our pickaxes up over our shoulders and hurry in the direction of the sound. The grunting continues, growing louder as we grow nearer.  
 
    A large pink flowering bush is blocking whatever is behind it, so I use my weapon to maneuver the branches back. 
 
    The source of the grunting is a face I recognize. “August!”  
 
    He looks relieved, despite the gag in his mouth. I race to him and remove the black cloth, pulling it down to rest around his neck.  
 
    August breathes in the fresh air with great effort. “Hurry and untie me. We have to get out of here before the guy comes back.” 
 
    “A guy with long hair blowing around?” Maisie asks. 
 
    “Maisie?” August blinks repeatedly, finally acknowledging that she’s standing next to me. 
 
    “I know you’re always too busy ogling Perrie, but come on, August, you had to have noticed the eye patch.” She laughs and points at her eye. 
 
    “Good to see a friendly face,” he says, nervously looking about. “Now untie me before he comes back, please. And to answer your previous question, yes, he has long hair.” 
 
    I take Maisie’s knife from its hiding place and cut the rope binding August’s hands. He winces when he’s freed and rubs at his wrists.  
 
    “What happened to you?” I ask, tucking the knife into the sash of my dress.  
 
    “Not much. I landed somewhere over there.” He points to the left of where we came from. “Next thing I know, I’m hit with something hard from behind and tied to a tree.”  
 
    “Did you get a good look at the guy?” Maisie asks. 
 
    “Sort of? Big guy, too. Arms the size of bowling balls.” He flexes his arms, which aren’t near the size I’m imagining of his attacker. “He kept asking me about Snow. At first, I thought he was curious about, you know, the white stuff that falls from the sky. But then he kept asking me where the girl is.” 
 
    Maisie’s eye widens. The guy must be the one Maisie mentioned earlier. Only two men come to mind who would be searching for Snow White—either the Huntsman or the Prince. I’m about ninety-nine percent sure there isn’t any Prince Charming out here.  
 
    “Don’t worry, guys, I’m totally prepared.” Maisie lifts her pickax in the air. 
 
    I help August stand, his forehead slicked with sweat. He’s a little stiff as he shakes his legs and arms out. I would be, too, after sitting in that position for so long. Another person off my checklist—only Neven remains. 
 
    “August, in case you didn’t already know, meet Snow White.” I wave my hand toward Maisie. She steps forward and bows slightly. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” August states flatly then grins at me. “I’d say it’s a step up from working at a brothel, though.” 
 
    Maisie gives me a mischievous look. 
 
    “Seriously, don’t even ask.” 
 
    Before she can, the sounds of twigs and branches snapping, one after another, as if an animal is running through the woods, catches our full attention. It isn’t an animal, though. The pounding of feet against the earth matches the beating of my heart. 
 
    Maisie grabs the pickax I left on the ground and hands it over to August. He shifts his weight and prepares his weapon for the strike. I don’t want to stay here one second longer. We can look for the barrier later. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say sharply. 
 
    August and Maisie don’t argue. We make it a few feet when I’m yanked powerfully to the side, dropping my only weapon for defense. I don’t understand. The noise I heard—I thought it was far enough away, coming from the other direction.  
 
    “Where is she?” A booming voice with hot breath presses against my ear. 
 
    August curses and turns around with Maisie right behind him. I mouth for them to run—neither one of them listens. 
 
    A strong hand pulls my face to meet his, and I can’t see August or Maisie anymore.  
 
    His eyes are liquid gold, molten and rich in color, and his face is square but strong. Most people would find him ruggedly handsome. Apparently, I was right when I guessed a male model from Maisie’s earlier description. 
 
    “Do I have to ask again? Where. Is. The. Girl?” 
 
    “I am a girl,” I answer stupidly. I can’t let him have Maisie. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me. I saw you with Snow just moments ago,” he rasps. 
 
    “Let her go!” August bellows. 
 
    The man tears his eyes away from me and spots August. “Either you’re a wizard and freed yourself, you little rat, or perhaps this little tart here helped you escape.” He squeezes me tighter. 
 
    “Sorry, not a fan of bondage,” August says as he raises his pickax. “Now, let her go.” 
 
    My jaw aches with the pressure of the man’s hand on my face. I try to scratch at his arms and kick my feet, but it doesn’t affect him. He just gives me a shake hard enough to jar my neck. I look around and realize that August is alone. Where’s Maisie? 
 
    “When I have Snow White’s heart in my hand, then you can have the little mousey,” he growls. Okay, definitely the Huntsman. “Now, where is she?” 
 
    “August, go!” I would rather die right here and now than let him lay one single finger on Maisie or her loving heart.  
 
    The Huntsman clamps down on my jaw, holding it in place. “Snow, come out now—I know you’re here. I might have to make it so the little mousey will not be able to make a single squeak ever again.”  
 
    His voice is soft, but dangerous. The threat beneath is subversive but effective. As he speaks his fingers slowly stroke my cheek. I want to bite them off. 
 
    “Here I am.” Maisie appears, leaving the safety of her hiding spot, and strikes a warrior pose, complete with the pickax. I’m pissed she didn’t take the opportunity to run away. 
 
    “Maisie! Run,” I try to yell, but the Huntsman’s hand tightens on my face, so much so that I fear my skull may burst like an avocado.  
 
    “Ah. There you are, my little doe. I have been searching everywhere for you. You have made things quite difficult for me, and I don’t like things to be troublesome,” he drawls.  
 
    “I’m here now, so let her go,” Maisie insists. “Once she’s safe, I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Oh, no, she won’t. If he releases me, I can grab the knife I dropped on the ground and bring it up to stab him in the thigh.               
 
    “How sweet. My little doe thinks she has a choice,” he purrs in my ear. 
 
    Maisie hasn’t lowered her pickax. She looks prepared for anything, anything except his lightning quick reflexes. In less than ten seconds, he tosses me to the ground and slides an ax from behind his back quicker than I land. He thrusts it with one muscular arm and it swings round and round toward its target. The sharp end slices through Maisie’s neck perfectly, slamming into the trunk of a tree at the same time her head tumbles from her shoulders. 
 
    Time stops. My heart disintegrates. 
 
    “No!” I howl. My scream is louder than a thousand screams put together and longer than a thousand echoes. I crawl to her crumpled body, hands shaking as I touch her pale face. There’s blood everywhere. 
 
    It’s pouring out of her and all I can think is, Let me put her back together. She’ll be fine. As I lurch forward to try and reattach her head, I’m pulled from my delusional thoughts by two strong hands. I flail frantically in his arms, violently tossing myself around to break free. My fists pound against muscle that won’t give way. I’m going to murder him.  
 
    “Perrie, it’s only me,” August says gently, and I halt. “We have to go.” 
 
    The ringing stops and the world swings back into full motion. 
 
    “But, Maisie . . .” I croak miserably. 
 
    The Huntsman, decked out in the furs of his prey, retrieves the ax that’s embedded in the tree. His back is to us and I see the gleam of the knife in the grass. I could grab it and attack him from behind. I try to loosen myself from August’s grip, but his hold is like iron. Despite that, I break away and reach for the blade gleaming in the grass. I snatch it.  
 
    “We have to get out of here now,” August says hurriedly. 
 
    The Huntsman is watching me now, smirking as if he’s the devil himself. He already knows what I want to do to him, how badly I want to drive the knife into his heart. His eyes are daring me to do it. 
 
    “Go on then, little mousey,” he shouts, motioning to the cottage. “Before I change my mind and kill you both.” 
 
    Neither one of us has the skills to throw a pickax the way he does, so we run. 
 
    “I will see you again,” the Huntsman calls.  
 
    I don’t look back. 
 
    The run back is a blur. I keep seeing Maisie, whole one minute, and then head severed the next. I can’t stop the replay constantly rolling in my mind, as if my brain won’t let me forget. I always thought the mind would block out traumatic events like that, but I guess not. 
 
    August stops once to ask me for directions to the cottage, but I can’t hear my voice as I answer him. I don’t want to go back there, but it’s the only place that has water, shelter, and better weapons. We aren’t that far away, but I have to stop before we go any further.  
 
    “I need a break.” I turn to lean against a tree.  
 
    August slows and walks back over to me, his face solemn. He pulls me away from the tree and tugs me to him, wrapping his arms around me. I feel like a rag doll slumped in his embrace, unable to bring myself to hug him back.  
 
    “I’m not going to sit here and tell you everything is going to be okay, but we have to keep going”—he strokes my hair—“even if we have to go back and stop others from coming into this place, we have to try.”  
 
    My heart aches. Maisie was more than my cousin—she was like my sister.  
 
    “She’s gone.” My voice is barely above a whisper. 
 
    The tears come and I feel the loss in every fiber of my being. Maisie was a major chess piece in helping me become who I am. She was there for me through everything. The day we moved into the house beside her, she was there with a tray of rainbow cookies and a smile brighter than sunshine. She shared her mother with me when I needed one—she was my best friend.  
 
    How can she be gone?  
 
    “Look at me, Perrie.” August puts his hands on my cheeks, and I lift my head, eyes locking. “I cared a great deal about Maisie, too. I know for a fact she would want you to keep going, not just for her, but also for yourself and for your families. Do it for her, do it for me.” 
 
    Hot tears pour down my face, and I find the strength to hold him. He rubs slow circles against my lower back to try and soothe me. After a few silent moments, I’m calmer and steadier on my feet. I want to leave this nightmare and be done with it for good. 
 
    “I’m ready.” I sniffle with a hollow spot in my chest that will always be there. But I have to push forward. 
 
    “I’m right here, doll face.” He takes my hand, interlacing our fingers and gently squeezes. 
 
    We spot a well a few paces from the cottage, neatly tucked behind some flowers and bushes. I hadn’t paid attention to it earlier when we left the house. August turns the crank—a loud, screeching sound pours out as the rope winds up. 
 
    A tiny bluebird darts right above my head—I duck as it chirps and flies to sit on a windowsill a few feet away. The bucket finally reaches the top and August hands it to me. We don’t have the luxury of cups around us, so I drink straight from the bucket. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was until half the water in it is gone. 
 
    I pass it to August, and he finishes the rest, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. Three other bluebirds fly and chirp past us, joining the first one by the window. Their chirping strikes me as oddly melodic, harmonious even. Strange. 
 
    There’s a commotion that stirs from inside the cottage.  
 
    It sounds like someone is singing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    How can there be a voice coming from inside the cottage? 
 
    “You heard that, too, I’m guessing?” August asks. 
 
    “Yeah, but I thought for a second I might be imagining it.” We focus on the window. The singing grows louder as someone belts out a long high note. 
 
     “No. You definitely weren’t hearing things.”  
 
    I don’t understand. Maisie was murdered right in front of us. There’s no way she just came back to life like the living dead.  
 
    No. Not like the living dead—something else. “We have to go in there and look.” 
 
    August agrees. “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    I grip the hilt of the knife in my hand to keep from shaking.  
 
    When we reach the front door, August doesn’t hesitate and goes right in. Slowly, I follow behind him with the knife raised in my hand. The familiar stench of what I now know to be bloodied animal carcasses and dead little men invades my nostrils once more. 
 
    Just like before, I follow August around the corner of the foyer and he pauses. I peer over his shoulder. There’s Maisie in the wooden rocking chair moving back and forth. The same deer fur rests in her lap as she stitches it. It seems impossible, but it isn’t.  
 
    “Maisie?” I whisper, rushing to her. The rocking chair halts. “Maisie, what’s going on? How did you get back here?”  
 
    She glances up at me with a big smile on her face. “Maisie? Who is Maisie? My name is Snow.”  
 
    She was herself only minutes ago. 
 
    “Oh, no. Not this again,” I hiss, bringing my hand to my forehead, both in relief and frustration. 
 
    August kneels beside her, resting his hands on the chair. “Maisie, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Why are you calling me Maisie? My name is Snow, silly.” She giggles. 
 
    August stands back up, taking a step back. “We just saw you, Maisie. You were dead,” August says, eyebrows lowered in confusion.  
 
    Maisie raises her head, acknowledging the both of us with that same too-wide smile. Just when I think she’s going to speak, she instead bursts into a spell of giggles. It goes on for an uncomfortable amount of time. Then, as if the joke is no longer funny, she goes quiet. 
 
    “You die here, you stay here,” she sings.  
 
    “What was that?” I barely heard her.  
 
    “You die here, you stay here,” she sings louder. 
 
    August turns back to me and frowns. “This is the same as it was with Ben, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nod. “I think so. I was thinking earlier about why they can’t remember who they are, but we can. It’s because they died here, and we haven’t. It’s like they become a part of the story, doomed to repeat it so long as they’re stuck here.” 
 
    August runs his hand across his chin. “So, if we die then the same thing will happen to us.” 
 
    “Mystery solved. Now what do we do?” Maisie still isn’t herself and the Huntsman is out there somewhere, waiting for us—or Maisie again, to be exact. 
 
    “First things first,” August starts. “What’s wrong with Maisie? How do we fix this?”  
 
    “It will take some convincing.” 
 
    “What did you do last time?” August smirks.  
 
    “I yelled at her.” I leave out the part about nearly smacking her senseless, though. “But I don’t know if it will work a second time.” 
 
    “Won’t know until we try, right?” August suggests.  
 
    Sighing, I try to muster the same amount of frustration as last time and yank her out of her seat. I grip her shoulders and shake as hard as I can. If we’re lucky, maybe the jarring sensation will be enough to wake her up. 
 
    “Maisie, snap out of it!” I yell. 
 
    She appears surprised, that’s for sure, but there’s no trace of my cousin in her dreamy gaze. I shoot August a look. 
 
    I try our birdy-whistle signal to no avail. “Help me,” I plead to August. He scratches the side of his head. So much for that. 
 
    There must be a better way to get through to her. 
 
    “Look at me.” Her eyes lock on mine. “I’m not going to waste my time here telling you stories about how we know each other. We tried that already and it didn’t help.” 
 
    She excitedly clasps her hands together. “Oh, I love stories! Will you tell me one?”  
 
    “I just said I’m not going to tell you a story. Now listen, try to remember, we were in the forest and we were attacked by the Huntsman from the story of Snow White.” 
 
    “What story? I am Snow White you silly, little thing.” She breaks out of my grasp and takes a seat back in her rocking chair. I’m about to unleash a loaded sentence of fury when August beats me to it. 
 
    “Maisie, knock this shit off and come out of there already. Perrie had to listen to this bullshit once today. She doesn’t need to deal with it anymore.” His voice sounds deeper than ever from the anger. “I was tied to a tree for who knows how long, and I’m tired as hell of this place. If it isn’t a prostitute killing other prostitutes, it’s the Headless Horseman or a Huntsman chopping off heads! I don’t want to hear the ramblings of a crazy person for another second. Wake the hell up!” 
 
    “Don’t forget the trolls,” I add.  
 
    “That shit, too.” He sighs heavily. 
 
    “Wow.” Maisie gazes up at August, blinking several times and rubbing her temples. “Give me a second here. I’ve never seen you so angry before. I’m willing to bet Perrie enjoyed seeing this new side of you.” 
 
    I laugh, even though I’m on the verge of tears again, but this time because of relief. It’s true. That’s one of the few times I’ve ever seen August mad, not that I’m complaining. I never thought I would find anger so appealing.  
 
    “Maisie, you’re the only person I know who could make this day interesting. I’m so glad you’re back.” I can’t help but hug her, especially after watching her die like that in front of us. “What do you remember?” 
 
    “Everything, mostly. I know the Huntsman was chasing us and I think something bad happened.” She strokes her neck with both hands. “He got me, didn’t he?” 
 
    August and I are silent. She already knows the answer. 
 
    “Anyway, I remember everything with the exception of how I end up back here every time.” 
 
    Every time? Does that mean this has happened more than once? At this point, I can’t keep myself from grabbing my own throat. I can’t begin to imagine how it must feel to lose your head like that more than once. When the Queen of Hearts says off with your head, that’s normally it—but that’s a different story, I suppose. 
 
    “How many times?” August asks. 
 
    “I think this makes seven.” She rubs her eye. “Sometimes it takes me longer to pull myself together. I don’t understand how Crazy Maisie takes over.” 
 
    “Crazy Maisie won’t take over again—we won’t let it come to that.” I want to be as reassuring as I can, but based on what we know, Maisie may be stuck here like the rest. 
 
    “Perrie, I’m not afraid. I’ve been putting the pieces together, even the missing ones.” Her conviction is unsettling to me. “This time it was an ax, before that it was a knife to my heart, then a knife at my throat, once it was my own pickax, and the list goes on. After I die, I come right back to this house and it starts all over again.” 
 
    Maisie is too calm, too collected for someone who has died and come back to life several times. It doesn’t surprise me, though. She adjusts her eye patch, and I cringe a little inside thinking about her missing eye.  
 
    August rubs the back of his neck. “Have you tried to leave?”  
 
    “A couple times, yeah. It was around my fourth ‘death day’ when I found the barrier. I had the pickax with me and managed to duck low and hit the Huntsman in the thigh. I didn’t get much farther than that, though. I slammed right into the barrier and bounced back. Again, I tried, but it knocked me off my feet. Then the Huntsman was there with my pickax and the rest is pretty obvious.” Maisie is not as phased by the repetition of death in this world as I am. But there is a hint of sadness in her eye. 
 
    Maisie turns to August. “He didn’t murder you, did he?” 
 
    “From what I remember . . . just the whole tied-up-to-the-tree situation. That about sums it up on my end.” 
 
    She breathes a sigh of relief.  
 
    “That’s good. Perrie told me earlier you guys have been able to pass through each barrier safely.” I already don’t like where she’s going with this.  
 
    “Safely is an understatement.” His words make me think of my personal incident with Thomas. 
 
    “If I’m right, if I can’t pass through, then all I can do is help you two get past the Huntsman. Hopefully, he doesn’t take the only eye I have left this time,” she says with finality. 
 
    “Are you insane?” August shouts. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I cry. 
 
    “I know I’m not going to get through. If you two can manage to get home, you might be able to figure out what’s going on here. Not to be all gloom and doom, but if dying here is real, then I’m already gone.” She shrugs her shoulders, as if it’s really not that complicated or hard to understand. My heart sinks in my chest. 
 
    “What if you’re wrong and you’re not really dead?” I grab her forearm and squeeze it. “You don’t feel like a ghost, and you’re warm. You’ll be here by yourself with that maniac on the loose. I can’t watch you die again, Maisie.” 
 
    She tries to hide the grin on her face. “Have you ever even seen or felt a ghost, Perrie?” 
 
    “It’s not the time, Maisie!” I snap. 
 
    “I’m willing to sacrifice myself to get you two out of here. Take it or take it. There’s no leaving it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    She shakes her head. “But nothing. You’re going to have to warn people, especially Mom, Dad, and Uncle James.” 
 
    “That’s going to go over really well. They’ll probably lock me up in a mental institution.” My shoulders slump. Maisie waves a dismissive hand at me and refocuses her efforts on August. 
 
    “You know I’m right.”  
 
    He doesn’t even try to argue.  
 
    “I need you to get yourself and Perrie out of here. Try and find Neven, maybe he’s safe like you two. I’ll go as far as I can to help you distract the Huntsman. When we get to the barrier, you’ll both go through it without me. Once you make it out of here, and if I’m not really a ghost, then you can find out how to save me.” 
 
    I cross my arms over the front of my chest. “I refuse to agree to this plan. I’ll stay right here. I want to try and find Neven, but I won’t leave you here.” 
 
    August reaches for me, his expression sympathetic, and I know what he’s going to say. I don’t want to hear it.  
 
    “I don’t want to do this either, but Maisie is right. If we can get out of here, maybe we can find a way to release everyone from these prisons. We can’t save anyone by staying inside the displays.” He uncrosses my arms and takes both of my hands. I can feel the tears stinging the corners of my eyes. 
 
    “We’re all they’ve got,” he murmurs. I don’t want to argue anymore—it would be pointless. Maisie will never give in. 
 
    I’m beginning to see the big picture. August and I aren’t superheroes or anything otherworldly. We’re two regular people fighting for our survival against something supernatural. Yet, if there’s a slight chance we can get out of here and find a way to rescue Maisie and everyone else, I’m going to take that chance. 
 
    I grab August’s hand and Maisie’s in the other.  
 
    “Okay then, let’s do this.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    I breathe in the fresh air from the outdoors, relieved to be leaving the cottage behind. Before we left the house of death, we each grabbed a pickax. Now I decide to go ahead and hand Maisie my knife because she needs more protection than we do—especially since the Huntsman is after Snow White. 
 
    To her credit, Maisie doesn’t look the least bit nervous. She’s as determined as we are to get out of this place. I’m hoping when the time comes she’ll try to pass through the barrier, too. 
 
    Birds chirp loudly overhead, flitting carelessly from one perch to another. We’re being as careful as we can to be quiet. Who knows where the Huntsman could be lurking.  
 
    God, this thing is heavy! I switch the pickax to a different shoulder, taking turns to rub my sweaty palms against my dress.  
 
    August peaks over and gives me an encouraging smile. I want to bottle up that smile and tuck it into the deepest depths of my heart. I grin back at him. Maisie catches the exchange and leans over to whisper in my ear.  
 
    “I know this isn’t the time or the place, but he’s a good guy, Perrie. He’s good for you.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. I’ve known this for a while now. 
 
    She’s about to say something back, but we’re interrupted by the sound of heavy footsteps crunching tree branches. Maisie quickens her pace ahead of us, readying her knife.  
 
    “He doesn’t even try to conceal himself.” She chews on her thumbnail and shrugs. 
 
    “Get ready to run,” August says. That’s all we seem to be doing these days. 
 
    I never much minded running, even the little bit we did in PE class, but this is ridiculous. If we make it home, I plan to avoid it as much as possible.               
 
    There’s a flash of movement to our right, so we break left and run for it. I heard somewhere to zigzag to avoid being shot so the person can’t get a proper aim on the target. Does that work when your attacker is using an ax? I’m out of time. Something impacts my shoulder from behind—it’s like being hit with a baseball bat. I lose my balance and drop the pickax, catching August as I fall forward. We land on the ground in a heap of tangled limbs.  
 
    My shoulder is on fire where the handle of the ax struck. Panic sets in and I’m barely holding back a scream as I pull myself to my knees.  
 
    “Jesus.” I fumble to August’s side and help him to stand. Bloody nostril aside, he seems fine. At least his pickax is beside him and not through him.  
 
    “You are a lucky little mousey. The end of my ax only grazed you,” a loud voice booms like lightning crashing through the sky. It sounds closer than I would like. 
 
    The Huntsman emerges in all his bravado from the thick brush. “I could have taken you down easily, making you bleed if you were who I was after. Now, where is she?” 
 
    I look around the forest and through the trees for Maisie. Honestly, I have no idea where she’s disappeared. She is apparently sneakier than the Huntsman.  
 
    “I have no idea.” We’re helpless. Our weapons are on the ground, and he’s already twirling another ax in his hand like a baton. 
 
    “Snow? Come out little doe. I don’t want to harm your pets, but I will if I must.” To prove his point, he closes in and we stumble back. I’m prepared to bolt.  
 
    The Huntsman raises his ax, ready to swing, when Maisie leaps from a tree and crashes onto him.  
 
    The force of her attack knocks the Huntsman to the ground and she lands on top. Her expression is fierce and she doesn’t hesitate. Raising her knife high above the Huntsman, she brings it down with such force that the man beneath her jerks. I watch her stab him repeatedly until he’s dead.  
 
    I didn’t know Maisie had it in her, but after being murdered seven times, one can only take so much. 
 
    “Run!” she screams, still holding the bloodied knife. 
 
    We take off running through the forest, carelessly snapping every twig, branch, and leaf within an inch of our path.  
 
    We just run.  
 
    I hit the barrier first and bounce back to the ground. August stops before he hits it next. He reaches his hands forward, feeling for the barrier, but nothing happens. Maisie joins us within seconds and pushes on it several times.  
 
    “This is what happened when I made it here last time.” 
 
    There’s a crinkling through the bushes. It can’t be. The Huntsman, who seconds ago was lying in his own blood, now stands before us. He is untouched, as if his clothes and entire body had a magical bath.  
 
    “There’s no way . . .” I pant. 
 
    August grinds his teeth. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Try it again, August.” Maisie is the only one of us not surprised. 
 
    “Enough of this,” the Huntsman growls. “Are you going to come to me, little doe, or do I have to come for all three of you?”  
 
    “Try it again,” she repeats herself, sterner this time.  
 
    August reaches for the barrier, and it responds. A strong wind pulls at him, thrashing his hair around his face. I can feel it tugging at me.  
 
    “Maisie, it’s working. Hurry!”  
 
    She reaches for the barrier, but her hand is pushed away.  
 
    “Until we meet again,” she says, giving a salute.  
 
    I fight against the pull of the barrier, desperate to get Maisie back, but it’s too strong. August shouts my name and when I try to go to him, he’s yanked through. I can’t escape the powerful pull of the barrier—it’s too late. The last thing I see is Maisie winking at me with her uncovered eye before darting away from the Huntsman, almost gleeful. Then I’m ripped away and Maisie is gone. 
 
      
 
    ♣ 
 
      
 
    I land on top of a bed, bouncing from the force and fall to the floor. I can’t see anything in front of me except locks of golden hair. I push it away from my face as best as I can and use the edge of the bed to pull myself up. 
 
    “August? Are you here?” No answer. 
 
    A light shines from an open window on the far side of the room. So I try to go for it, but I trip and catch myself against the bedpost. There’s hair everywhere, along the bed, across the floor, sprawled against the wall—it’s what I managed to trip on. I tug at a strand of it and feel a pull on my scalp. 
 
    Great. It’s my hair.  
 
    I go for the oval window again, toeing a path in spaces where there isn’t hair. When I make it without tripping, I can see that this is the only actual source of light in the room. It’s large enough for a person to fit through, and the walls are covered with light gray stone. As I lean out to look down, I’m dismayed by my discovery.  
 
    I’m not in a house, but a stone tower wrapped in green vines and vibrant orange flowers. If I wasn’t so dangerously high above the ground, I might even think they were pretty, like the color of the setting sun. 
 
    “I must be Rapunzel,” I murmur. I know that story like the back of my hand. I’m trapped in a tower with long, unruly hair, and of course, no escape. There’s not a door in sight. I search the floor for the possibility of a hidden exit, but it’s just a cool stone floor with some ornate rugs. 
 
    At least I’m prepared for a long stay—I have a bed, a table stocked with fresh fruit and a pitcher full of water. Grabbing an apple, I roll it around in my hand, examining the sensuous redness. Then I set it back down beside a banana and an orange. I don’t suppose there are cookies hidden in one of the cabinets somewhere. 
 
    “I’m going to lose my mind in here,” I groan miserably.  
 
    Plopping down on the bed, I wrap myself in a scratchy wool blanket and pull my feet up. Surprise, surprise—I have on a different dress. Although, considering the rips and holes along the skirt, it isn’t much of a dress anymore. How perfect. Here I am, all alone in a tower, warming myself up with an old blanket in rags fit for a rat.  
 
    I can’t stop myself from crying.  
 
    My checklist is back to zero—no Maisie, no August, and no Neven. Everything just hits me at once. I lie back on the bed, feeling as helpless as ever. I couldn’t save Maisie, Officer Rodriguez, or Josselyn, and I can’t save myself. Everyone trapped here will continue to suffer, and I can’t help but feel responsible.  
 
    I wonder now where August is. Did he land outside the tower? What about Maisie? Is she still out in the forest, running for her life, or is she back in the cottage fighting for her sanity? Are Josselyn, Officer Rodriguez, and Ben still battling their obstacles, or do these things only happen if someone else is in the display? Will I ever find Neven? There were so many displays at the museum—it would take forever to travel through all of them, and that’s if I don’t die along the way. It’s a never-ending nightmare they won’t wake up from—that I may not wake from. 
 
    “We’re all they’ve got.” August’s words ring loudly in my ears. He’s right. 
 
    Abandoning my pity party, I return to the window with long hair in tow. Luckily, it isn’t very heavy, but it is sturdy. I lean out and gaze at the magnificent greenery that has hidden this tower away. Rows and rows of trees sway in the breeze under the shimmering sunshine. I always wanted to be surrounded by nature, but I’m second-guessing that after so much seclusion. 
 
    “August!” I shout out the window. It may be a stupid move, not knowing what else is out there, but I have to try.  
 
    Nothing. There’s nothing except the flapping of blackbirds all around the trees.  
 
    Guess that means it’s time for Plan B. There has to be another way out of here. With all this hair, I wonder if there’s a way I can use it to climb down. I stare at the ceilings, all around the walls, but there’s no real place to put my hair. Maybe I could tie it to the bed, like in the movies when they use a sheet. Only, once I’m down on the ground, how am I going to cut it off? I may have to try that later if I run out of ideas, which may happen sooner than later. My options aren’t looking too good right now. 
 
    My stomach grumbles. Despite everything, I have to feed the little monster in my stomach. 
 
    I walk to the side table and snatch an apple, biting into the round suppleness. It’s full of such juicy flavor that I almost moan. Who knew an apple could taste this good?  
 
    “Screw it,” I say as I decide to drag the bed to the window. 
 
    Before I can execute my plan, I hear a commotion outside. I run to the window, nearly tripping over my hair again and catch myself on the edge.  
 
    “Perrie! Perrie, are you up there?” I could jump right out the window at the sound of August’s distressed voice. 
 
    “August, I’m here! I’m in the tower,” I shout back.  
 
    From the shadows of the trees, August stumbles forward in a full-out sprint. I grab for my hair and fish it down like a rope, just like Rapunzel did in her story. He runs toward the side of the tower, faster than he broke through the tree line.  
 
    Unfortunately, he isn’t alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The blackbirds that were sitting on the top of the trees now flap their wings in frenzy. The sound of it makes for a thunderous roar as they dive at August from all angles, reminding me of the classic movie The Birds. He does his best to fend them off, but they peck and flap and shriek frantically.  
 
    Someone is standing at the edge of the forest shrouded in darkness, hidden behind a dark hooded cloak. It looks to me like he or she is controlling the birds’ madness.  
 
    August wildly gazes about, unsure what to do with the hair dangling in front of him.  
 
    “Climb!” I yell desperately.  
 
    As soon as his hands touch my hair, the birds fly back to the forest. The cloaked figure remains, watching us from where he or she stands. At least, I think the person is watching us. I can’t make out a face from this high up.  
 
    “What do you mean climb your hair? How will that possibly work?” He hesitates, giving my hair a few tugs. My head moves like a bobble head toy.  
 
    “Well, it’s not going to work with you pulling on it like that. Just hurry and climb up before they come back.”  
 
    I brace myself against the wall, praying with everything in me that August doesn’t drag me out the window. I don’t intend to find out what it’s like to smack onto the dirt below. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes. Please don’t slip and fall!” 
 
    There’s a light pressure pulling at my head, but it’s nowhere near what I was expecting. I’m sure if we tried this at home, most of my hair would be ripped out. I can’t even tell he’s climbing it—I only know it’s working by the sound of his boots scraping against the stone structure.  
 
    “You know, I wasn’t even thinking about that until you said it. So, thanks for putting that image in my mind,” he grunts. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I don’t dare move my head to look down the tower. The only place I’m able to stare is to the side, toward the forest, where the blackbirds are resting peacefully again in the tops of the trees. Their squawks have quieted, and the cloaked figure has disappeared. 
 
    “How far up are you? I’m getting nervous.” 
 
    “You’re getting nervous? I’m about halfway.” 
 
    It seems like an eternity before I see August’s hand clasp the edge of the window, and then his other hand. The top of his head slides into view, and I grab his arms, helping him lift his body up onto the ledge.  
 
    He falls softly to the floor with a light, “Oof.”  
 
    “Please, no more of this insanity.” He lays his whole body flat against the ground, and brings his hands to his chest, breathing deeply. Lifting his head from the floor, he turns it to face the window and shouts, “I’m serious!” 
 
    I haul my hair back up swiftly. All the while, my heart is beating beat by frantic beat. After all my hair has been recovered, I lie down beside August, grab his arm and close my eyes, practically meditating. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” August turns and studies my face. 
 
    “No, no!” I try to catch my breath. “I didn’t even feel anything. I’m just overwhelmed.” 
 
    “What’s with all the hair? I mean I know Rapunzel supposedly had a lot of hair, but this is extreme.” He grabs a lock of it in his hand, twisting it and pulling the strands apart. His surprise makes me want to laugh. 
 
    I stop myself when I notice specks of blood on his neck and cheek. I sit up and eyeball his whole body, shocked by the number of holes in his shirts and pants.  
 
    “You’re hurt!” I wipe away a trickle of blood on his cheek. The cut on the side of his neck is bleeding, too. 
 
    “I’m okay, Perrie. It barely stings. It looked worse out there than it really was.” He pulls himself up slowly, moving my hand away from his neck and holding it in his lap.  
 
    “Really? You sounded pretty terrified.” I examine other parts of his clothing—his shirtsleeve has several holes where the birds managed to nick his arm. There are other holes in the shirt from where they pecked, but luckily didn’t draw blood. 
 
    “I was mostly terrified because I didn’t know where you were.” His legs have a few shallow nicks, but his pants and tunic are made of a thicker material. It seems to have protected him for the most part. The worst spots are his cheek and neck, but even then, he’s fortunate the birds didn’t do more damage than they did.  
 
    I walk to the table where the fruit is and pour a little of the water from the pitcher into the cup. Then I grab a pillow from the bed and remove the pale-yellow pillowcase, taking both back to August. He’s leaning his back against the wall of the tower, watching me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asks. 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m not going to let you sit here with blood all over your face and neck.” 
 
    Dabbing the water with the corner of the pillowcase, I raise it to his cheek and press it against his cuts. He sucks in a breath when I wipe away the drying blood. I can see the cuts aren’t that bad once the blood is wiped away. 
 
    The next spot I move to is his neck, wiping away the small streak of blood streaming down to the collar of his tunic. I stare at the exposed skin a little longer than I should and feel my stomach flutter. August watches me with a peculiar expression on his face, as if he knows what I’m thinking.  
 
    “So, what happened when you got here?” I ask, averting my eyes and instead busy myself with his arm. I roll up his sleeve and wipe an area on his arm that clearly doesn’t need cleaning.  
 
    “The portal spit me out into a tiny house somewhere in the middle of the forest. I waited around to see if you were going to show up. When you didn’t, I went searching for you.” He readjusts himself against the wall. 
 
    I move to his legs next, spying the hilt of a sword tucked beneath his thigh. “Looks like you got lucky. You’ve got a sword and all I’ve got is long hair for a weapon.”  
 
    “Luckily I did have it,” he says. “I just forgot to use the damn thing.” 
 
    “What happened?” I set the cup of water and the pillowcase down beside me.  
 
    “I couldn’t find you, so I went back to the beginning. Next thing I knew I was surrounded by birds.” He rubs his neck and cheek absently. “They were everywhere. And I mean everywhere. Sitting at the tops of trees, sprawled across the branches, trickled over the ground, and resting on the rooftop of the house. As I walked through the forest, the birds didn’t budge. You know how normally when you walk too close they’ll fly off?” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    “Well, not these birds.” Hiking his thumb up, he points it back toward the oval window.  
 
    “What about your cloaked stalker? Did you see who it was?” I know there’s a witch in the story. She kidnapped Rapunzel and raised her like her own. But if it isn’t the witch, I wonder if the cloaked figure is another missing person. 
 
    “I couldn’t see anything underneath the hood. It was . . . just darkness.” August folds his hands beneath his chin and leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His blond hair brushes forward, delicately caressing his eyebrows. I want to reach up and move it to the side.                
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “We are in these rectangle boxes,” he says, and I roll my eyes. “I wandered around until I saw a tower poking up from the tops of the trees, practically calling for me to come. The second I saw it, I knew that’s where you were.” He pauses. “Then there was a loud crackling behind me, and when I turned, the cloaked figure was there.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I press. 
 
    “Well, no. That isn’t it. I stood there like an idiot, and she lifted her willowy hand with long pointed fingernails—it was definitely a woman’s hand. Then she snapped her fingers a few times and the birds went from cool to fucking crazy. I mean, their heads all turned at the same time as if her snapping made them obey her.” 
 
    I smack the ground with both of my hands. “And you didn’t run away?” 
 
    “Hell yes I did! She pretty much had me cornered. I didn’t want to agitate the birds, so I didn’t run away at first. Big mistake. She snapped again, and all those birds turned to look at me. Slowly too. Perrie, it was the craziest thing I’ve seen.” He takes a deep breath. “And then I took off running like there was no tomorrow. I heard one more snap and those crows collapsed into sheer pandemonium. That’s when I started calling for you.” 
 
    “First, I think you should be a storyteller.” The hairs along my arms are standing on end. “Second, I’ve got goosebumps from that.” 
 
    He whistles lowly. “You and me both, Perrie. You and me both.” 
 
    “Now what do we do?” I ask after a long silence. 
 
    “I think we should stay here for the night.” August takes my hands and warms them in his lap. “Now, the real question is, what are we going to do with this hair?”  
 
    He leaves my hands and lifts a knotted mess of gold from the ground. I can’t help but laugh and agree. 
 
    “I would have cut it off earlier, but there’s absolutely nothing of use here, least of all scissors.” 
 
    “Do you want me to?” August pats the sword resting against his hip.  
 
    “Yes, please!” If Maisie were here, she would be blowing into one of those little party horns. 
 
    August laughs and lifts his sword, shearing away the golden locks right at my shoulders. When he’s finished, it’s an uneven mess, but it’s so much lighter and freer.  
 
    “When we decide to leave,” August starts, “we’ll just tie the hair to something and travel down.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    We put the hair in a neat pile in the corner of the room and make sure it stays untangled, so it will be easier to shimmy down. He agrees to my original plan, that the only thing stable enough to anchor our weight is the bed. I’m just glad my head won’t have to be attached to the hair when we shuffle down it. 
 
    “Are you hungry? There’s fruit in here. No poison apples, thankfully. I would know—I tried one.”  
 
    August’s brow quirks up, there’s a question dancing in his eyes. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Sorry, you can’t be the only risk taker to do the job first. Remember the berries?” 
 
    He grins and purposefully reaches for a banana. “Fine, I’ll give you that.”  
 
    We sit beside each other, comfortable in our silence as he finishes his last bite. I lean into his shoulder, inhaling the scent of pine and soap. If we weren’t in the middle of nowhere, inside a magical glass display, this would be romantic.  
 
    “So, how are you doing? I mean, really doing,” he finally asks. I know he’s asking about Maisie. 
 
    “I don’t really know.” But I do. I feel the horrible twist of guilt taking up space in my chest. There’s an ache there that I know won’t go away until Maisie is safe. 
 
    “If anyone can be ‘all right’ here, it’s her. She’s tougher than nails.” He’s not wrong. If anyone can survive this place, Maisie can. 
 
    “What if Neven is like Maisie?” I ask, instantly seeing an image of an ax slicing off his head, the way the Huntsman’s did to Maisie. It’s a brutal image, and instead of crying, I try to gain strength from it to survive. 
 
    “I thought about that, too. I for one want to assume he isn’t. I mean, he could kick my ass in a fight any day.” 
 
    “He is tall.” I smile. If August and I are still here alive, then Nev may have found a way to do the same thing. 
 
    August changes the subject, and I’m grateful for the distraction. Between getting home and the possibility of rabid birds pecking away at my flesh, his prattling on about nonsense is a relief.  
 
    “What’s the first thing you want to do when we get home?” I ask. 
 
    August slips off his boots and places them under the side table. “Eat a whole cake.” 
 
    “A cake?” I laugh. “After we save everyone from this place?” 
 
    He tugs a lock of my newly cut hair. “Yep. If we’re still alive after that, you and me”—he points between the two of us—“we’re going to have a slumber party and sleep for days.” 
 
    “Slumber party, huh?” I tug one of his curls back. 
 
    “That’s what I said, doll face.” 
 
    “Then we have to load up on cake first. A big cake, with a lot of frosting. Frosting is my jam.” If only I could dive into a swimming pool of cream cheese icing right now, I’d be happy for a little while. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t have said that.” He chuckles. “I’m going to have frosting on my mind until I can get my hands on some.” 
 
    “Okay, only about this much frosting then.” I hold out my hands in front of me and hold them about a ruler length’s apart. 
 
    “No, no, that won’t do.” He grabs both my wrists and spreads them all the way open. Somehow, I can’t hold my position and topple backward, bringing August along with me. 
 
    Our faces are practically touching and we stay perfectly still. All of him presses against me and my eyes fall to his mouth, just as his does to mine. 
 
    “Maybe you should get some sleep,” I suggest with no backing behind my words. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to sleep?” He props himself up on his forearms, caging me in. 
 
    “What if I don’t either?” 
 
     With August, things have always been easy, even when I was a mess. Besides Maisie, he’s been my best friend, even when I didn’t think I had room for anyone else. After what happened with Neven, I refused to see August as anything but a friend. Following our night out at the prom, though, I started having glimpses of endless possibilities.  
 
    I’m so incredibly weak with this. If something were to happen and destroy my friendship with him, the way it did with Neven, I don’t know what I would do. I haven’t worn my heart on my sleeve in a long time. I wanted to focus on the future, on where my life leads, and then maybe I could have the extras. 
 
    My mother was someone who always depended on men—she never worked one single day of her life. My dad worked hard to support her, and in the end, he and I weren’t enough for her—we never were, and we never could be. 
 
    Love wasn’t money or material things. I’m not sure if she ever truly loved either one of us. I mean, how could she? If she left my dad for another man with more money, and he made her dreams come true, couldn’t I still be part of that dream? Instead, she left both of us behind and never looked back. 
 
    I couldn’t do that. There’s no way I would end up like her, a parasite that feeds off the people who loved her most. I would go to college and find a good job where I could support myself. Then I wonder, is there room for someone else? Can I be with someone and still be better than my mother?  
 
    “Yeah?” August presses his forehead against mine. 
 
    “Yeah,” I whisper back, answering more than just his question. I know I can be better than her. 
 
    He’s here, isn’t he? He even engraved it on a necklace, the same one that the Glass Vault stole away. But I don’t need the possession to know how he feels, how I feel. August already has a hold on my heart in its entirety, and right now, I don’t think I could ever take it back from him.  
 
    “So, you remember the kiss?” I ask, any nerves I had dissipating. His green eyes have a golden hue from where the sunlight strikes them through the window.  
 
    “How could I forget?”  
 
    His mouth is mere centimeters from mine when I say, “I want to do it again.” 
 
    “What’s stopping you, then?” August is close, but I want him closer.  
 
    “Nothing.” I break out from his “cage” and manage to flip him to his back. It feels like a true moment of courage when I position my legs around his waist and straddle him. 
 
    In this light, August is ethereal. I remember where we are, and if we were in any display at the moment it would be the Rumpelstiltskin one. August’s blond hair is pure gold, and it reminds me of the straw that the maiden in that particular story spun to gold—not the time or place to be thinking something strange like that, although it kind of is.  
 
    As August leans forward to sit up and draw me closer, I push the story away and run my hands up the back of his neck and into his hair—the curled tips brushing against my fingers, soft as feathers. His breathing quickens at my touch and it gives me a stronger sense of confidence. I press my lips lightly against his, tracing his bottom lip with my tongue, tasting the saltiness of his skin. It’s cruel to tease us both like this, but I also want to savor the moment. 
 
    August grips my thighs, deepening the kiss. A volcano erupts inside my chest and hot lava spreads until my entire body is cocooned in the warmth. Everything feels right, and it’s as if the world suddenly makes sense. August makes sense. 
 
    I push lightly against his chest, our kiss growing fiercer with the need to be closer. My heart is pounding, the rush of blood racing against my body’s adrenaline.  
 
    I don’t know if we’re going to make it out of Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault, and even if we do make it out alive, then what? We move on to another display, and then another, and another after that?  
 
    If something happens to one of us, if we lose each other along the way, then I don’t want to have any regrets. I’m not going to waste time today, tomorrow, or any other day I have with him.  
 
    “August, I love you.” I murmur the words against his lips.  
 
    His lips pull into a smile against my kiss, and that’s all the answer I need. 
 
    I fumble with the strings at his chest, loosening the tunic, and haul it over his head onto the floor. He tries to help me take off my dress next, but it sticks a few times as he tries. We laugh about it and tempt fate once again, letting the fabric pool to the floor.  
 
    He flips me over, and I unbutton his pants, sliding them off and throwing those on the floor, too.  
 
    When his weight presses back down on me, he trails kisses from my shoulder, up the length of my neck and along my jaw. Then his lips mold to mine and we kiss again and again, until there are no other thoughts.  
 
    “Are you sure about this? We can slow down,” he asks hoarsely. 
 
    “I’m sure. Are you?” I laugh. 
 
    “Perrie, I’ve been sure about you since the day you pressed your cello bow to my chest.” 
 
    “Really?” I laugh again. “That didn’t run you a hundred miles in the opposite direction?” 
 
    “No. It left me intrigued.” 
 
    I haven’t felt that way since then, though. He has waited for me to meet him halfway for a while now, and I’m finally there. 
 
    The rest of our underclothes are tossed to the floor. He hovers above me for a moment, taking it all in, our closeness and me. Finally, we come together and it all makes sense, even in this nonsensical world because together we can do anything. And it’s possible perfection does exist. 
 
    Afterward, we are legs and arms braided together, and I fall asleep in his embrace. I dream a dream with no twists, turns, or running for my life.  
 
    It starts with a normal morning at the breakfast table. My dad has already left for work and the remnants of my cereal swim in warm milk. 
 
    Maisie comes to the door in one of her newly designed eye patches. It’s a giant peach—with the words, “Everything is peachy” sewn across the fabric. She’s excited about starting a new job at a resale-clothing store. She rambles on about her half-price discount and all the possibilities the clothing will supply for materials toward her designs. 
 
    She drives us to school, as usual. It’s such a beautiful day. At school we spot Neven and he waves, joining us and talking about how he got a basketball scholarship. Maisie and I both congratulate him, and she gives him a high five. August strolls through the doors, his presence causing my stomach to swarm with butterflies. Neven pats him on the back like they’re the best of friends.  
 
    August wraps me up in his arms, dips me back just like in the old films, and gives me a long kiss. I should be embarrassed about kissing him in front of everyone, but I’m not. He brings me back up, and Maisie and Neven are just smiling.  
 
    “You two need to get a room.” Neven laughs. Maisie just stands there, shaking her head. 
 
    I leave their faces behind, waking slowly to the feeling of warmth pressed against my skin. I’m definitely not dreaming anymore. What a weird dream. To think Neven and I could be friends like that someday feels right. 
 
    Draping my arm across August’s stomach, I roll my head to the side and smile at him.  
 
    “I was wondering if you would ever wake up.” He grins at me, the smile reaching all the way to his eyes. 
 
    I peck his cheek and snuggle against his shoulder. “I was having such a good dream.” 
 
    “Oh? Were you dreaming about me?” 
 
    “What do you think?” I laugh. 
 
    “I hope so, because it will be the last good dream you’ll have for a while.”  
 
    I don’t have time to think about what he said. August swiftly flips me onto my back and hovers above me, his expression devious. His head drops to the side of mine, swaying lazily, as his mouth tickles my ear.  
 
    “Thanks for the fuck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    My body stills. What did he just say?  
 
    “August?” My mouth is partially open, and my breathing increases. 
 
    “I have to admit. Out of everyone I have ever been with, you are at the top.” His face is mere inches from mine.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I whisper. My body has grown cold. 
 
    “I mean there is one other girl who comes close, but not quite. I cannot recall her true name,” he says, tapping the side of his head, “but I do remember the red hair. About seven months ago . . . at Neven’s.” 
 
    He knocks the wind right out of me. My mind is spinning, so is the room. What is he talking about? I saw Neven having sex with that girl, clear as day.  
 
    “That’s right. You thought it was Neven, didn’t you?” The sides of his lips tug down, and he moves a lock of hair off my forehead. “Oops.”  
 
    “August, what’s going on?” I try to jerk forward, but he already has me pinned by my shoulders.               
 
    “August,” he says the name like it isn’t his own. “That is the name I am going by at the moment.”  
 
    I’m confused and speechless. August, or not August, cocks his head and stares at me with a form of humor I don’t understand. He’s observing me like I’m a child, a stupid, foolish child who doesn’t know the simplest answer. 
 
    If that wasn’t Neven and it really was August, then I am an idiot. Whoever the hell he is, whatever he claims to have done, I just slept with him. I try and force myself up, but his hold is too strong. 
 
    “I will let you in on a little secret. My name isn’t August. I am whomever I choose to be, whenever and wherever I want. For the last few months you have known me as August. Others have known less. I am a name without a face, but you, Perrie, I’ll tell you my real name.” His voice is almost a laugh. “My real name is Vale.” 
 
    August isn’t actually August? He preyed on me, screwed his way into my heart, tightening the bolt as hard as he could with a screwdriver. I want to scream, to kick and flail, and beat his face. 
 
    “Get off of me!” I try to scream, but it comes out as a whisper. 
 
    “Does it bother you? I have toyed with you, Perrie, for months and months.” He lifts a hand toward the ceiling, as if he’s proud of this precious tower. A wicked smile spreads across his face. “All this time, only to get you inside the walls of my palace.” 
 
    What? I think I’m going to be sick. 
 
    “That’s right. This is all mine. Every display, every person you have encountered, they are all part of a very big plan.” Vale stands, and though I’m free, I’m afraid I can’t move. “Inside this place they cannot wither away. They are immortal now. I brought them here, to live inside the displays, where they will become the perfect creatures for destruction.” 
 
    “How?” My voice is weak. 
 
    “How? I chose who I wanted to see my vault. It is all part of a grand plan that I have concocted to take humanity, and you, my darling Perrie, are going to help me lead it.” 
 
    I have to get away from this bastard.  
 
    Before I have a chance to run, he grabs me by the hair and yanks me off the bed. The pain is excruciating. Each and every single one of the tiny hair follicles is on fire and thumping in sync with the beat of my heart. I screech as loudly as I can, and the sound of it is even worse than the squeal of squeaky brakes. 
 
    “We need to hurry so we are not late to meet your friend,” Vale sings as he drags me across the floor. Then he stops. “Before I forget. Do you remember the redhead from Neven’s room? I recall you mentioning something about recognizing her hair anywhere. Did you?”  
 
    I think back. How did I not notice it before? She was standing right in front of me in a display.  
 
    “Fannie,” I whisper. 
 
    “That’s right. That’s right. That is the name she uses now, yet that is not her true name. I never cared to ask. If I need her, I let her come out and play. A small reward for being trapped below with me, after all.” I struggle to break from his hold, but his grip only becomes firmer. “Like I said, nowhere near as good as you, though.”  
 
    Again, with a hard yank, Vale drags me behind him, making the pain worse than it was before. He hums to himself, to me, to both of us, or maybe to no one.  
 
    What have I done? I trusted this thing.  
 
    Cement scratches at my back as I’m dragged along. I can feel it grazing my bare skin. I don’t care about my back, though, I need him to let go of my hair. Now. 
 
    The tower becomes a distant memory as Vale somehow walks through the wall on the opposite end. We pass down a darkened, narrow hallway. I scream the entire way, right up until he tosses me onto another cement floor like a sack of trash. My head is finally relieved of his hold and I can breathe again. Before I can pull myself up, something clicks into place—Vale has locked me in a cage.  
 
    “I will give you two a few minutes,” he purrs, before sauntering away. 
 
    Give you two a few minutes? I’m half afraid to see what he’s talking about, but I need to know.  
 
    Someone is in the corner, sitting against the bars with his head hanging down, pushed as far from the cage door as possible. I know that shaggy black hair. 
 
    “Neven?” Shit. Tears flow from my eyes, and I run over to him, lifting his face. There’s a ring around his neck, something like a collar with no visible way to remove it. There’s a short chain connecting it to a bar that holds him back, so he can’t even curl up on the floor if he wanted to instead. 
 
    “Perrie?” He blinks. “Am I dreaming or are you really here?” His words come out in a slur. 
 
    “I’m here,” I sob. 
 
    “Where are your clothes?” he groans. Of course, that’s the first thing he asks. I’m so relieved I laugh, wrapping my arms around me as best I can. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, not right now.” I shake my head vigorously. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Nev looks the same, but not. He has lines running all along his arms, neck, and face, as if he has been torn apart and stitched back together. It’s so familiar to me that I am struck by the similarities.  
 
    He’s Frankenstein’s Monster, the one I saw back in the museum.  
 
    “After I left your house, I wanted to go back to the museum since you had seen it, too. August was there when I pulled up. I thought he was there for the same reason as me.” Nev rests his arms on his knees, leaning the back of his head against the metal bars. “We went inside, wandered through the halls and wound up in the display room. Everything was literally made of glass, strange shit. After that, it’s kind of been a blur. Somehow I ended up in the Frankenstein’s Monster display.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything after that?” I cover my mouth and shake my head, wanting to rip the chain off the cell to free him. 
 
    “Oh, I do. You know that August isn’t August, right?” Nev says softly. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Go on, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “He strapped me down to a table, saying he was really Vale and some weird shit about needing immortal souls to become stronger. He went on like that for a while, cutting into me with all these fucked up tools as he chatted. I passed out during the process and wound up in this cell. Been chained here ever since.” 
 
    I break down, sobbing more than before. It’s so stupid, but I was just so happy, and now I don’t know what to think. Neven’s just like Maisie, like the others. 
 
    “This is insane,” I say. “He also told me his name is Vale, he said he tricked me, that he was the one with the redhead. He wore your face, Neven.” I cover my own face, humiliated. “I don’t know how that’s even possible.” 
 
    “I told you, I can make myself into anyone at anytime, anywhere.” Vale’s voice reverberates around the room. I look back at the door where Vale now hovers.  
 
    He’s wearing black slacks and a white long-sleeve shirt that’s buttoned at the ends. The neck is collarless and has a V-neck with ruffles that I want to rip off and strangle him with.  
 
    Repeatedly, he runs a silver nail file across his fingernails as he examines me. “I have been hidden away for too long, and it is my time to rise and take over. We will bring destruction to everyone. I made this place and filled it one by one with my creations to help carry out my deeds. They may look like glass on the outside now, but after this, they won’t anymore. You are to be my last.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I shout. “Why me? Why go through all of this? You could have tossed me into one of the displays like everyone else. Why make me—” I can’t even say the stupid words. Why make me fall in love with you?  
 
    “Why? Why? I would not have noticed you at first, Perrie. When you approached me as if you were a queen with that bow in your hand. I felt the light in you, that electrifying energy. The minute you walked out of that room with Neven at your side, I knew I wanted you. It didn’t matter how long it took for you to give yourself to me, because I could wait. Now that I have you, the time is right.” Vale tucks the silver file away into his pocket.  
 
    “What the hell is this asshole talking about, Perrie?” Nev sounds drained but furious. I’m too ashamed to answer. 
 
    “That’s right, Neven. As you were sitting here chained to the cell, I had her in ways you can’t even begin to imagine.” 
 
    Nev grips the bars, pushing hard against them to free himself in his anger. The ring around his throat prevents him from going anywhere, and his face is so red, he may pass out. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” he roars. 
 
    I can’t even look at Neven’s face anymore. My self-loathing has already begun—that must be what Vale wanted. 
 
    Vale unlocks the cage and moves at an inhuman speed, yanking me up by my hair once more.  
 
    “What are you?” I seethe. 
 
    “To you? A demon, a monster, your worst nightmare. As I told you before, I can be anything.” 
 
    I can’t see anything but half of Vale’s face and the gray ceiling above me. With my neck straining at this angle, I can’t even spit at his face—that perfect skin I desperately want to claw off. 
 
    “Your soul is mine.” Vale strokes my cheek. Then with his inhuman speed, he brushes something sharp against my throat. 
 
    It all happens so fast. The pain at my throat triggers an instant reaction. My hands fly up to my neck, instantly covered in a warm, sticky liquid that I know is my blood. Neven is yelling frantically. 
 
    I can’t make it stop. There’s too much blood. My body grows weaker by the second and I feel numb. No part of my life flashes before my eyes like I’ve heard it does when you die. There’s nothing except the desperate urge to live.  
 
    My hands fall limply to my sides, and I’m unable to move any other part of my body. I can’t even blink. I’m just waiting for all of it to go away, to let the darkness take me. 
 
    Vale must be dragging me. If he’s doing it by my hair again, I can’t feel it. All I see is the ceiling and part of Vale’s black pants. I can hear every detailed sound, like the tapping of his shoes on the hard floor around me. It’s as if the universe wants me to sit inside of this body longer just to watch me suffer. 
 
    “You know, Maisie was right about one thing.” Vale lifts my body and sets it back down on something solid, and his face hovers over mine. “When you die here, you stay here. She is a smart girl but not smart enough to piece it all together. You do die here and stay here, but only until I am ready to release you. You, my darling, are going to transcend your humanity. When I am done, all that hate in you will continue to grow and gather and lead to true carnage. You will be like the others, like Maisie and Neven. When I bring you back to life, the old Perrie will be gone. You will be made new.” 
 
    He brushes his lips against mine. I don’t feel a thing, or I would have bitten his lip off. Finally, Vale closes my eyes, and the escape into darkness I’ve been waiting for takes me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Vale stared down at the Bride, admiring his new creation in all of her glory. She truly was the most exquisite creation he had altered. She told Vale she loved him.  
 
    He didn’t know what love was. He still didn’t, but she was his. All he had known was satisfaction and ruination.  
 
    His heart was darker than midnight, and he liked it that way. The wound at her throat was stitched and mended, a clean cut with a clean mend. Greater care had been taken to preserve his bride, as she was the culmination of all his efforts. Like all the mortals inside the Glass Vault, she was no longer human—they were fiends, prepared to feed upon the earth. Their thoughts now matched his.  
 
    Vale reached for a lever and fed his bride the electricity she needed, until the sparks crackled and ceased.  
 
    Her eyes burst open with a wickedness that had him giddy with glee. One by one, sculptures once made of glass, all rose from their cold displays. They were like the living dead thawing out of hibernation, digging through the dirt to reach their destination.  
 
    Vale opened the door to Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault. The Bride was the first to exit, and they all followed her into the night at the witching hour. The palms of her hands popped and cracked with electricity.  
 
    She was ready to strike. 
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    Prologue  
 
      
 
    After the Awakening—Perrie 
 
      
 
    The electrical current beads and trickles from my hands, rolling down my fingertips like whips. They pop with each thrust. One after another, I throw one long charge toward the civilians in my way. I do it without a thought, without remorse or guilt for what I have done. And why should I? They become glass the instant my power touches their frail skin.  
 
    I watch as their souls abandon their glass bodies. For every final breath that leaves their lungs, I feel fulfilled—my appetite sated. 
 
    The knocking inside my brain has quieted. At first, it was incessant, pounding like a drum as though something was begging to be awakened. I couldn’t make it go away, so I drowned it out.  
 
    The more I crush, the quieter it becomes—I need to destroy. I want to destroy. Nothing else matters, not even the others who followed me from behind the doors of the Glass Vault.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Except, him. He’s right beside me—the one I am endlessly drawn to. Together we can be anything—together we can create true havoc. The moment I opened my eyes, I knew I wanted his heart to be mine. His heart sits in his chest without any real force, but it’s mine. It will always be mine. 
 
    Vale.  
 
    That’s his name. His true name. Yet, something continuously beats at the back of my mind, wanting me to remember there’s more than that—there’s more to him.  
 
    “Again!” Vale yells, his eyes hard and focused.  
 
    A white flash of light, my light, strikes an entire row of brick houses. That blow was powerful enough to freeze every living soul inside the walls. It’s almost like I can feel it. Their bodies become glass, petrified in their last moments of fear, and then their souls are pulled away. They vanish to the Glass Vault. 
 
    I look back at Vale. My electricity has his blond hair standing on end, a lovely mess of curls. He is beautiful, like a lonely bright star lighting up the night sky, searching for its partner. I feel the friction of my power receding back into my bones until there isn’t a single spark. Something inside me feels the wrongness. He notices the shift immediately and his green eyes find me. 
 
    Beyond his penetrating emerald gaze, a nightmare is lurking. A nightmare I want to be a part of. Stalking toward me, he backs me up against a tree. The tree bark digs into my skin, but I savor the sting. No matter what happens to me, I can’t die. I never worry when I’m with Vale because I’m treated differently than the others—I’m his Bride. 
 
    “Can you keep going?” he asks softly, his lips so close to caressing mine.  
 
    I can’t tell him no. I don’t want to tell him no. I will never tell him no. 
 
    “Continue,” he pleads as his head nestles between my neck and shoulder.  
 
    The knocking in my brain has ceased. I lift Vale’s head from my shoulder and gaze one more time into his emerald eyes, a wicked smile spreading across my lips. That’s the only answer he needs, the only one he will ever need with me. Then his mouth collides with mine and I relish the taste of his kiss. I always do. The electricity sparks again in my veins as my power resurfaces.  
 
    For him, I will always continue.

  

 
   
    Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    The Awakening—Perrie 
 
      
 
    My eyelids fly open, no longer consumed by darkness. I look around wildly as my vision clears and a pair of emerald eyes meets mine. A young man with golden hair leans over me, his face only inches from mine. His bright, dancing gaze tames me in place. I can’t look away from those two beautiful specks of green light. He smiles down at me with a hint of danger.  
 
    “Welcome to the new world, Bride. I am Vale, and you are going to be the most magnificent creature the world has seen.” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak but a sharp pain in my chest stops me. There’s an ache around my heart, a craving for chaos and destruction. It sits in the deepest part of my soul, begging to be filled, yet I do not move.  
 
    “Vale.” The name, his name, rolls across my tongue like wildfire. I treasure it.  
 
    “Are you ready?” The ache in my chest rises with his question. I already know what he’s asking me. 
 
    Vale pulls me up to a sitting position. My legs, ready to move, dangle over the metal edge of a cool silver table. A white gown spills over my legs and down to my ankles like a waterfall made of silk. I don’t remember wearing this—then again, I can’t remember how I got here. Curiously, I hold out my hands in front of me, when a spark pops from the tips of my fingers. A buzzing sensation pulses through my entire body. I try to focus on it, concentrating on the electricity and gathering it into my palms. 
 
    Thrusting my hand forward, a bolt of electricity shoots out from my palms and slams against the wall, shattering like glitter. I smile to myself with gratification when the bright light triggers a deafening pop. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I say with determination, willing to do whatever he wants. 
 
    Vale nods and claps his hands loudly in front of his chest. One minute I’m on the table, and the next I’m surrounded by objects mainly made of glass. Machinery also made of glass is positioned directly above me. I lower my head and scan the area until I find Vale in the middle of the room. 
 
    He’s wearing a white shirt of the same material as my dress, ruffles positioned down the center of his chest. His face beams with malice, and I want to be a part of what he’s thinking about.  
 
    Vale walks inhumanly fast to where I stand and holds his right hand out to me. “Lead us.”  
 
    I shake the stiffness from my arms and take hold of his hand. The warmth of his fingertips awakens something inside me that’s positively wicked. I can’t help but feel enkindled by his attention and soft touch.  
 
    Lifting the skirt of my dress, I rigidly step down from my box with Vale’s aid. Like me, there are other lovely creatures leaving their own confinements.  
 
    I fix my gaze on Vale as he leads me to a hallway. We walk, and we walk, and as we do a slight sense of familiarity hits me, as though I’ve been down these halls before. Ornate wallpaper lines the walls, and crystal chandeliers dangle above.  
 
    Vale comes to a stop as we reach the end of the hall, a door standing between us and what waits outside. He points to the golden handles and bows low, waiting for me to make the first move. I press forward, opening the doors in one swift motion, and step out into the darkness that calls to my very heart. This is what I thirst for. 
 
    Turning, I look back at the others, all of whom have followed me outside. I scan the crowd as my eyes make contact with a girl wearing a blue eye patch over her left eye. The smile on her face is crazed, wanting the same thing as me. But something in me tugs to go after her, to chase her down, or cry out for her. Instead, I accidentally discharge a small crackle of light in my palm and strike the ground at my feet.  
 
    The moment is forgotten. As I turn back around, I search for Vale, finding him farther up ahead, growing impatient with the others. I catch up with him in a matter of seconds. He places his hand against my lower back then speaks to the crowd.  
 
    “This was your home.” He flicks his hand back at the building. “Within the Glass Vault you have become immortal. Those you use your power on will become glass, and their souls transported back here. We need as many as we can get for now, but I want them all. You will obey my rules or there will be many ways to be punished. We are going to take everyone. Follow her.” He points at me. “The Bride will lead us on our path to elimination, and then we will separate to finish.” 
 
    “I will help lead,” a voice calls from the crowd. Turning around, I see a young woman with red hair in a blue dress. 
 
    “Do not belittle me, Red,” Vale growls. “You will have much to answer for if you dare speak out again.”  
 
    The woman raises her head in defiance, slowly approaching me with her brown eyes boring into mine. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    I do not answer.  
 
    She grins. “My name is Fannie.” 
 
    There is nothing familiar about her. The electricity crackles in my palms once again, and I lift my hand to strike her directly in the face. 
 
    Vale is faster, though. He grabs the back of Fannie’s neck and squeezes it. Her grin twists into a deep grimace.  
 
    “I’m warning you. If you oppose the Bride or me, I will end you in seconds. Do you understand?”  
 
    Fannie remains quiet, but her face has gone pale.  
 
    “I said, do you understand?” He shakes her back and forth like a little doll. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she grunts.  
 
    He tosses her to the side and turns his back on her once more. She stumbles, but doesn’t fall to the ground. “Don’t forget what your father would do if something happens to me,” Fannie says, her expression hostile. 
 
    Vale balls his hands into fists, flexing them apart, and then bringing them together into tight fists again. Next thing I know, Vale moves fast and slaps her across the face. A thunderous sound claps as Fannie’s head is thrown to the side. She doesn’t seem phased, in fact, she brings her face back to him and smiles.  
 
    “Don’t mention my father again,” Vale grounds out. 
 
    He turns to me then, and his furious expression becomes one of delectation. “Begin.”  
 
    Without hesitation, I move forward. I can feel everyone’s eyes on my back as I take my first steps onto a paved road full of trees. They follow me forward into the night, driven by the need to destroy. When I see the first civilian, there is no hesitation. I light up and throw my first bolt of electricity at the brown-headed male. It feels more than good. 
 
    He doesn’t have time to scream—his skin ignites with crackling light and freezes into glass. His soul should now be at the Glass Vault for Vale to do with as he chooses. Dizziness takes hold of my body, but the satisfaction conquers it, and I want to do more.  
 
    The first soul is claimed and the immortals trailing after me respond in an uproar. Fueled by their desire, and mine, for more, I lead us down streets, cutting off electricity, phone lines, and lighting the world up with my power. The more people I turn to glass, no matter how thrilled I am, the more I need to continue. I ache for it. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    By morning, the people in town have become more aware of what is happening, and chaos ensues. They try to pack their things and families into cars—they try to leave, but they are too slow. Guns are fired, knives are thrown, gasoline and matches attempt to strike, but nothing from humanity can stop an immortal. 
 
    After several days, the group separates in their own directions, and then it’s only Vale, Fannie, and me. I want her to leave because I want Vale to myself—but she doesn’t. 
 
    “Can we rest?” I ask, growing tired from lack of sleep. Unlike the slap he would have given to Fannie, Vale lifts my chin with a gentle touch.  
 
    “Try.” His gaze locks on mine and holds onto it, because he knows I can go on. He trusts in me. 
 
    Because I believe in him too, I hold my palms up in front of me and will the spark to life. I don’t achieve anything more than a tiny flicker.  
 
    “I can’t.” I grow frustrated with myself, but he only nods. Fannie shoots me a dark look, her expression dripping with pure hatred. 
 
    We walk to the nearest house, and it looks as if it was recently built. Vale charges to the porch and kicks the door open easily, breaking the deadbolt. His raw strength and inhuman speed have left me in complete awe of his capabilities.  
 
    Screams travel from inside.  
 
    As I anxiously follow Vale down a short hallway to a living room, a spark of energy pops in my hands. Once we’re in the living room, there’s an old couple huddled on the floor behind the couch, clearly horrified by our appearance.  
 
    “Please leave us be,” the old man begs.  
 
    He grips his wife’s wrinkled hand tightly. Beads of perspiration drip in streams down his sun-spotted skin. He pulls his wife into his side to shield her as best as he can. The gesture is affectionate, yet I feel nothing. However, destroying makes me feel powerful. So I lift my hands, willing enough energy to create a spark, and unleash a bolt that hits the woman first. The look on the man’s face is full of misery as I strike him next. A sense of fulfillment rushes over me. 
 
    Vale nods his approval and leaves the room to check for anyone on the street. Sitting on the couch, I sink into the cushions while the statues of glass hover behind. Fannie, who has been eyeing me the entire time, hasn’t left the room yet. The blue skirts of her dress swish as she approaches and sits beside me. She props her elbow on the back of the couch while gazing at the side of my face. Ignoring her, I choose to examine the many-framed photos of loved ones on the table in front of me. It’s far more interesting than engaging in a staring contest with the one person I don’t want to be around.  
 
    “You know,” she drawls, “you are only his marionette. Eventually, he will cut your strings and toss you aside. Then there will be a new one to take your place that he will latch the threads onto.”  
 
    Her words burn, and for a moment I wonder if he really would do that to me. Toss me aside for someone else? Vale called me his Bride—the Bride—and he wanted me to lead, not Fannie. I brush the words away like they mean nothing because she is nothing. 
 
    “You wish,” I say and continue to stare straight ahead without blinking. In an instant, she has a knife biting into my throat and my head pushed back against the couch.  
 
    “You may be immortal, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun with you.” She presses the blade closer to the scar at my throat. “Maybe I’ll just peel off your skin, bit by tiny bit. I’ll begin with this soft little nose of yours. Maybe slice it off?”  
 
    Fannie grabs my nose with her other hand and squeezes, pinching it to the right. The full anger of what I am rises. My hands are at my knees, fingernails digging into the skirt of my white dress to hold it all back.  
 
    “And what would Vale do if you delivered on your threat?” I ask. 
 
    Fannie tosses her head back and laughs hysterically. “Vale? What is the worst he can do? Toss me back in my cage or send me back to the Underworld? His father would destroy him. He already has.” 
 
    Her last words don’t make any sense. Fannie releases my nose, but the cold steel remains pressed against my throat. It doesn’t matter how I move my head, the blade bites farther in. “What do you mean by that? How has his father destroyed him?” 
 
    “Tut-tut-tut. Enough talk for now.” She pulls the knife back and tucks it away somewhere in her dress. “But maybe you’re not so special after all, are you, Bride?”   
 
    I reach my hand up to run it across my throat, and I’m surprised at the lack of blood. The blade might be gone, but my anger isn’t. I ball my hand up and throw a flash of electricity at her chest. Fannie flies off the couch and slams against the sheetrock. As she slides to the floor, surrounded by ceramic figurines collected by the couple, she cackles with laughter.  
 
    “Silly girl, you can’t turn immortals into glass.” Rubbing her chest, she stands with her spine pulled taut. “Still, it hurts like fire to the skin.”  
 
    “Good.” I give her a wide, closed-lipped smile and threaten her with another small current in my palm. She watches the energy in my hand spark to life, almost hesitant after the first blast.  
 
    “Believe what you want, but you truly are only temporary. So, have fun with him while it lasts, little puppet.” Sauntering back to the couch, she takes a seat, smiling as if nothing happened. If I could sew her eyes and mouth shut, I would use her red hair as the thread.  
 
    The front door squeaks open as Vale returns.  
 
    “The street is clear for now. We will begin again in the morning after you have time to rest.” His eyes and words are for me only. The fact he doesn’t acknowledge Fannie has my chest swelling with pride. 
 
    “Where should we sleep?” Fannie asks, as though she will be the one sleeping with Vale tonight. 
 
    “You can choose wherever you wish to sleep,” Vale snaps at her. “Let us find somewhere upstairs.” He holds his open palm out to me, and I take his hand gingerly, tightening my fingers around it. 
 
    “But—” Fannie stops short, halted by the hard, icy look in his eyes. She can pretend she isn’t afraid of him all she wants, but she is. 
 
    “I am going to take a shower. Join me?” Vale’s expression softens as he asks me. I can see it in his eyes—he wants me just as much as I want him. 
 
    “Yes.” With that final exchange, I lead him up the stairs, glancing back at Fannie and feeling victorious. I can see the murderous intent behind her large brown eyes, just before I whisk Vale away down an empty hall. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2  
 
      
 
    Before—Josselyn Shaw 
 
      
 
    Fuck this place, Josselyn thought as she toted a six-pack of beer from the rundown gas station in her stupid town. Tonight was different than any other night—because she was going to drown her sorrows away, alone in her apartment.  
 
    Josselyn’s “best friend” Emma stood her up earlier, even though Emma knew how much Josselyn needed her. Josselyn’s ex-boyfriend broke up with her the night before because he said they were too different. Yeah, but not too different to have sex with her before he told her that.  
 
    Screw him and screw Emma. She didn’t need anyone except herself and the beautiful pack of beer hanging in her hand. The clinking of the bottles was practically chanting her name, so she pulled one out before climbing into the driver’s seat.  
 
    The engine purred to life after she used her keychain to pop the lid on the beer. She knew she shouldn’t be drinking, but she didn’t give one single care. Josselyn brought the tip to her mouth and took a swig, humming along with the car as the coolness slid down her throat and drifted to her stomach.   
 
    “Where to now, Josselyn?” she asked herself in the little bit of daylight left.  
 
    “Time to get this party started,” she answered, revving the car and swerving violently from the parking lot. 
 
    Josselyn continued taking swigs from her beer as she turned left on Oak Street, almost finished with beer number one, when she slammed hard on the brakes. There was a building, a rather big building that had never been anywhere on Oak Street before, rising high from the shadows of tall trees. It was out of place in a town like hers. 
 
    She shouldn’t be buzzing from her first beer already. At least she didn’t think she should be—drinking had never been her thing, until tonight. Reckless just so happened to be her new middle name.  
 
    Josselyn put the car in park and stepped out, bringing her almost full pack of beer with her. She cracked open another bottle and took a long drink as she approached the building.  
 
    It wasn’t the aged stones around the base of the building or lack of windows that really caught her attention, but rather the door. It was large enough for an elephant to fit through. 
 
    “Okay, that’s an enormous door,” she said aloud. She nearly dropped her beer when it suddenly flew open.  
 
    A young blond guy emerged from inside, halting when his green gaze locked on hers.  
 
    “Need something?” he asked as he pulled the door shut behind him. 
 
    “Um, no?” Josselyn’s eyebrows pulled together in confusion. “Well, maybe. Has this place always been here?” 
 
    Though she had only taken this route a couple times, she had never noticed a building at any point. It was quite possible she couldn’t remember or just hadn’t paid much attention. She would have remembered a building like this, right? There would have been people talking about something like this coming to Deer Park. 
 
    The guy’s green eyes stayed focused on hers, and a smile tugged at his lips. “Yeah, we recently cut the trees surrounding the building to make it noticeable for customers.” 
 
    Josselyn’s eyes darted back and forth between the guy and the stone of the building, curiosity blooming inside her. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a museum with glass statues displayed in different artistic ways. We are currently closed, but you can check it out if you want.” The blond guy pointed toward the door with a large grin spread across his face. 
 
    Maybe it was the beer, but Josselyn felt her curiosity grow into excitement at seeing something so unique. She definitely wanted to go inside and take a look. Running her hand through her short blonde hair, she said, “If it’s okay with you, I will.” 
 
    The guy moved back to the door and opened it for her, ushering her in with a wave of his hand. Butterflies danced in her stomach as she took her first steps forward. The idea of being alone inside a museum was both terrifying and electrifying.  
 
    “Take your time,” he purred after her as the door closed. Josselyn stared at the wood and golden knob, not knowing what to think.  
 
    “What a weirdo.” Slowly, she turned around and looked down a long hallway. Clutching the bottles close to her side, she took another deep drink of the bottle in her other hand. 
 
    She walked down the long entrance, which led to another hall, which led to another before she froze. Displays were everywhere, aligned in a circular fashion from her left, looping all the way around to her right.  
 
    “Now the party can officially start.” 
 
    Josselyn stepped to her right, passing several fairy-tale displays where the statues were not in a very fairytale-like state. She stopped in front of one with a large bridge—three grotesque trolls sat underneath it, and a goat broken into small glass pieces rested on top of the arch. The precision in the glasswork was almost life-like. It impressed and left her shaken at the same time. 
 
    The second beer bottle emptied, and she cracked open number three as she passed by the next display. She stopped in front of it, surprised by the description: Jack the Ripper. The room felt colder the longer she looked at it, so she quickly hurried on. 
 
    The next glass scene displayed a large sign with the words Sleepy Hollow written across it. I love that movie and book, she thought to herself.  
 
    She was about to take a drink when something tugged at her legs. When she looked down, there was nothing there. Right as she chalked it up to her imagination, it pulled at her again—harder this time and strong enough to knock the beers out of her hands. They crashed to the floor, shattered over the marble. 
 
    The invisible wind pulled one more time and her feet dragged across the floor. Then she smacked to the marble, falling into the cool liquid and shards of broken beer bottles. She screamed and clawed at nothing, crying out for help. With one final pull, she was yanked into the display. 
 
    Once the tugging stopped and the wind dissipated, Josselyn jumped to her feet and hauled ass. She didn’t get far as she struck a wall and fell back, landing on the ground with a hard slam. Josselyn rubbed the sore spots on her backside as she realized it wasn’t a wall she had hit. There wasn’t anything there to block her way, yet she couldn’t walk through it. Instead of something solid, she was staring at grass and trees. She shouldn’t have been seeing grass and trees—she should have been seeing displays.  
 
    “Where the fuck am I?” she shouted, running as hard as she could at the invisible barrier. It didn’t budge, and she only bounced back off it. With each try, she rebounded harder. 
 
    Josselyn fell once again and rolled over onto all fours with a deep breath. Long blonde hair spilled over her shoulders and she pushed it away, annoyed. One tendril continued to dangle in her face. A horrified scream escaped her when she realized her blonde hair was no longer short. It was now long and curled, the way it used to look when she was younger. It had to all be a dream. Josselyn sat back on her heels, and looked down at her lap, realizing her blouse and jeans had been replaced with an old-fashioned gray dress. Her nerves were on the verge of panic. 
 
    Josselyn stood on shaky legs, the dress swaying against her body and bare feet. She gripped the fabric of the dress until the skin on her knuckles was pure ivory. She was surrounded by trees and bushes, but with only one direct path ahead. It was in the opposite direction from where she had fallen. Not knowing what to do, she ran for the path laid out in front of her.  
 
    She trampled through bushes and branches, stopping only for a second to see the same Sleepy Hollow sign from the display. The wind blew at her hair, cold against her warm back. This was impossible. A fog settled around her, and she took off running again, jogging into a town with rows of rotted houses lined on either side of the field. She didn’t stop, didn’t think, she just ran.  
 
    As Josselyn came to a stop, the wind suddenly paused and the world was silent. The eeriness of it was enough to make her hair stand on end. She didn’t know where to go, what direction to take, but then she didn’t need to know—a graveyard sat in front of her. Littered in front of every headstone sat a severed head. They were everywhere. No bodies, just bloodied, abandoned heads. She gasped loudly and covered her mouth.  
 
    Something dangerous was coming to life.  
 
    The ground beneath her feet shook with a deep vibrato. Pound, pound-pound, pound. The sound of it was deafening in the silence of the graveyard, yet it only grew louder. Josselyn couldn’t move, couldn’t think, as she saw the first living thing since the guy at the museum.  
 
    A man on a horse approached. To her immediate horror, he had no head. Josselyn closed her eyes and swallowed hard. If this was, without a doubt, the Sleepy Hollow then that could only mean the man on the mount was the Headless Horseman.  
 
    “This can’t be happening. It’s only a dream.” The beat of hooves on dirt came closer, each step louder, and she begged herself to wake up. Then, for one split second, there was a pain beyond recognition that tore at her throat. It faded away as quickly as it came. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Katrina awoke in a wooden chair in her living room. “What was I doing again? Oh yes, I need to start cooking. I must finish everything before the Headless Horseman returns, and I have to fall silent again.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3  
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    I managed to avoid the other immortals from the Glass Vault when they all went in separate directions.  
 
    I followed Perrie pretty much the entire time without her noticing me, pretending like I was wreaking havoc on Earth, as August, no wait—Quinsey, no wait—Vale barked out his demands. I should be shocked by the whole Vale-being-some-type-of-demon thing, but after dying and coming back to life so many times, nothing can surprise me these days.  
 
    Then I lost them. 
 
    Now, today of all days, I stumble upon Josselyn Shaw, AKA Katrina Van Tassel. She barely gives me more than a side-glance, but I know she’s watching me since I haven’t joined in on her glass freezing people excursion. Turning people into glass isn’t my idea of arts and crafts, but then a young man with black hair runs by. Josselyn reaches out and touches him just barely, but it’s enough.  
 
    His skin turns into a clear glass, unlike the colored ones that were back in the Glass Vault. The neck cracks, and his head slowly slides off his shoulders to the ground, causing a clink-clink ripple effect. Hmm, that’s the tenth time she has done that in a row, and the heads never break. My main thought is, why do the heads fall off her statues if she isn’t the Headless Horseman? 
 
    “Darn, that was to be mine. I’ll get the next one,” I yell, trying hard to pretend I want to help destroy these lives. 
 
    “Not if I get to them first.” She grins widely as her long blonde hair sashays with the wind. 
 
    “I think it’s easier for you to see them since I only have one eye.” Before, I wore eye patches to show that people with one eye can liven up their look. But now that I do only have one eye, it isn’t so bad since I was already used to the patch. 
 
    Josselyn ignores the comment and strolls away. I was only giving her a true statement.  
 
    Okay, what do I do now? I follow behind Josselyn and contemplate how to get Perrie out of this mess. Weeks ago, after a couple of days out of the Glass Vault, I was able to pull myself out of my locked-and-lost-in-my-own-head stupor. That means there must be a way to do the same for her. 
 
    When we first walked out of the museum, I was hidden, safely tucked away somewhere in my own brain. It was like an out of body experience—I was shut off from everything, while Crazy Maisie, as I now like to call her, had full control.  
 
    She went insane—constantly skipping up to civilians, talking gibberish, grabbing onto their clothing and singing until they turned to glass. I know Snow White liked to sing for no reason, but this was ridiculous.  
 
    Somehow, like always before, I traveled my way back to the surface and kicked Crazy Maisie aside to wherever she came from. There’s been no sign of her since. 
 
    Everyone in town is gone—my parents, my uncle, and schoolmates. I cried silently on the inside because I missed them so much, but I had to cut it off. It was already done.  
 
    I couldn’t stop it when we went down our old street because I was still Crazy Maisie. Perrie was farther behind down the road while I had skipped up to my old house to sing my own family into glass. But when I got there, some little, creepy, immortal kid had already done the job.               
 
    Once I was free from being locked away behind Crazy Maisie, after the memories hit, a part of me felt content that I hadn’t turned them to glass. In a weird way, I was thankful my parents and Perrie’s dad were together when they turned. It helped to know they weren’t alone, and I’m eighty-nine percent sure Perrie would agree.  
 
    I have to find her. 
 
    Suddenly, I realize I’m no longer walking and I’ve lost sight of Josselyn completely. A relieved sigh escapes me at being alone again. Then the ground trembles beneath me, causing my teeth to clatter together. The only thing to do is pick up a glass head laying unbroken on the cement. One would think it would be cool to the touch, but the warmth penetrates my hands. 
 
    With its already frozen mouth open in horror, I sing to the head, “Little head, you have to turn into glass.” The ground continues to shake, and I freeze in place, trying to sing some more as a large troll from the Glass Vault pounds his way across the street. “Glass is the only way to be in order to help us conquer the lands.” 
 
    The troll doesn’t give me one look as his matted hair blows off crumbs of filth with the breeze. If we have to wear clothing matching our display scenes, then why can’t the trolls at least have on some type of ripped cloth? I shiver in revulsion, gently resting the glass head back on the ground.  
 
    “That was close,” I say to myself. 
 
    “Maisie?”   
 
    I jerk upward and whirl around to find myself face-to-face with another immortal.  
 
    “Who is Maisie? My name is Snow,” I say, trying to get back into character, role play, or whatever the heck this is.  
 
    Entering Crazy Maisie mode, I lift my head to give a delighted and creepy smile, showing all teeth. Despite the ripped black t-shirt and new scars, I would recognize him anywhere.  
 
    It’s Neven.  
 
    “Hello, um, Frankenstein’s Monster. How are you on your mission to end it all?” I don’t even stutter when I meet his light brown eyes. 
 
    Neven palms his forehead with his scarred-up hand and shakes his head. A vibration starts from the tip of his scalp and runs through to his toes, shaking his entire body. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I reach out to touch his arm but quickly pull back. 
 
    Then it breaks. A laugh. A hard rumble of laughter escapes his mouth, and I dart my eye side to side to plot my best escape. But I don’t have time. He grabs me by the shoulders and holds me in place.  
 
    “Cut the shit, Maisie.” Neven’s laughter stops. “I know you’re you. I’ve been following you around for a while now, not sure what state of mind you were in at first. I just didn’t want to say anything until I was sure. That thing you just did with the head was a little overdone, though.” His eyes peer over at where I safely set the head next to its body. 
 
    “So, you are you?” My question is filled with hope, relief, and happiness playing tug-of-war in my head. 
 
    Neven smiles sheepishly and tugs at the back of his shaggy black hair. “Yeah, I’ve been me since we stepped out the door. As for everyone else, seems like they’re all lost in their own little world.” 
 
    Oh, thank goodness for that! I’m so excited I could wrap him up in a hug, but I hold back. There’s no way of knowing who or what else might be creeping about, so we better leave things as they are. 
 
    I nod and silently agree.  
 
    “We can’t stay out in the open like this. Let’s find somewhere and go,” Neven says, searching up and down the street. 
 
    I think back to what all I passed by. “I know a place. Follow farther behind me and look grim.”  
 
    His face is already set in his normally non-smiley face.  
 
    “Okay, that’s perfect.” 
 
    Neven’s one un-scarred eyebrow pops up. “This is my normal face, Maisie.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” I grin. 
 
    Neven staggers behind me as I lead the way. It wasn’t too far back, but I do remember a barbershop on the strip, sitting alone beside some abandoned buildings. I doubt anyone has lingered in that area for long, so it’s my best idea. I know we’re there when I see the shop’s red, white, and blue pole, no longer spinning. All the windows are covered in thin mini blinds with a sign on the front of one that reads: Open—so that means it should already be unlocked. Gripping the handle, I pull back the glass door and peer inside. 
 
    Immediately, I take a step back, slamming my head against Neven’s solid chest.  
 
    “What is it?” Neven slides in past me. 
 
    “Nothing. Only two glass statues over there,” I say to his back. 
 
    He shakes his head, and I know he’s rolling those brown eyes of his as I follow him inside. 
 
    The shop is small, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. I head to the back to make sure there are no signs of immortal life. There’s nothing here except a closet-sized bathroom and one person break room.  
 
    “No one’s here,” I say. 
 
    Back in the main room, I sit in one of the two barber chairs. This is the first time in a while since I’ve been able to sit down, and the pleather red seats are unbelievably comfy. Neven drags the other chair closer to mine and plops down. 
 
    Looking around the small room, I notice the phone, but I already know it doesn’t work. After weeks of immortal destruction, phone lines, car engines, electricity—it’s all gone. Who would I call anyway? It would go over really well when I say there’s a demon out loose on the street with immortals tearing down the city with different powers. It sounds like a pretty good movie—I shrug to myself. 
 
    I turn to Neven, who is sitting in his chair sulking. “Mopiness isn’t going to do anything, Neven.” 
 
    He shoots me a glare from beneath long lashes. “Well, it’s not like I’m going to go back out there and pretend to murder people, Mais. I’m just … thinking.” 
 
    “You know, you could have just said you were thinking.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “I’m trying to figure out what we can do, but I can’t think of anything we can do on our own.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything either.” I tap my chin several times. “Although, I thought it’d be possible to snap people out of their trances at one point, but I doubt that would have gone over well. I’m sure someone would have run off and tattled to Vale.” 
 
    Neven grinds his teeth. “When I find him, I’m going to kick August’s ass hard.” 
 
    “You mean Vale,” I point out. 
 
    “Whatever. Same difference. Vale is going to be sent back to hell.” 
 
    “Hey, you know that almost rhymes.”  
 
    “You know people are dead, right? Everyone is gone. My mom is gone.” Tears bead at his eyes. I sort of feel bad for making light of everything, but what else can I do in this apocalyptic situation?  
 
    I know how close he was to his mom, how hard it must be to lose her so soon after his dad died. I haven’t talked to Neven because I thought he cheated on Perrie. It was hard to do because I cared about him, but Perrie is my best friend and my cousin—how could I not have taken her side? 
 
    If only I could read Perrie’s mind to locate her. There was the one time we performed a blood oath by pricking our fingers when we were twelve to be official sisters versus cousins. We touched the small tips of our fingers together because we weren’t ready to go gashing our palms. If only that connection could lead me to her. 
 
    I now know it wasn’t Neven who cheated on Perrie. But I don’t know the whole story either. All I know is Vale was responsible. Even without my pencil and notepad, I was able to put two and two together once I left Crazy Maisie behind. 
 
    Neven won’t look up as he hangs his head, grieving for his mom, so I trade my seat for his lap. I lean to the side so I can wrap my arms around him as best as I can. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Neven,” I start as I lay my head against his warm chest, “I shouldn’t have stopped talking to you, but after everything that happened I couldn’t help but feel betrayed, too. I know now it wasn’t you, and I’m sorry I didn’t figure it out sooner.” 
 
    He lifts his long arms and circles them around me, sobbing softly as he rests the side of his face against the top of my head. I never told Perrie how much I missed him because I knew it would hurt her, but I did. I missed his laughter, his rare smiles that would pop up throughout the day, his friendship, but Perrie’s was more important to me. It wasn’t like she forbade me from talking to him or anything, but I couldn’t, not after finding out what I thought he’d done. What we thought he had done. 
 
    Neven’s sobs finally stop and he lifts his head away from mine. I study his face, reassured by his calm, and then hop off his lap. “Are you okay now?” 
 
    Pursing his lips, he closes his eyes and shakes his head. But then he starts laughing and rubs at his temple with the back of his hand. “I don’t think I’ll ever be okay, Maisie, but you made the day a whole lot more interesting.” 
 
    I’m glad I could semi-cheer him up, and now he can help me get more people released from their brain prisons. “You know what we have to do now, right?” 
 
    “What’s that?” He looks me straight in the eye, awaiting my answer.  
 
    “We have to get Perrie back.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Before—Vale 
 
      
 
    The day Perrie Madeline poked Vale in the chest with her makeshift weapon he knew he had to have her. The very moment her cello bow connected with his chest, a gateway inside of him opened. It may have been an obsession, but her fluorescent bit of light had a subtle potential for darkness that matched his own. He felt his bride in her, dormant—he could make her his equal when she came. She needed him, and he needed her. 
 
    Before Perrie, anyone else would have suited him fine. He would have chosen someone easier to manipulate, someone with inherent darkness, but it had to be Perrie. No one else made his fingers yearn for the cool metal of a scalpel more than her. It was her throat he ached with longing to cut into—the day her light called to his darkness. 
 
    Vale slowly sank his way in, careful not to be too quick about his work. Besides, she was too wrapped up with Neven Lee and that needed to be handled delicately. Neven could never have satisfied her in the long run, and Vale had to show her he was the only one who could.  
 
    As Vale walked out from the Glass Vault, followed by the redhead, he couldn’t care less about anything except Perrie. The redhead trailing behind him was a means to an end, and her attempt to woo him by tugging the front of her shirt lower was pathetic. He didn’t care to know her true name because she meant nothing to him, so he only referred to her as Red. His father, on the other hand, seemed to believe otherwise about her. 
 
    Red slid her hand down Vale’s arm, and he immediately withdrew it from her grasp. She was a touchy one. It was true in the past he may have enjoyed their plotting and fucks, but she never mattered. There was one plot, one focus, and it all revolved around Perrie Madeline.  
 
    He felt it every time he saw her, that little glow of light waiting to be snuffed out—for him to eclipse it. But he could wait. The Glass Vault still needed to be filled. The process had been slow, but when the time was right, the pace would pick up. By the time the Glass Vault was stocked with his army of immortals, he planned to have Perrie sitting on the edge of his blade. 
 
    “What do you think of the new additions?” Red asked, slightly perturbed by his rejection, yet hopeful. She wanted Vale’s approval like the little servant she forgot she was. He never gave it, knowing she had a hidden agenda—most likely with his father. 
 
    “They work.” Vale built the outside, an architectural masterpiece, while Red came up with the ideas for the inside. Her past-life experiences attributed to much of the décor. She wanted to include real-life horror, historical aberrations of past events, and altered human fairy tales as grotesque curiosities. She wanted to transcend human entertainment by turning their modern horror films into panicked chaos of unpredictability. Vale didn’t care. He only needed the souls.  
 
    “Follow me,” he demanded.  
 
    This was the first and only time he would let her out of her cage. Unlike the others, she had a little more freedom to roam around. She could go up and down the halls of the museum or walk between the trees outside the building, but she was prohibited from going farther than the tree line. Vale made sure of that. 
 
    “So, you appreciate the fact I added the trolls?”  
 
    “Didn’t I say they work?” Vale came to an abrupt halt, glaring at Red. “Why are you asking me this again?”  
 
    “But you said nothing else.” Red rubbed her palms against each other, and all Vale could focus on was how filthy her nails were. He shuddered.   
 
    “I said they work.” Vale clenched his teeth together so hard he could feel his jaw throbbing. He wasn’t fond of pointless drawn-out conversations, and he already knew she wanted to have several displays that used the corrupt souls and the hellish beasts from the Underworld. 
 
    Despite his harsh tone, Red appeared genuinely pleased by his answer. His fingers itched for a blade to use on her, but she was needed for his plan.  
 
    It was time to make his move and his play was Neven Lee. Vale had been stalking the place for weeks, which meant he knew Neven’s schedule inside and out. He studied Neven’s behaviors, his habits and ticks.  
 
    Neven’s two-story house was a familiar sight as they made their way to the end of the drive. If his timing was correct, and it always was, then Neven would be heading out for a jog. The sound of the front door cracking open confirmed his precision and also caught Red off guard. Vale shoved her to the side of the house, and her body crashed into the brick with a loud smack.  
 
    He couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Vale scooted up beside her easily, watching around the side as Neven closed the door behind him and descended the porch steps. It took a special concoction to put Neven out for half a day, but he managed to slip a little in his lunch the day before. Vale was especially careful on the dosage as too much could have killed Neven instantly. A small dose, like the one in his soda, was potent enough to give Neven a sense of “food poisoning.” As planned, Neven failed to show up at school. 
 
    Vale was confident enough in his prey that he knew Neven would not skip his daily run. Like clockwork, Neven’s illness cleared by the time Vale and Red arrived for Neven’s usual routine. Being the loyal and responsible girlfriend, Perrie would visit Neven after school to look after him—Vale knew it. It was a certainty. 
 
    What a pitiful human being, Vale thought as Neven jogged away. Vale and Red had ten minutes to prepare before Perrie arrived.  
 
    “This way.” Vale peeled himself off the wall the second Neven was out of sight and raced for the front door.  
 
    Red grinned and quickly caught up with him. 
 
    As expected, the door was already unlocked when Vale twisted the knob. He was unsurprised by the living situation. The entire dwelling was mundane with its boring cloth furniture and photographs of Neven Lee throughout the house. Vale skipped the sightseeing and headed for the main stairs.  
 
    Once on the second floor, he found Neven Lee’s bedroom door wide open. The putrid stench of Neven’s soiled basketball clothing violated Vale’s senses the second he walked in. Dirty clothes lay on the floor in a pile, neatly tucked into a visible corner of the room. Humans like Neven were filthy and pathetic. 
 
    “Time for part two,” Vale said as he reluctantly faced an overeager Red. She was clearly delighted by what was to come, but the thought of her skin on his again left him disinterested. “Undress.” 
 
    Eagerly, she reached for the buttons of her pants while Vale removed his own clothing, tossing them beside the bed next to Red’s. Walking to the dresser covered in band stickers, he turned on some music and cranked it up like Neven Lee. Even Neven’s taste in music unsettled him. 
 
    Vale brushed away his distaste for the music and went to the bed. Red was already sprawled naked on the mattress, her brown eyes full of rabid hunger. If it weren’t for the plan and the dying sound of a car engine, he would have walked away. Now Perrie Madeline was on her way, and she would find exactly what he wanted her to. The thought of her reminded him of all the things he yearned to do to her, and that had him ready instantly. 
 
    Vale focused a charm to his facial features, shaping Neven’s over his own. He was used to changing his face when needed, and that’s how he knew his plan would work. Swiftly, he leaped onto the bed, colliding with Red. She let out a squeal of pure pleasure as he rolled beneath her. 
 
    As Red moved back and forth on top of him, her filthy nails dug into the skin on his chest, and those fingernails were all he could think about.  
 
    The sound of Perrie’s footsteps echoed outside the room—those recognizable sounds of hers were enough to distract himself. He closed his eyes and imagined it was Perrie Madeline on top of him instead—the darker version of her that would one day find him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5  
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    I grow exhausted, and the electricity at my fingertips barely comes to life. Vale is right behind me at the next turn, waiting for me to spark up again. We have been at this for weeks now. 
 
    “I’m in need of rest,” I say, irked that my energy is running low.  
 
    “We can stop for a little while.” Vale runs a hand through his blond curls, moving his lower jaw side to side. I know he wants to keep going—as do I.  
 
    “I’m frustrated, too, Vale.” 
 
    His hand cups the side of my face, and his thumb rubs gently against my cheek. “You’ve done beautifully, my bride.” 
 
    His words are the key to lifting my spirits. Vale is pleased with my work, our work, and I am overcome with such elation I feel like I’m floating.   
 
    “Where will we go for the night?” I ask, fiddling with the buttons on my dress. The white gown is covered in filth along the edges, proof of our long and strenuous journey. 
 
    I brush a curl from his forehead because even if he won’t admit it, he’s tired, too. It isn’t quite a full smile he gives me after my touch, but close enough. It’s a precious gift that’s reserved only ever for me. 
 
    “There is an old house a few miles from here that Red is securing for us.” His expression becomes unreadable, but I know he’s awaiting my response. 
 
    A low growl escapes me, which catches Vale’s immediate attention. There’s something about her I don’t like, more than her attitude toward me. 
 
    “You know she means nothing to me.” Vale lifts my chin with a touch of his fingertips. “If I could get rid of her in a second, just for you, I would. But my father wants her here.” 
 
    Nodding, I gnaw on my lip to keep from speaking words I would rather not communicate aloud. I’ve been having more and more thoughts recently slide in, but before I can fully grasp onto them, they exit. 
 
    Vale’s hand floats away from my face. He walks on ahead of me, wordlessly leading the way as I follow behind. Statue after statue, I see how our work has caused complete devastation to everything in our path. Houses destroyed, trees fallen, and streets cracked. I smile to myself. But it falters because I’m not fulfilled by the chaos—I need more. 
 
    Perhaps sleep will renew the spark in me. 
 
    We eventually stop in front of a two-story house. It’s beautiful and old, surrounded by fluorescent green plant-life and a strong iron fence. My feet twitch with a strange warning and for a moment, as I wait at the bottom of the porch, I feel like I should run. This would be the perfect time to get away—Vale isn’t paying attention to me and I’m closer to the street. But where would I run to, and why would I want to? 
 
    I take one step back and then another. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Vale asks, watching me intently. Before I can answer, he scoops me up affectionately and tows me through the front door. I don’t know what’s wrong with me or why I was trying to leave, because I’m safe. Vale’s my safety. The tiredness hits me even more and I rest my head against his shoulder. 
 
    I close my eyes for a second before Vale sets me gently on a soft green couch.  
 
    “Give me a moment,” he says and exits the room.  
 
    I recline against the back of the couch. Unfortunately, my moment of peace is ruined by the clack of heels coming down the wooden stairs. I know who it is immediately. Fannie. But Red to Vale. 
 
    I’m hoping if I ignore her, she’ll go the other way, but that wouldn’t be like her at all.  
 
    Instead, she bounces into the large living room like a peacock. She’s clean, her dress is pristine, and her red hair is wilder than ever. She makes it a point to stand right in front me, eyes already narrowed.  
 
    I wish she would disappear.  
 
    “You’re still here, I see. But it won’t last. Nothing ever lasts for him.”  
 
    She’s baiting me, so I don’t answer and that only makes her angry. Fannie loves to tell me the same thing over and over about Vale, but she hates it when the results are not to her liking. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll get what’s coming to you,” she grunts, turning on her heels and storming into another room. 
 
    When we first walked out of the Glass Vault weeks ago, Fannie tried to take control, pushing me out of the way as much as she could. Vale wouldn’t have any of it. 
 
    Vale rounds the corner with a shiny metal object, taking a seat in front of me on a wooden coffee table to pick at his nails with the file. 
 
    I have noticed this habit for a while, and I’m not sure why he does it. When he finishes, he takes out a napkin and cleans the file. Fannie, who has been lingering in the doorway since his arrival, watches him suggestively. The way her eyes dance and her chest rises and falls make me think she’s ready to rip his clothing off in the middle of the room just from watching him file his nails. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” Vale says softly.  
 
    I look up from his file and into his green eyes. Without a word, I reach across and place my hand in his.               
 
    He picks and removes the dirt from under my nails, repeating the same cleaning ritual as before. Then, when he’s finished, he pulls my hand to his mouth and softly blows away the small debris. I’m more excited about the disgust on Fannie’s face than about how nice it feels to have Vale take care of me.  
 
     “Why don’t you ever clean my nails, Master?” Fannie asks as she takes a seat next to him on the wooden table. 
 
    He ignores her and I smile to myself.  
 
     “Come”—Vale releases my hand and tucks away his file—“I have something I want to show you.” 
 
    Already feeling less tired, I stand and follow him down a short hallway, just past the stairs. It’s lined with photographs of smiling faces along its tan walls. The people in the photos are gone now, their souls part of the Glass Vault. I don’t linger on them long as Fannie follows close behind. I can tell she’s watching me, waiting for me to show any sign of weakness.  
 
    We pass by a large kitchen with a bowl of fruit in the center of a table, and I can smell the rot right away as tiny flies buzz around the blackened produce. 
 
    We reach a door and Vale opens it to reveal a set of stairs leading down into a dark cellar. Small candles, already lit, dance in the darkness, their little flames bobbing against the damp breeze of the basement. They could go out any second.  
 
    My heart starts a steady pound against my sternum. 
 
    The descent is slow, and with each step I take the wood groans beneath my weight. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I’m nervous. I try to stay as close to Vale as I can, just in case Fannie decides to push me down the stairs. I refuse to be humiliated by her or anyone. 
 
    “And here we are.” Vale jumps the last step eagerly, his mood changed.  
 
    At the bottom of the steps, I spot a disheveled woman tied up on the ground. The woman’s black hair is coarse and knotted. Her yellow dress is caked with mud and her dark brown skin is covered in sweat. She lifts her head wearily from the ground, and her gaze drifts back and forth between us, but her brown eyes finally settle on me. They grow wide with panic.  
 
    The woman desperately tries to let out a string of muffled words, despite the cloth around her mouth. 
 
    “Pick her up, Red,” Vale barks. 
 
    Fannie shuffles between Vale and me, knocking me sideways into the wooden rail. It pokes into my back sharply, which is more annoying than it is painful. Fannie lifts the woman up by her hair with one hand, and then places her in a metal chair.  
 
    “Hello, Catherine,” Fannie coos threateningly. She knows her? As I get a better look, the woman isn’t a stranger—she’s one of us. “We only left you for a moment. I told you we would be back.” 
 
    There’s something familiar about this woman. Something akin to a crack of thunder throbs in my head, and a growing ache spreads. Images flash in my mind so quickly I can barely make them out. A woman with black hair, a pool of blood, and a satin yellow dress—half of her face is mutilated. But the other half? I swear it’s the same face as the woman in the chair.  
 
    “Why is she tied up? Why isn’t she out on the streets?” I demand. Something inside me knows she shouldn’t be here, but I don’t care. She is wasting time by not helping us gather more souls. 
 
    “We have to send her back,” Vale finally says. 
 
    Catherine thrusts herself out of the chair, but Fannie yanks her back by the hair and places a knife at her throat. Fannie slowly leads her back to the chair, and Catherine plops down. She doesn’t remove the knife, and there’s already a thin line of blood forming at Catherine’s throat. 
 
    “Do you think they’re beginning to remember?” Fannie asks Vale. He considers her question, stroking his chin.  
 
    The question nags at me. Who is starting to remember? And what are they remembering? Is that what keeps knocking at the back of my mind? Both Vale and Fannie eye me closely, but I keep my gaze focused on Catherine and my expression neutral. 
 
    Fannie’s eyes slide from mine to Vale’s like a slithering snake.  
 
    “I don’t believe so.” Vale drops his hands to his hips and shakes his head. “This one wasn’t meant for the Glass Vault. Her life was built upon bringing down crime, and in the end, that need to better the world drew her back out.” 
 
    Vale looks at me again, but he doesn’t say anything. It almost sounded like he pities her, but I could be imagining things. Catherine mumbles hysterically, her muffled wails falling on deaf ears. It’s as if she’s trying to tell me something, but her expression is unreadable and I’m no psychic.  
 
    “Hand it to her,” Vale says to Fannie. He’s talking about me—he wants me to have the knife. 
 
    Fannie lets out a loud, frustrated huff. “Why do you keep favoring her, Master? Catherine is mine. She’s been mine. I should be the one to send her back to the Glass Vault.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare try to undermine me,” Vale growls. He even has my hair standing on end, exciting me, and I’m used to Vale and his moods with the others. She deserves it—they all do. 
 
    Fannie doesn’t show the least bit of fear. Her eyes narrow at Vale and she says, “I said, she’s mine.” 
 
    “Do I need to send you back with her?” Vale is calm, but there’s a note in his voice that makes Fannie release Catherine’s head with a forceful shove. The second Catherine is free, Vale is beside her with one hand on each shoulder.  
 
    Fannie saunters toward me with the knife forward like she wants to stab it into my stomach. She curls her lip in disgust at the last second when she flips the knife and passes it off.  
 
    Fannie looks one more time at Vale. “You are forgetting what she was meant to be used for, and you are becoming too attached to her. It’s starting to feel as if Cupid’s arrow has hit you as well.”  
 
    Finished speaking, she stomps up the stairs and slams the door as hard as she can, leaving Vale, Catherine, and me alone. I’m glad she’s gone. 
 
    My gaze connects with Vale’s, and he’s watching me with a haunted look like he’s recognizing something. He turns to Catherine, his expression changing to pure darkness, then his eyes penetrate mine. “Join me?” 
 
    I stare at Vale, not knowing what he wants me to do. She’s immortal. If I stab her, it won’t kill her. She will heal. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Vale’s smile grows wicked. “This one has been a naughty, naughty little thing, trying to stop what we are attempting to achieve. Catherine here will be going back to the Glass Vault with the other souls.” 
 
    Those are not answers. “She’s immortal. Catherine can’t go into the Glass Vault, and she will only heal.” 
 
    His grin slowly falls. “Immortality can be taken away if I choose—if you choose. So will you decide this with me?”  
 
    “Of course. And Fannie as well?” 
 
    “All in due time, my bride.”  
 
    His smile grows even more vicious than before. “We have to continuously torture her until she is knocked unconscious, and then I can send her soul back before she awakens once again.”  
 
    I clench the knife in my hand. Something inside me feels how wrong this is, but the other half is thrilled with the prospect. I haven’t done anything besides turning civilians into glass, with the soul disappearing as soon as they are turned. This is different. 
 
    My hand slaps the knife silently at the white skirt of my dress before Vale’s pleased expression has my heart pounding violently, aching for recognition and gratitude. And as easily as my next breath, I find myself giving in to what I know is right. 
 
    Vale has Catherine’s head pulled back and throat ready. She’s still trying to tell me something, but her words don’t matter to me, only what Vale and I can do to her together. Bringing the edge of the knife to her soft flesh, I slice a crisp line against her neck. Warm red blood drizzles and a slight sickness settles in my stomach, but I savor the rest.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Before—Officer Elise Rodriguez 
 
      
 
    Officer Elise Rodriguez was thorough with her investigation. She had driven up and down Oak Street two times, deftly aware that she had left no ground uncovered. 
 
    She had surveyed the area on foot when the car was too much, inspecting the tree line a multitude of times. There was nothing but trees—some freshly cut down, just like Perrie Madeline had said. Despite her efforts, she couldn’t locate the company who had cut them down in the first place.  
 
    Elise had wondered if Perrie had fabricated the story, but there was something about the teenage girl that made her believe she was telling the truth. She had encountered countless desperate individuals who told their stories in the same manner as Perrie, but most of the time it was hard to believe. Her gut told her Perrie Madeline was different.  
 
    One more time, Elise told herself at the sound of the toaster. Another early day meant another chance to sweep Oak Street for some peace of mind.  
 
    Elise sipped her coffee, lazily tearing at a bagel as she examined her notes. This case took up more of her kitchen table than her actual desk. Once the reports came in, it was hard to leave them behind at the office so she had brought them home. She thought she could piece them all together, find the link that made the puzzle fit for all the missing persons.  
 
    If only it were that simple.  
 
    The missing civilians all seemed random, except for Maisie Jaser and Neven Lee. She knew from experience that rebellious teenagers often fled home with their significant other to make a point, especially if the home was chaotic. For Maisie and Neven, it was the perfect answer to the question of their disappearances.  
 
    As Elise set down her coffee, she gazed at the cartoon sheep sprawled across the mug, feeling just as tired and hopeless as she had the last few days. It was hard to admit, but she wasn’t getting any closer to solving the mystery behind the disappearances. If it wasn’t for the phone ringing, she would have drifted off at the table, face planted in her notes.  
 
    Elise looked at her phone and didn’t recognize the number. “Officer Rodriguez speaking.” 
 
    “Yes! Officer Rodriguez?” a male voice frantically asked. “My daughter’s missing.” 
 
    Another missing person? Her shoulders slumped at the thought. The man on the other end was making no sense, his babbling incessant and hard to understand. She rubbed her eyes and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Slow down, sir. Did you go down to the police station and fill out a missing person’s report?”  
 
    “I’m headed there right now, but my niece, Maisie Jaser, was reported missing already, and now my daughter, Perrie Madeline, is gone. I didn’t know what to do, so my sister gave me your number.” The man tried again to speak, but his voice trembled with every word. “She said you could help.” 
 
    Hold on. Now Perrie is missing, too? “Are you sure, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure!” he cried. 
 
    Something strange was going on and it went beyond the rapid disappearances. “Go to the police station, fill out a report, and I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Okay.” Perrie’s father’s voice faded into the background as Elise tore the phone from her ear. 
 
    One more time, she thought again. Already dressed in her police uniform, Elise strapped on her gun and grabbed the rest of her things—notes and files included.  
 
    Elise planned to figure out what was going on before anyone else could go missing. She couldn’t let it happen again, so she flew down street after street until she reached Oak.  
 
    Elise tapped the brake to slow the car, sighing heavily and feeling defeated once again. All there ever was on Oak Street were trees. She thought maybe this time would be different, but she should have known better, since strange stone museums don’t appear overnight. 
 
    Then, just as she put her foot on the gas pedal, something appeared in her peripheral vision. She slowed to a stop, shocked by the apparition beyond the tree stumps. A large stone building now sat there, when before there had been nothing. She’d become an expert on this road alone, and there was no doubt in her head. 
 
    “This isn’t a traveling carnival on wheels,” she muttered. 
 
    Elise parked the car and rushed out, her heart beating to the pace of her running. She was going to solve this mystery and catch the person responsible. And it was going to happen today.  
 
    Elise approached the tall wooden door with her gun in hand. Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault was displayed on a plaque on the door, just like Perrie Madeline had said. Elise removed the safety from her gun and held it close—loaded and ready. 
 
    To her surprise, she found the door was unlocked, which should have alarmed her. Everything about this should have set off warning signals. The door swung gently open without making a single sound. She peered inside and listened for any noise, but was met with silence.  
 
    A few feet inside the carpeted hallway, Elise was convinced it was empty. The door behind her, which she had left open, closed with a loud slam. It was so powerful the room vibrated with the action. She felt a streak of sweat slide down her cheek. Ignoring the perspiration, she hurried back to the door, and turned the knob, but it was locked.  
 
    She let out a string of silent curses. But she had seen tougher obstacles, so she pulled herself together and continued onward down the lantern-lit hallway. The issue of the locked door would have to wait because there were people who needed to be found. 
 
    Several hallways later, Elise came to a stop in front of a circular room lined with displays along the wall. These weren’t just any displays, though—they were glass-made horrors of truly sickening things. Some were so violent in nature she couldn’t help but gag. As a police officer, she dealt with real-life crime on a daily basis, but horror movies gave her the real nightmares.  
 
    They always had. 
 
    The worst one by far was a display of Jack the Ripper. She knew very little about the cases, but the idea that the sick bastard had never been caught was chilling. Still, despite the unsettling nature of the museum, Perrie Madeline had been right. Elise fumbled with her phone as she withdrew it from her pocket. The station needed to be notified that the sighting was solid. She scrolled through the cell for the number, ready to hit call, when a violent wind knocked the phone from her hand.  
 
    “What the hell?” She looked around the room for an open window or door. “Where the—” 
 
    A stronger gust slammed into Elise, knocking the words and breath right out of her. Elise fell to the marble floor, her gun sliding across it and out of her reach. She flipped onto her stomach and tried to crawl, but another big burst of wind pulled at her body. Screams escaped her as she kicked and clawed at the marble to break free. 
 
    Nothing could stop the wind from giving one final pull, throwing her into the display. Instinctively, she shut her eyes and lifted her hands up to protect herself and waited for the shatter of glass, but it never happened. Elise was off the ground in an instant and bounced onto the wet pavement, finding large buildings around her.  
 
    Her mouth was agape, as she realized the displays had vanished. The museum was gone. Now was the time for panic. She stumbled back and tripped over her own feet, which were covered by the skirt of a yellow vintage gown.  
 
    She gasped.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, careful of the skirt, she pushed forward and bumped into something—someone. 
 
    “Hello, Catherine,” said a taunting woman’s voice. 
 
    “I’m not Catherine,” Elise said to the stranger, backing away from the covered woman.  
 
    The person in question stood out, dressed in black—cloak, gloves, hat, and shoes. The lamppost nearby, lit by a golden flame, reflected on a lone red curl that escaped from beneath the stranger’s top hat.  
 
    Who the hell is this? Elise was too distracted by the cloaked person and couldn’t move fast enough away when the woman charged at her. The stranger was swift, quicker than Elise, and when the lithe figure struck, Elise screamed. A burning pulse ached at her shoulder. 
 
    Elise looked down at her wound, queasy at the sight of a long red gash torn into the fabric of her dress. Warm blood spilled from it, sliding against her brown skin, and staining the yellow gown. Adrenaline then hit her and she thought fast, running at the figure and slamming her fist into the stranger’s face. The woman’s entire head was covered in black cloth beneath the top hat as she stumbled backward. Without any hesitation, the stranger came back swinging with what appeared to be a long butcher knife.  
 
    Elise swung her arm up and over, knocking the blade from the woman’s hand. She punched the stranger in the face again and again until her hand was throbbing. When the woman finally sank to the ground, she was knocked out cold. 
 
    Elise picked up the knife and ran. 
 
    Heels clacked hurriedly against the pavement, fabric swishing against fabric as Elise tore down the cobblestoned street toward a light coming from a building. It was a pub. 
 
    Inside, there were silhouettes of people—people who could help her. The closer she got, the clearer the faces in the window became.  
 
    Elise stopped, her eyes growing wide.  
 
    Seated at a table with a young blond man was Perrie Madeline. 
 
    She reached out, her fingers nearly brushing against the door handle. Relief filled her at the safety awaiting within the pub—then it was ripped away by two strong hands yanking her back into the shadows. A hand closed hard over her mouth, right as she tried to cry out and scream for help. She tried to elbow her captor in the ribs, but it was too late. The sting of cold metal burned against the flesh of her throat as hot liquid poured out.  
 
    She struggled for a few moments, and then the world went black. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Catherine stood outside the brothel trying to remember how she got there, but then became distracted when she heard stomping down the street. She could see Mary Kelly with a young blond gentleman who she would have liked for herself. “Hey, Mary,” she called. “How about you lend your gentlemen to me for the night.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    The plan is that there’s still no plan. Neven and I have been sitting around for more than an hour with nothing between us besides glass bodies. The concoction of a plan on how to get Perrie back has turned into a gaping failure.  
 
    Saving Perrie is still the mission, but neither of us has any idea of where to start. If only my parents were still around, they’d know what to do.  
 
    Nothing is the same without them.  
 
    No more of Mom’s extreme cooking, no more big birthday parties, no movie nights, or Dad’s jokes. There’s nothing at home to go back to, only what was left behind. At least, at the end of it all, there will still be Perrie.  
 
    And yet, the notepad in my lap remains blank. 
 
    Earlier, I searched around the barbershop drawers and managed to find a pad of yellow sticky notes and a pen. I planned to use it for any ideas we had. Not as good as a small spiral pad and pencil, but it’ll work. 
 
    “Do you really need to use the notepad, Mais?” Neven is sitting on the floor directly across from me, while I softly tap the side of my head with the end of my pen.  
 
    “You should know that answer by now.” I wink. “Now, are you ready to tell me what happened to you, and how you know August doesn’t exist?”  
 
    “You know, I never thought this would happen when I went into the museum.” Neven’s eyes are heavy with exhaustion, and he looks like he could crash at any second. He hasn’t been open about his experience inside the Glass Vault, and I’ve been waiting patiently for the past hour. That has to end now if we want to get to Perrie. 
 
    “So, are you ready to tell me what happened back in the Glass Vault?” I ask with a firm tone. “If it helps, you can even write it down.” I shove my notepad in his face. 
 
    “Are you?”  
 
    “I never said I wouldn’t tell you.” I tap his knee with the end of my pen. “You never asked.”  
 
    Groaning, he says, “Well, you first. You’re not going to like what I have to say.” 
 
    I suck in a breath three times since that seems like the magical number to prepare myself. My dad never understood the point of me doing this, but I always told him it was because three is my lucky number, and then he would just smile.  
 
    The calm finally takes over. “When we were in the Glass Vault, you know, frozen as glass?” 
 
    Neven’s eyebrow rises, so I continue. 
 
    “We came to life like zombies, right? But not like the breaking out of the coffin and slowly clawing out of the dirt until you break through the surface kind.” Pausing, I wait for Neven to say something. 
 
    “Do you need to stop every time and wait for me to say something? Just get on with the story in its entirety. You’re doing masterfully.” He gives me a sarcastic thumbs up. 
 
    “You know, Neven, I’m going to ignore this mood of yours and finish my story.” 
 
    “You do that.” He then gives me a real smile that causes me to mirror it. 
 
    Scratching my head with the pen, I gather my thoughts. “Anyway, when we turned into flesh and began walking out of the museum, and Crazy Maisie started attacking people—” 
 
    Neven lifts a hand. “I’m going to stop you right there. You have a name for your alter?” 
 
    Why wouldn’t I have a name for her? “Yes, don’t you?” 
 
    He squints his brown eyes and thinks about it for a moment. “No, because it’s still me.” 
 
    “Well no, it isn’t. It’s you but some of your emotions are shut off, so it’s a new you. But anyway, back to what I was saying before being interrupted. After several days of mass destruction, I was able to escape her claws.” 
 
    “Can we talk about what happened with you in the Glass Vault?” he interrupts.   
 
    Closing my eye, I try not to let any of it affect me. I did everything I could to save Perrie back in the Snow White display, and she still ended up like me.  
 
    Neven’s left hand presses against my cheek, and I don’t open my eye. His right hand then slides up the side of my other cheek. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but then he reaches for the eye patch. 
 
    “Don’t,” I scream and yank my face out of his reach, turning away from him. I’m not sure why I don’t want him to see my missing eye. It isn’t as if he’s used to seeing that eye anyway. 
 
    “Jesus, Maisie. I just wanted you to look at me with both of your eyes for a minute. I wasn’t trying to do anything.”  
 
    Is that what he thinks I’m afraid of? Adjusting the patch, I make sure it’s in the proper place before facing him. “That’s not it, Neven.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” He scoots closer to me. 
 
    “My eye is gone.” 
 
    “What?” His brows furrow together in confusion. 
 
    “I said my eye is gone. Like, it was apparently plucked out by dwarves.”  
 
    An interesting mix of anger and shock crosses his face. 
 
    “Before you get too mad, when I got sucked into my display, the eyeball was already missing once I got there. I did, however, inherit some memories from Crazy Maisie.”  
 
    I’ve got to be honest with myself, those memories are pretty insane, so I have to sweep those little terrors under the rug. 
 
    “What do you mean your eye is gone?” He ignores my last sentence, mouth hanging open as his eyes zoom in on the patch. 
 
    I recall the time when Perrie, August, and I reached the barrier to exit the Snow White display. I already knew I wouldn’t be able to make it to the next scene, no matter how hard Perrie wished for me to be able to escape with her.  
 
    When they were sucked through, I darted away from the Huntsman—his hair all flowing in the wind like there was a fan right there blowing at it. It’s weird that when I looked at him, I would think of flying hair at that moment, but then his hand came down with a dagger to my chest, and I woke up in the cottage with that bloody animal skin back in my lap.  
 
    The bright side to this is the Huntsman hasn’t been trying to hunt me down since we exited the Glass Vault. I slide that memory under the rug, too. 
 
    “Well, I mean my eye is gone, Neven. Like, there isn’t one to display for you inside my eye socket.”  
 
    He leans forward and reaches out to grab the patch again, and I move my head out of his reach. “Stop, Neven!” 
 
    “Let me see it, all right. It can’t be any worse than me. I have scars all over my body.”  
 
    “They make you look rugged.” I study his scars, visible on his arms, hands, face, and neck, and they aren’t bad. They’re slightly raised and pinkish but spaced a good distance apart. He doesn’t have any bolts on the sides of his neck, but there are two small circular scars where I suppose they once may or may not have been. 
 
    “Did you just call scars all over my body rugged?” 
 
    I lift my chin in defiance. “I did. They look good on you.” Flaws are my favorite things about people. 
 
    “Then show me your eye,” he demands.  
 
    Thinking about it for a moment, I figure it wouldn’t be fair for me to not show him mine since I saw his. Slowly, I lift the blue eye patch and set it in my lap, facing Neven head on. 
 
    It takes a few seconds before he speaks, probably hiding his disgust. “You look daring.” He smiles. 
 
    Smiling back, I set the patch back over my missing eye, feeling better for showing him. Before I get a chance to tell him the rest of my story, the glass door bursts open. 
 
    Neven startles, and I leap up, pressing my hand against one of the glass bodies.  
 
    “Ah, you got to them before I did,” Dr. Jekyll or Mr. Hyde says in a raspy voice when he discovers me. I can never tell who is who in this world, because both his personalities are a bit on the insane side. 
 
    I skip up to Dr. and Mr. Evil and scream to the ceiling. “I sang her a song, a song about dead birds.” I giggle and spin in a vomit-inducing circle.  
 
    “What else did you do? What else? What else? What else?” He smiles, deranged—and hobbles toward me. His crooked teeth are caked with grime, and his hair looks as if it was hit by Perrie’s electricity. The suit he’s wearing is disheveled with the sleeve of his blazer ripped at the shoulder. 
 
    “He got the other ones!” I sing, hysterically jumping up and down, pointing at Neven and then keep slapping the pleather of the chair. 
 
    Neven already has his best game face on, ready to rock and roll. He doesn’t say anything, just grunts a poorly constructed Frankenstein’s Monster sound but good enough for Mr. Two Side. 
 
    “Tell me more. Tell me more,” Mr. Hyde seethes, gripping his hair. “Jekyll, Hyde, Jekyll, Hyde, Jekyll, Hyde!” he shrills. Turning back around, he exits the barber sharp, still chanting his names down the street. 
 
    I rush to the door and lock it, which I should have done the first time around. 
 
    “Now I can finish my story,” I say to Neven after that rude interruption.  
 
    “Okay, Maisie. Let’s just pretend that didn’t happen. But go ahead and continue.” 
 
    So I do. I sit down on the floor and tell him my story of how I got to the Glass Vault and all that happened, including how I thought I had saved Perrie. 
 
    By the time I reach the end, Neven’s hand has ended up clasping mine. He pulls it away, face falling. “I have to tell you something, Mais.” 
 
    “It can’t be any worse than my story.” 
 
    He runs a scarred hand across his forehead and through his dark hair before looking back at me. “I couldn’t do anything. I was chained to that damn wall.” 
 
    Everything stops. “What do you mean you couldn’t do anything?” When he doesn’t speak, I say, “Neven?” 
 
    “When I came to the Glass Vault, I found August and ended up in the Frankenstein’s Monster display. There, I found out August was Vale. He revealed his plan and plot as he broke me apart. I don’t know why he told me all of it, except for the fact I think he knew how much I cared about Perrie and how much it would hurt. Vale put her in a cell with me, completely unclothed. They had … been together, I guess.” His face reddens. “He killed her in my cell while I couldn’t do anything. Then he made her into what she is.”  
 
    I shut my eye and let his words sink in. I’m a firm believer that everything happens for a reason, no matter how crappy. And this was beyond that. Vale pretended he was August, slept with Perrie, and then killed her. It may be a tough pill to swallow, but me and Perrie can work with it. She’s still alive and that’s what matters, even though I don’t know if she’ll be able to get through all of this. But I’ll be there to help her. 
 
    Opening my eye, feeling a new-found sense of hope from that messy darkness, I rise to my feet. “The only thing left to do is find Perrie and save her. Using her lightning powers with my singing skills, and your strength, we will get Vale back in his vault somehow.”    
 
    Neven blinks several times with his lips pursed. “We don’t even know where to start. I haven’t seen Perrie since before we left. I mean, do you even know where she is?” 
 
    “No. Do you have a better idea?” I challenge. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he shakes his head. “No.” 
 
    I reach my hand toward his to help him up. Neven gives me a half smile before clasping his hand with mine, and it’s mostly him pushing his tall body off the floor than me doing the work. 
 
    Spotting the small over-the-shoulder purse I found earlier, I pick it up and empty its contents on a chair, in case the owner ever comes back for them. Most likely that won’t be happening, but I take the top sticky note and scrawl a short note, apologizing that I had to borrow his or her purse. Then I paste the yellow sheet directly next to a small wallet.  
 
    Neven rolls his eyes again, which must be his main habit of the day—even more than usual. I walk to the drawer where I found the sticky notes earlier and pull out two candy bars. Tossing one to Neven, I watch him catch it easily with one hand. I’m impressed. 
 
    “You know we don’t have to eat, right?” Neven asks as he unwraps the chocolate bar. 
 
    I figured out the first day I never get hungry, but I still delight in eating what I can find. The taste buds are still there. “We have to have some pleasure in immortal life—chocolate is the answer.” 
 
    I unwrap my bar and stuff it into my mouth as I follow Neven out of the barbershop, sweeping, for now, what happened with Vale and Perrie under the rug. With my left hand, I hold Neven back while I look both ways to make sure the two-sided maestro is gone. He appears to be.  
 
    We’re only a few feet away from the glass door when a body comes around the corner of the building and collides with mine. The candy bar goes flying, and I crash to the ground, my head striking concrete.  
 
    For an instant, I think I’m dead and blood might be pouring out of my skull—a heaviness straps me down to the cement. 
 
    The weight is lifted, and I hear a loud smack from somewhere. Neven kneels beside me, lifting my head up. 
 
    “Are you all right? Please tell me you are,” he pleads. 
 
    I guess he forgot we can’t die. “Immortal, remember? Where’s my candy bar?”  
 
    He chuckles as I sit up and find my yummy treat, then brush the dirt off it. 
 
    When I look up, Neven now has a guy with white hair backed up against the wall, lifted so his toes are dangling off the ground. I watch Neven demand answers while I finish my chocolate. 
 
    “I’m not like them,” the guy cries. 
 
    He’s an immortal, but he’s right, he isn’t lost in la la land. “Neven, quit acting like a beast and set the poor guy down.” 
 
    Neven lowers him back down, and the guy’s pale skin is flushed.  
 
    Staring at him for a moment, I lift my index finger in the air, ticking it back and forth. “I know you! Ben Johnston!” I must seem like a starstruck fan because he backs up all the way into the wall for safety. 
 
    “You know, I had my own plan prepared to search for you before I went missing myself,” I say. 
 
    No one says anything. They just stare at me, so I ask Ben, “How and when did you come back to yourself?” 
 
    Ben doesn’t look quite as scared, but I think he may bolt soon. “I don’t know how. It was only a few minutes ago—before I took off running. I had been feeling more and more myself as the days went by until the memories hit me all at once.” 
 
    I wonder why that is? Why we aren’t getting all our memories back at the same time or not at all. Nothing seems to be easy to figure out. If only Perrie were here, I’m sure we’d be able to draw some conclusion together like we always do, whether it’s games or real-life situations.  
 
    “Do you want to come with us? We’re going to go save Perrie.” I think three will be a lot better than two since going up against Vale will be a hard task. 
 
    “I have no idea who Perrie is—I’m sorry.” Ben looks confused. 
 
    “She’s the Bride of Frankenstein. Well, really it would be the Bride of Vale.” Not that they are married, so I don’t know why she’s referred to as the Bride. He is like Victor Frankenstein by making the monsters, though. 
 
    A look of pure horror crosses Ben’s face. “Absolutely not. No way.” I probably shouldn’t have mentioned the Vale part. 
 
    “But—” I try to stop Ben, to reassure him we have a plan and everything will be fine, but he cuts me off. 
 
    “If I were the two of you, I would steer clear of any path that might take you to Vale. Your friend, this Perrie, she’s his now.” He turns to leave but stops just short. “Good luck, though. Also, if you see the redhead named Fannie, stay away from her.” With that, he scurries off without a backward glance.  
 
    Hopefully, he doesn’t run into anyone dangerous wherever he decides to flee. However, that’s not in the stars for us. 
 
    I look toward Neven’s worried face. “Let’s find Perrie.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Before—Ben Johnston 
 
      
 
    Ben unzipped the fluorescent-orange fanny pack at his side, and pulled out his handy pink bottle of sunscreen. Today was an excellent day to take photographs. He had been trampling through the wooded area of Oak Street for the last hour, taking photo after photo of the lush green foliage. The day had been mostly cloudy, but now that the sun was coming out, he needed to re-apply.    
 
    He fired open the spray and let the cool beads strike against his exposed arms and legs—it was refreshing, to say the least. Then he pulled out a stick of sunscreen from his pack and spread it generously across his face. Sometimes the sunscreen felt more like an addiction than a necessity, but with having such pale skin from his albinism, he needed to keep the rays out.  
 
    Ben placed the items back in his fanny pack and zipped it up with one quick pull. He ran a hand through his white hair, shaking it out before lifting his camera back up to his face. There was a twisted old tree, not ten feet away, practically shouting his name. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Startled by a female voice and the snap of the camera, Ben stumbled back and caught himself against the base of another tree. Luckily, Oak Street was lined with them. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you okay?” Ben felt the light touch of another hand on his arm. A young woman with bright red hair smiled. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
     His heart thumped wildly in his chest. 
 
    “I’m fine.” He pushed himself up and checked the lens of his camera for any scratches. Truthfully, he wanted to avoid her eyes, which were focused on him. He wasn’t good at talking to girls. 
 
    “So, what are you taking pictures of?” Her voice was soft with an English accent.  
 
    He finally looked up, positive the blush on his face was as red as a ripe tomato. He scanned her up and down. The swells of her perfect breasts did not escape him, as her chest was the first thing he couldn’t tear his eyes away from. He swallowed his nervousness and hurried to meet her face before she thought he was a pervert. 
 
    “Um, just some trees,” he stuttered. Finally calming himself, he then noticed she was wearing the most unusual outfit. “What are you wearing?”  
 
    Her blue dress was completely out of place in the middle of Oak Street. It was old-fashioned, adorned with vintage buttons, a stiff bodice, and a full skirt that flared at her hips. Her hands, which she clasped below her chest, were covered with olive gloves. The whole scenario he found to be more than weird. 
 
    “Oh, this?” She chuckled and brushed her gloved hands over the skirt of her dress. “It’s part of my work but it’s been slow, so I decided to take a break and go for a walk. Did you think I would actually be wandering around town wearing this?” A smile lingered on her face. 
 
    Ben smiled in return and ran a hand along his jaw. “That must have been a long walk then.”  
 
    “Not at all. I work at the end of the street.”  
 
    “There isn’t anything on this street besides trees.” Maybe she meant she was practicing for a play somewhere close by. Theater kids would do that all the time at the park on the other side of town. 
 
    Still smiling, she twirled a wild curl with one of her gloved fingers. “You didn’t know? There’s a museum at the end of this street.”  
 
    A museum? There was no museum on this street. She must be mistaken.  
 
    Sensing the question hanging between them, the young woman giggled playfully. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” Ben tugged at the collar of his shirt nervously. 
 
    One of her auburn eyebrows arched. “Have you been to the end of the street today?”  
 
    He shook his head. “No, but I was at the end of the street last week and there wasn’t anything there.” 
 
    “Why don’t you follow me, then.” The redhead turned on her heels and sauntered away. 
 
    Ben didn’t want to stop talking to the pretty girl. Without hesitation, he jogged after her. “What’s your name?”  
 
    The edge of her lips quirked up, and she wrapped her hand around his bicep. “I’m Fannie.”  
 
    “Fannie,” he said softly. He liked the taste of her name on his tongue—he liked the touch of her hand on his bare arm even more.  
 
    “And yours?” 
 
    “My what?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “Your name, silly.” She gently swatted at his arm, causing him to blush once again.  
 
    “Ben. My name is Ben Johnston.”  
 
    They traveled slowly through the trees, a mysterious redhead on his arm—he couldn’t complain. As they walked, he snuck quick side-glances at her, noticing the light sprinkle of freckles running across her nose to her chest. He hadn’t seen them from afar.  
 
    Up close, she was more than pretty—she was beautiful. 
 
    In his twenty-three years, Ben only had a handful of short-term girlfriends. It had been more than two years since his last and he was ashamed of himself. It was hard to have a meaningful conversation with another person when one was a hermit. Fannie seemed nice though, unaffected by his condition, and genuinely sweet. He wouldn’t mind hanging out with her sometime. 
 
     “And here it is.” 
 
    Ben’s pale blue eyes flickered from Fannie to the end of the street, and his eyes grew and grew until they couldn’t open any wider. A building much older than anything built in town stood tall before them. It was magnificent. There was an angle in there somewhere just waiting to be captured—he could feel it buzzing in his fingertips like anxious bees. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding, were you?” He turned his head from Fannie to the large stone mansion and then back at her. “This … this wasn’t here before.” 
 
    She looked at him as if he was crazy. “It’s been here a while. You must not have been paying attention.” 
 
    He wiggled out of her grasp. “Look, uh, Fannie. I come out here every week. Believe me, I would have noticed this place. How could anyone not notice it?” 
 
    “The trees were cut the other day.” She pointed at the tree stumps surrounding the building. 
 
    Ben’s eyes narrowed at the trees like they were hiding all kinds of secrets. “Something isn’t right here, Fannie. I think I better go and talk to someone.” Who was he going to ask? His non-existent friends and family? He could ask one of his neighbors, though. 
 
    “Wait.” Fannie grabbed his arm again, tighter than before, if a little possessive. “Come with me inside, and I can show you around. It’s only me today.”  
 
    Ben eyed the arch of the doorway, skeptical of the mystery as though it still wasn’t real. He couldn’t believe his eyes. His gut told him to go back the way he came, back to the safety of the forest where he could continue taking pictures. But that pleading expression on her face pulled at him more. 
 
    “Okay, but only for a bit.” He could talk to his neighbor once he got back home. 
 
    “Perfect.” She tapped the tip of his nose with her index finger. 
 
    Once they crossed the archway, Fannie reached for the golden knob and opened the door. Ben closed it and followed her down the hallway, paying more attention to the sway of her hips—how they dipped from side to side—than any of the surroundings. 
 
    Finally, Fannie came to a complete stop.  
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “The belly of the beast.”  
 
    The room they were in was circular and oddly arranged with various glass statues. There were no windows and no doors in the new territory he was about to enter. The gruesome and unique aspects of the glass statues had Ben reaching for his camera to capture the moment, but Fannie entwined her fingers with his and pulled him to the middle of the room.  
 
    His gaze fixed on a display and he wandered away from Fannie, taken by a glass scene of Peter Pan. This was one of his favorite stories, and to see it so twisted and different made his fingertips twitch with the need to snap a picture. Peter hovered in the air above Wendy, a knife hidden behind his back. Wendy’s hand was in his other, following wherever he might lead. Her expression was taken, wondrous even, because a boy could fly.  
 
    Somehow, as he raised his camera, he knew Wendy wouldn’t be able to escape the danger.  
 
    “This way, Ben,” Fannie drawled. He turned around and walked to where she was standing, now in front of a Jack the Ripper display. “This one is my favorite.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they never solved that case.” Then again, they didn’t have all the technology back then like today. Ben snapped another photo, wishing he had brought his digital camera instead of the film. 
 
    “She was incredibly smart.” 
 
    He puckered his lips. “It wasn’t a woman.” It’s not that he believed a woman couldn’t commit the crimes, but rather what the evidence said. The letters were signed by Jack. 
 
    Fannie smiled and something didn’t feel right about it, snapping him out from the distraction of this place and her. Ben always found himself caught up in taking pictures versus what he should be doing. He needed to leave.  
 
    “I gotta go.” He took a step to the side, placing him in front of a display that had a large bridge, trolls underneath, and a broken goat on top. Three Billy Goats Gruff. 
 
    “Sure.” Fannie grinned.  
 
    Before he could respond, a violent wind knocked Ben to the floor. As he tried to push himself up, the invisible force picked up again, pulling him and his camera toward the display. 
 
    A sound of high pitched laughter radiated in the room that could have only come from Fannie. 
 
    Ben closed his eyes. The feeling of falling was harshly interrupted by the impact of his body against solid ground. He opened his eyes, blinded by the bright rays of an orange sun hanging overhead. Was he back in the forest? He had to be dreaming.  
 
    Fannie was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Slowly, he pushed himself up, still dizzy from whatever had happened. He was right about one thing—he was beside a forest with the beginning of a path that led to a hulking bridge. Ben brought himself to his feet, eyes on the bridge as he reached absently for the fanny pack at his waist.  
 
    Only, it was gone.  
 
    In its place was a sword. Panicked, he shot forward for the bridge, hopeful he’d just wake up if he kept running. Halfway across, his body shook and he lost his footing again. For the third time that day, he was knocked to the ground. He had never fallen so much in his life. 
 
    This is madness, he thought. He started to push himself up and came to an abrupt stop when a naked woman with olive skin and thick black hair lifted herself from over the side of the bridge.  
 
    “You are mine,” the enchanting woman growled. She was extraordinary, radiant, and sparkling like sunshine. He couldn’t rip his gaze away from her, even if he wanted to. 
 
    He wished he had his camera to keep a piece of her. The actual sunshine from the sky blinded him for a split second, and after it cleared, he was no longer face to face with a gorgeous woman. Instead, he met the eyes of a malformed beast with saggy skin who stood as tall as a giant. What was in front of him, he’d only seen in books or movies. There was no way it was real—but then again, the sword on his hip was tangible. 
 
    Troll. 
 
    Frightened, he spider-crawled backward to avoid the creature. Ben stopped, suddenly feeling drawn to the thing, so he closed his eyes tightly as he stood to take off running. But a large hand swiped at him. His ribs bit into his lungs and breathing had become no longer an option.  He wanted to rub at his throat for air, but his arms were trapped in the putrid hand.  
 
    As the sun scorched his skin, all he felt was the burning and lack of air supply until there was nothing left for him except blackness. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Billy rubbed at his head, feeling a little dazed about where he had just been. But he was ready for his adventure and began his journey over the bridge to his destination.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    I help Vale carry the remains of Catherine’s body up the stairs. As we shuffle through the house I notice that Fannie isn’t around. She’s most likely skulking like a dejected deviant elsewhere. Vale’s decision to let me lead the torture was enough to spark her anger and set her hair on fire. Despite the notion of torture, I was more pleased by her dramatics than anything.  
 
    When we step out onto the backyard patio, I watch Vale lay the limp body onto the pyre. We made the heap from old tomes found within the house and the stack of chopped firewood beside the garden shed.  
 
    He picks up a can of gasoline, a token he found earlier in the garage, and sloshes it all over Catherine’s body. Whatever I felt before is fading. The pleasure of torturing another soul is bringing me a sense of foreboding. I push it away and focus on the blood splattered up and down my arms, almost wanting to taste it. The strike of a match pulls me away from my thoughts, and I study Vale as he tosses it toward the corpse.  
 
    Fire ignites under the dark sky, and I watch each flame crackle and burn away the flesh, peeling it away from the bone. I’m too giddy with excitement to conceal the sparks at my fingertips. I can only imagine how powerful the fire would have been if Vale could have used his powers. He’s limited outside the Glass Vault, but inside he would be able to do anything.  
 
    He longs for power. Sometimes, I think I crave it even more. 
 
    Together, we mourn how great Catherine could have been. Even with her betrayal, she was still one of us. It only feels like seconds pass as the fire turns the body to ash. Vale’s eyes haven’t left it, but when the last flicker dies, he saunters to me.  
 
    “You were miraculous in there,” he murmurs, pressing his forehead against mine.  
 
    “I felt miraculous, Vale.” I’m the only one allowed to call him that, even Fannie has to call him Master. 
 
    “Because you are. You’re remarkable. You can get cleaned up if you wish. There’s a shower on the second floor, in a room down the hall.” He lifts his forehead from mine and nods in the direction of the house, his expression unreadable now. 
 
    What I wish is to be with Vale in secret ways right here in the open, but I desperately need to freshen up. 
 
    Once inside, I take the steps up the stairs and feel a terrible aching in my chest, similar to the pounding in my head, but I ignore it. A shower is distraction enough and once I’ve found the small bathroom, I’m relieved. There’s already a towel and rag set-aside for me on the countertop. I look at my reflection in the large rectangular mirror hanging above the sink, and I don’t recognize my face beneath the mess.  
 
    My long brown hair is wild and untamed, hanging just below my shoulder blades. There’s a thin streak of white hair on each side of my temples, weaving themselves into the tangles. Deep brown eyes rimmed with black circles from lack of sleep stare back at me from the other side. They are focused on a part of my throat hidden in shadow. Just a few inches above my collarbone is a pale scar.  
 
    It smiles back at me.  
 
    For a moment, I don’t know who I am or what I am. The ache in my chest pulses with a sharp thumping. I grip the fabric just above my heart and take a deep breath, knowing who I am, what I am. I’m the Bride. Vale’s Bride. I’m his chosen leader, his Queen of the Glass Vault and all living creatures inside of it.  
 
    Shedding my blood-covered gown, I step into the shower. 
 
    The water is cool against my body as it washes away the grime. I heat up my skin by adding a crackle of electricity until the water feels warm as it hits my flesh. The dull pounding in the back of my head comes back and I can’t ignore it anymore.  
 
    My knees buckle and I catch myself on the floor of the tub. That’s when it hits me. A flash of pain twists inside my skull, crashing into memories I’ve never seen before. 
 
    There’s a shadow. It becomes a girl with black hair and a blue eye. She’s the same girl I saw at the museum with the eye patch. I squeeze my head between my hands. The pain, it won’t go away, and the more it hurts, the clearer the vision becomes. 
 
    Nev came over to watch movies while my dad is at work. Dad didn’t look himself this morning, and I know why. Today is the anniversary my mother left us. It may have been years now, but to Dad, it was like yesterday, but I prefer not to think about it.  
 
    We’re waiting for Maisie to show us her surprise. She told us a week ago she came up with an idea but wouldn’t let either one of us know what it was.  
 
    She said she planned on starting it in a month when summer break began after our sophomore year, but she couldn’t wait a second longer. 
 
    Nev’s sitting in the chair already enchanted by an old werewolf movie I turned on for him. He hasn’t seen many of the old classic horror films, so Maisie made it a purpose for him to start a few weeks ago.  
 
    “What do you think she’s going to surprise us with?” I ask while fiddling with the end of a blanket on the couch. 
 
    Nev releases a smile when he starts to think about it. “I’m thinking it has something to do with what she’s been into recently, which has been pirates.” 
 
    That’s true. She’s been carrying around a lot of different books lately. I think two of them did have a pirate boat on them. “So, your guess is a pirate accent?” I laugh. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Nev looks back at the TV. “If she got this worked up over a pirate accent, I’m going to be thoroughly unimpressed.” 
 
    A knock comes at the front door, and Nev looks anxiously toward the sound. I’m not sure what he’s nervous about. It’s only Maisie.  
 
    I check the peephole to prove to myself it’s her, and it is. She’s turned to the side, so I swing open the door. 
 
    Maisie jumps through the open space and waves her hands in the air. “Surprise!” 
 
    Nev leaps around the chair and runs to Maisie, grabbing her face to turn to his. “What the hell happened to your eye?” 
 
    Her smile grows wider, and she pats his hand away. “You like it?”  
 
    Okay, so Nev was right. I look to him as he’s observing her face. “Pirates, remember?” 
 
    “Damn it, Maisie.” He looks a little pissed, but then he cocks a side smile, most likely impressed with himself for knowing her surprise had something to do with pirates. 
 
    I take a closer look at the eye patch, and it’s a parrot. The patch part itself is the body. A head sticks out on one end, tail feathers on the other, and tiny feet at the bottom. It’s blue and red and appears to be well crafted.  
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t add a pirate hat with a skull on top of it.” I laugh and shake my head. 
 
    She taps the side of her head with her pinky finger. “I will add that thought for another day to my growing list.” 
 
    “What list?” Nev pipes in, his face covered in interest. 
 
    Clapping her hands together, Maisie brings them in front of her mouth, all fingers shooting toward the ceiling. “I’m starting my own business. Time to do away with boring black eye patches. Those with one eye deserve to express you don’t have to hide the eye, you can embrace it.” 
 
    “Technically, the eye would still be hidden behind a patch,” I point out. 
 
    Maisie brings her index finger up and points it at nothing. “That’s true, but the barrier protecting the eye can be vibrant. To show my support, I will wear one from now on.” 
 
    What an idea, but I like it. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Nev shakes his head and goes back to the chair, not quite getting what’s going on. 
 
    Laughing, Maisie walks to Nev and messes his black hair up to irritate him, then plops down on the couch.  
 
    It goes away. It all vanishes. There was something there. I try to bring the pieces back, but I can’t. It’s gone and I’m here in the shower. Forcefully, I press my hands to the sides of my head and squeeze, urging the memory to surface, but it doesn’t. Instead, I’m left with a dull throbbing in each temple. Angrily, I slap the bottom of the tub as hard as I can, letting the small puddle of water splash against the walls.  
 
    The beads from the showerhead continue to pour down on me, and now I don’t care about what I thought was there anymore. I turn off the water and step out, wrapping myself in the towel. The mirror is covered in fog, and I lean forward, bringing my index and middle finger to it and draw a picture of a flower.  
 
    “Strange,” I say to myself, wondering what made me decide to do this. 
 
    Shaking my head, I finish drying off and bend down to pick up the dress from the tile floor. The ensemble appears to have made it back to its original state—pure white and bright as a snowflake. Stepping into the silky material, I button it back up. 
 
    When I open the door and take my first step out, Vale is leaning against the wall, file in hand. His hair is damp, curled slightly against his forehead, which means he must have showered, too. There must have been another bathroom downstairs I missed.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” he says almost playfully, running the file across his perfectly shaped fingernails. 
 
    Whatever weakness I just experienced in the bathroom, I’m ashamed for him to know about, even though I know he would help me—he always answers any questions I ask. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure I scrubbed my nails thoroughly and made them extra clean,” I lie and hold out my hands, splaying my fingers for inspection.  
 
    Vale rubs the tip of his tongue across his lower lip, his smile becoming daring.  
 
    His perfect, full lips draw my gaze. Everything is forgotten, except for him. Turning away, I walk toward the bedroom, knowing he’s following behind. I want him to follow me. The room is clean, finely decorated with a large bed, a white-painted vanity, and an expensive desk.  
 
    It’s all ours for the night.   
 
    “You know the effect you have on me, don’t you?” Vale pulls me to him, turning me in his arms. He places his forehead into the crook of my neck for a moment, before reuniting his eyes with mine.  
 
    I do. These are the times when Vale is almost vulnerable. These are the times I go mad. My hands move over his chest, stopping where his heart sits, but nothing beats against his ribcage.  
 
    Vale lifts his hand and gently runs his fingers along the scar on my neck. “You never asked me how you got this,” he says softly. 
 
    “Because I don’t care.” However I became what I am, I can’t help but appreciate it. 
 
    “I will always answer anything you ask. Anything.” 
 
    “How about you tell me tomorrow, then. There are more important matters at hand,” I say, pushing closer to him. To my delight, his breath quickens. 
 
    That’s all it takes and Vale’s mouth crashes against mine, his body pressing into every part of me. The kiss is so rough I taste metallic against my tongue. We plunge back into the desk and I feel my thighs pushing into the edge of the surface. I kiss him with the same level of intensity, but my body aches for more. 
 
    I flip myself around and place my hands against the desk. As if he just read my thoughts, the palm of his hands fall to my wrists like we are chained together. 
 
     My heart speeds in my chest as I feel him press against me from behind. His touch has captivated and rendered my nerves senseless.  
 
    His warm breath flutters against my ear. “Should you hike up your dress, or shall I?”  
 
    Vale removes his hands from my wrists. With one hand, he runs it along the inside of my thigh while the other trails just below my breasts. I let out a moan I don’t want to hold back.  
 
    “You do it,” I whisper. 
 
    Vale lets out a low groan. The zipper of his pants slides down, the only other sound besides our ragged breaths, then he yanks up the skirt of my dress. He trails rough kisses down my neck and nibbles the skin just below my ear.  
 
    I close my eyes and I see electric sparks, never wanting him to cease. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    The smell of clean cotton sheets disturbs my sleep. 
 
    My eyes fight against exhaustion as I turn onto my side, pulling the covers back up to my shoulder. The muscles in my legs ache, but it’s a good feeling to have, knowing that Vale is still beside me. He’s dozed off to a well-deserved rest, but to my disappointment, he’s on the edge of the bed, out of reach. 
 
    Always when we sleep, he drifts farther away and doesn’t touch me, as if he’s afraid of letting himself feel too much. I reach out to him, and he rolls onto his back at the last second, straight into my extended hand. 
 
    It happens so fast I can’t stop the little spark that escapes my finger. 
 
    Vale jerks against the light jolt, and I yank my hand back as quickly as possible. I wait for his eyes to pop open, worried I may have hurt him, but it doesn’t happen. He’s still sound asleep—not a hair on him has been moved out of place to cause a disturbance in his slumber.  
 
    “Vale?” He doesn’t answer, so I touch his chest again and feel it against my hand. Thump … thump … thump. 
 
    I withdraw my hand and hurriedly place my ear to his chest. It’s weak and labored, but I can hear it begging to be heard. Its voice is tinier than most, but his heart is crying out. Possibly for me. 
 
    Vale’s heart is alive. 
 
    Frantically, I try to shake him awake. Vale rolls toward me with half-lidded eyes.  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Perrie,” he murmurs. A small boyish smile appears when he says the word—the type of smile Vale never wears. 
 
    I don’t recognize what he said. Vale reaches for my waist and pulls me closer. Something inside me is trying to break free, and I feel it pressing against the back of my skull. He rests his forehead on mine, one hand tangling lightly in my hair as he softly brushes a kiss against my lips. 
 
    Ever since I first woke up in the Glass Vault, he’s never kissed me like this. Our kisses are more passionate, never this subtle, this tender. His caresses tingle against my lips, sweet and gentle like the soft brush of a feather against skin. I feel his hand move to the small of my back, lightly stroking it up and down—then he pulls me closer. 
 
    Vale trails delicate kisses along my jaw, down my neck to my collarbone and right back to my mouth while gracefully entangling his fingers through my hair.  
 
    Vale kisses me gently one more time before I roll away from him, feeling strange. He drifts up behind me, encircles my mid-section and rests his forehead between my shoulder blades. His heart barely beats against my back. But that kiss felt wrong—something is seriously wrong with him.   
 
    This isn’t my Vale. 
 
    Before I can sit up to shake him back awake, the pounding in my head returns with a ferocity that wasn’t there before. It was the same in the shower, only this time I can feel the memories falling back into place like tiny pieces to a puzzle. Names, faces—they all come flooding out of the depths of my mind.  
 
     There’s warm blood dripping down my throat, Neven chained to a wall, Vale dragging me by my hair and I’m fighting him. Then I’m lying naked in a bed with a flushed August—there are crazed blackbirds flying—then the Huntsman is going after Maisie. I remember it all, right up to the moment I entered Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault.  
 
    Everything is on rewind, and I feel the sting of warm tears in my eyes.  
 
    I can’t stop the memories from coming, part of me tries, but I fight back. I had forgotten about everyone—including myself. I lost it all inside the Glass Vault and then, because of me, I lost them outside of it, too. My dad, Uncle Jaron, and Aunt Krista—they’re all gone.  
 
    The pounding in my head becomes a dull throb, then it’s gone, and it leaves behind a terrible panic. Fear rises in me, clawing its way into my chest as I realize where I am—and who I’m with. His arm is around my waist, an anchor that has me trapped in the middle of the ocean away from any sort of land.  
 
    I need to get out of here. Now! My heartbeat kicks up a notch.  
 
    Tears stream down my face, but I have to keep quiet. I can scream all I want once I get out of here. Slowly, I lift Vale’s warm hand away from my stomach. I pray to any god listening that Vale doesn’t wake up. Just this once, I desperately hope someone hears my prayers. I have to get out of this house—I have to escape, and I say it over and over again in my mind until Vale’s arm is safely removed.  
 
    With a steady hand, I lower Vale’s arm to the bed, just beside his hip. He rolls to his back with a low groan and I freeze, waiting. He’s undisturbed and his eyes remain sealed. Carefully, I shift my feet to the floor and push up from the mattress, glancing back only once to check on him. My chest tightens. He looks like August Hartley, but he isn’t. The sleep-tousled blond curls and peaceful expression can’t conceal the monster underneath the boyishness anymore.  
 
    Quietly, I walk toward the door, leaving my boots behind and grateful that the floor is made of carpet, concealing any squeak. I can’t risk my safety for a pair of shoes. No matter what, barefoot or broken, I’ll be running for my life. And if what I know about Vale is true, then I’ll most likely never stop.  
 
    As I descend the stairs one slow step at a time, Fannie rounds the corner from the living room. I fold my face into a blank expression when everything inside me is shivering to the bone.  
 
    She sneers at me as she passes and clicks her heels down the kitchen tile toward the basement. I breathe through my nose, a little too rapidly and loud for my own comfort. When she closes the basement door behind her, I tiptoe my way to the front exit and turn the knob.  
 
    It swings open and I close it behind me with a soft click, almost feeling safe. The early morning welcomes me with a warm breeze.  
 
    Stumbling down the steps of the porch, I take a deep breath and suck in as much fresh air as possible. My body is tingling, and adrenaline vibrates in my toes, urging my feet to move faster. I might be free, but I’m not safe yet, so I run. I make it to the sidewalk, and that’s goal number one. I reach goal number two when I pass the second house. Then I strike gold when I hit the third, and I keep rooting for my achievements as my legs pump as hard and quick as they can. The only thing I continue to hold back is my scream. 
 
    Wind rattles against my ears—the sound of my feet slapping against concrete flushes out the insanity, and everything in the world I pass becomes a blur. 
 
    Even when I’ve distanced myself, I keep running away from the house, away from Fannie, away from Vale, away from it all. I don’t once look behind, afraid if I do, Vale will be there to catch and drag me back by my hair to his world of hell.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Before—Neven Lee 
 
      
 
    Neven started his car and left Perrie’s house in a rush. He hauled ass to Oak Street, pissed off at Perrie. Why couldn’t he just let the girl go? She was obviously out of her damn mind. She had been in a delusional state over something that never happened. 
 
    He took several long minutes to think about how she was with August, and he slapped his hand against the leather steering wheel. It was different. She looked at August with a completely different intensity than she had ever looked at him. She may not be aware of it, but he was. 
 
    In a way, the day’s events had helped him understand after all that had happened, they could just be friends. Now if only she would talk to him. Just the other day he thought they were the real deal, but now he wasn’t sure. He would prove he’d never cheated on her, though. That situation was a mess that boiled the blood beneath his skin every time he thought about it. 
 
    Neven turned down Oak Street to confirm to himself that, yes, there was a museum, and David and the other guys were full of shit. 
 
    He sped down the street and came to an abrupt stop when he spotted August’s silver car. “What the hell?” 
 
    August’s blond head moved closer toward the stone building. The squeal of Neven’s tires caught August’s attention—he stopped in his tracks, turning his head back to Neven with an expressionless face. 
 
    A run-in with August these days was a bucket full of fun, and this was one encounter Neven didn’t want to deal with. August used to be cool, but ever since he thought Neven cheated on Perrie, that had changed. Then again, if the situation was reversed, and he heard August had cheated on Perrie, he’d be angry, too. 
 
    Hopping out of his car, Neven slammed the door shut and jogged up to August. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    One of August’s blond eyebrows rose. “I could ask you the same thing, Lee.” 
 
    Neven and August stared at each other for several seconds, neither saying a word. “Okay, this is dumb as shit. We know we’re both here for the same reason.” 
 
    August’s eyebrow slid back down, and a crease appeared on his forehead. “We do?” 
 
    Standing out here with August was getting Neven nowhere. “Yes, we do.” Neven moved closer to August, hovering over him. 
 
    August’s lips twitched and pulled into a side smile. “Lee, you have no idea.” 
 
    “Moving on.” Neven shook his head, stepped back, and pointed straight at the wooden door. “You see this building? Where did it come from? And why did it appear out of nowhere?”  
 
    August’s head cocked to the side as if thinking really hard about the building. “You think I know these answers?” 
 
    Neven let out a long, exasperated sigh. “No. I don’t think you know the answers, but I thought you may have drawn a better conclusion than I could have. The guys I asked at school haven’t seen this place.” 
 
    “We can go inside and take a look.” Shrugging his shoulders nonchalantly, August turned around and strolled toward the door. 
 
    “I already came here this morning. The door was locked, so I can guarantee you right now it’s still going to be,” Neven said, following closely behind. 
 
    Once they stood in front of the door, August brought his fist to the wood—a loud bang sang to whoever was inside.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Neven yanked August’s hand back. 
 
    “I’m seeing if anyone is here. Isn’t that obvious?” If Neven could’ve punched August, he would’ve.  
 
    They waited around for about a minute, and no one came to the door. August twisted the knob, and the door opened without making a single sound.  
 
    “I guess it isn’t locked,” August said with a cocky smile. Neven rolled his eyes, vowing to himself that he would punch the jackass later. 
 
    “I guess it’s unlocked now, but it wasn’t this morning,” Neven mumbled. 
 
    “Do you want to go in, or do you want to go back to your car?”  
 
    Ignoring August’s sarcasm, Neven brushed past him with two long strides. “I’m going in.” 
 
    “Your choice.” August’s words trailed behind him as he closed the door behind them. 
 
    Coming to an abrupt stop, Neven turned around to face August. “Enough already, okay? I get it. You think I cheated on Perrie, and I didn’t.” Neven marched toward August and poked his index finger to the idiot’s chest. “Even if she doesn’t completely know it, I see how she looks at you. She never looked at me like that, so I’m done trying to be with her, but I’m going to get my friend back.” 
 
    August stared him down with that stupid blank expression again. “I understand.” 
 
    Turning around, Neven headed down the carpeted hallway filled with lanterns. “Now that we have that settled, we can maybe get some sort of answer around here about why this place came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Good idea,” August called from behind. 
 
    Neven walked to the end of the hall and turned down another one. The new hallway had a row of chandeliers dangling from the ceiling in a single line. He ignored the rest of the decor and proceeded down the corridor when, eventually, he had to take a turn to another long hallway. 
 
    “Feeling lost yet?” August asked. 
 
    Neven glanced over his shoulder at August and shot him a glare. “How can I feel lost if the hallways are leading me in what direction to go?” He turned his head back and continued walking. 
 
    August let out a dark laugh, and Neven chose to ignore that, too. The end of the hallway neared, and he entered a room filled with displays of some sort. He moved at a quicker pace until he was in the center of the room, able to view the details more clearly.  
 
    “What is all this?” Neven asked more to himself than to August. Everywhere he looked, there were statues of glass. He strode forward to a display with a sign that read: Beware the Black Plague. Inside was a glass statue. One of its arms was missing, while the other had a blackness growing from fingertip to elbow. 
 
    “This is strange,” Neven said as he turned to August, but August was no longer there. “August?” Neven stepped away and scanned the different scenes, as if August would creep out of one of the displays.  
 
    “August? This isn’t funny, man.” Neven observed the new scene before him for a moment, pondering what to do. The glass statue was of a man wearing a white dress shirt and black slacks, positioned with his back to Neven—an empty medical table at his side.  He turned away from it to search for August, when he felt something tug his shirt. 
 
    “Cut it out, August. That was stupid of…” When he saw no one was there except the statue, Neven stopped mid-sentence. Gnawing on the inside of his cheek, he tried to take off but was thrown back in one big pull from an invisible wind. He landed hard on his back against the rough floor inside the display. 
 
    Neven stared at the ceiling for a moment with pain radiating up and down his entire spine. He brought himself to a sitting position and studied the display, breathing deeply. No, not a display, a cage. Rising to his feet, he ran toward the metal bars and shook the door, making it bang throughout the entire room.  
 
    The sound of squeaky wheels rolling down the hall reverberated against the walls, and Neven took several steps back. August strolled in with a tray on wheels, wearing black slacks and a white shirt with ruffles down the center.  
 
    “When did you have time to change?” Neven was confused and lost and that was the best thing he could think to say because he had no idea what the fuck was going on. 
 
    August’s upper lip curled. “I am going to avoid that question, but I will answer one from earlier. I know you didn’t cheat on Perrie because that was all me.” 
 
    Neven’s chest tightened. He felt like all the reasons for the strange things happening were about to be revealed, and shit was about to hit the fan. 
 
    “First, I’m going to explain it all to you.” August glided his hand across the tray over a set of tools, before lifting a pair of medical scissors in front of him. “Then, we are going to have a little fun.”              

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    The past couple of days have gotten Neven and me nowhere. If only I had some sort of psychic ability to locate Perrie—I don’t even know if we’re heading in the right direction.  
 
    Neven and I have stayed to the trees, away from the main streets. It looks as if most everyone has already left to set sail on their own adventure on their continuation of ruination.  
 
    The first night after we left the barbershop, Neven and I made ourselves a little camp in the forest nearby. By camp, I mean one of us would fall asleep in the grass while the other kept watch for anything strange. While Neven was dozing off, I left the fire and decided to poke around a few feet away from him, in hopes I’d find something.  
 
    The sound of loose rocks scraping gravel had come from straight ahead, and I was prepared to shake Neven awake to go in for the attack for Perrie. Instead, I caught sight of a mermaid. She had dark skin, blue hair, and a blue tail to match. The creature was dragging her body slowly across the gravel, her tail half ripped from her abdomen. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed for how many weeks she must have been towing herself across the land, or worried she might spot us. I think I was actually more impressed. 
 
    After she crept on by, I made it a point to stay by the fire. 
 
    Day two has been anything but action-packed. No immortals were anywhere to be found, only an endless supply of their finished business—glass statues. The town was deserted, and I expected to see multiple tumbleweeds pass by, but that probably came from another movie.  
 
    Now at the end of the day, I think about how I miss Perrie, my family, and my homemade eye patches.  
 
    “Neven?” I ask, leaning against a tall pine tree. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Do you miss Perrie?” He looks confused by the question, so I have to break it down further as if it isn’t obvious enough. “I mean, do you miss her, like are you still in love with her?” 
 
    Neven frowns for an entire sixty seconds. I know because I count. 
 
    He finally shakes his head. “No. I think it’s more like I miss her friendship. Besides David, I was always around the two of you, and then I wasn’t. I did love her, and a part of me always will, but I was wrong about a lot of things.” 
 
    I’m not sure I believe him. A couple days before he vanished, he was all about getting Perrie back. He hadn’t lurked around corners or anything to talk to her, but he still tried every now and then. 
 
    “What?” He shoots me a hard stare. “You don’t believe me, do you?”  
 
    I bite my thumbnail and don’t say anything.  
 
    “Believe what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Neven. You seemed pretty persistent about getting her back before you left.” 
 
    He sighs and says, “I know, but after I left her house that day, something hit me, and I knew she looked at August differently than she ever did me.” 
 
    “Okay, but just because you thought she felt something more toward August, it doesn’t counter your feelings or make them vanish.” 
 
    “Look, I can’t explain it, but I cared more about our friendship than anything else and that was why it was so important to get her back. Yes, I told Perrie I loved her when I left her house, because I do. It’s just not in that way anymore. Does that make sense?” 
 
    It does. But I’m still not sure. 
 
    Across from us, Neven stares out at the fallen and broken telephone poles, something in his eyes growing distant. 
 
    “Speak, don’t forever hold your peace,” I say. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “What’s wrong now?” I scooch closer—he’s obviously in need of some companionship. 
 
    “I thought maybe I could help be a hero here after what happened to my mom, but the past few days proves I’m just a monster who can do nothing.” 
 
    “You’re not a monster.” I pat his back. “You’re going to be a hero with me. Frankenstein’s Monster was never the villain of the story.” 
 
    He slings his arm around my shoulder. “Easy to say, Snow White was the ultimate innocent.” 
 
    “Ah, my dear friend, but I’ve actually turned people to glass, while you were fine and dandy after exiting Vale’s funhouse.” He’s luckier than all of us, and I’m glad for it. 
 
    “Under all that upbeat attitude you always have … you’re still positive and I sort of admire it, even though it’s a very oddball reaction to this new existence.”  
 
    “Why, thank you. I couldn’t have said it more perfectly myself.” 
 
    He doesn’t look as miserable for the time being, and I don’t want to go back and think about his feelings about Perrie. So while the sun sets, I stare out at the cracked streets, the stalled cars, and think about how Neven, Perrie, and I are going to help return this world to its former glory once Vale is gone. 
 
     
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    When morning comes, I feel fresh and pumped for our mission to roam the next town. I prop myself up against the bark of a tree and shake my legs out to get them ready for the day. Neven yawns as he stands and stretches his scarred arms toward the sky. The insides of my stomach perform a little dance—it’s incredibly familiar, a link to the past. I look away when I realize I kind of like it, but don’t at the same time.  
 
    “Ready to go?” I push myself up from the cool grass and brush off the dried leaves and specks of dirt from the skirt of my dress. Neven reaches out and plucks off a tiny leaf glued to my back, and I maneuver myself away from his touch. 
 
    He chuckles and says, “More walking, right?” 
 
    I look up at his face, and the light hits his jaw just right. He has an interesting jaw. I shake my head, wondering why I’m thinking about his features. 
 
    “So, no walking today? We’re just going to stand here?” He points to the ground. 
 
    “No.” I somehow stutter on a one-syllable word. “I mean, yes, we’re going to walk.” I pivot around and head to the street, becoming my own compass since one is lacking.  
 
    Neven jogs up beside me. “You’re acting weird, Mais.” 
 
    I give him a side smile, feeling back to normal.  
 
    “Well, weirder than usual.” He cracks a half smile. 
 
    “I adapt to my environment.”  
 
    The road is littered with debris, fallen leaves and broken branches, crunching beneath our feet. We haven’t talked to anyone since Ben. I wonder how far he’s gotten. Hopefully, he’s made it somewhere safe and well hidden. What about Josselyn? Has she managed to snap out of it, or is she still out there making headless glass statues? I may not have been able to help my parents or Uncle James, but I will help Perrie. Unknowingly, I shake my fist in the air. 
 
    “You all right?” Neven asks, latching onto my arm. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just thinking.”  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Ben. Josselyn.” I pause, “My family.” 
 
    He nods knowingly. I doubt he’s stopped thinking about his mom once, since the world turned to glass.  
 
    “Mais, listen—” Neven doesn’t finish his thought. There’s a loud shuffle in the trees just above us. 
 
    We stop and look at each other. I think for a second that it could be animal life, maybe squirrels or a raccoon, but I’m wrong. Something moves in the branches, and I squint my eye to get a better view. Without hesitation, it dives from the tree, and I pull Neven out of the way right in time. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Neven’s words echo above my head.  
 
    We back away as the questionable thing rises from the ground. Human eyes stare back at us, unblinking, from a mask of rotted flesh. The greenish skin, which is too big and sagging in places, reveals a hidden wooden body beneath the surface. I can smell the putridness from the creation. If it weren’t for the long wooden nose and too big wooden hands protruding from the flesh, I wouldn’t know who it is.  
 
    “It looks like Pinocchio in a skin suit,” I whisper. 
 
    “We need to run,” Neven hisses against my ear. 
 
    “We can’t run. He knows we aren’t part of the club anymore.” Besides, if we run away now, Mr. Pinocchio might locate Vale before we have the chance to find Perrie. Then the whole saving Perrie mission will be finished before it’s even begun. 
 
    “Stay here—I’ve got a plan.” Pinocchio isn’t moving—his eyes remain unblinking, possibly waiting for us to make the first move. 
 
    “Oh geez, not another one.” 
 
    I put on my best calming face and inch closer to the wooden boy. He holds his stance, proudly wearing the dead skin.               
 
    Preparing my ammunition, I inhale a deep breath. Then I softly whistle a little melody. Pinocchio’s head cocks to the side, creaking with each twist of the neck. It’s working—I have his attention.  
 
    Then I sing a tune just for him, “Pinocchio wants to be a live boy. He created his own clothes out of skin. It’s time to fall fast asleep and—” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Neven demands, hauling me back. 
 
    “See, it’s working. I’m hypnotizing him with my powers!” I point frantically at the wooden boy. 
 
    My gaze meets Pinocchio’s and I open my mouth to sing again. He lunges at me at that precise moment—with each step there’s a groan as he bends his knees. We move out of the way right in time. I almost attempt to sing again, but of course, it doesn’t work on immortals. I should have known that. Maybe I’ll add that to my notes.  
 
    Pinocchio’s ready to attack again but Neven charges forward first. The wooden boy claws violently at Neven’s chest and blood blooms on his shirt. I have to help him. Thinking quickly, I spot a large fallen tree branch on top of a bush that I can use as a weapon. I run for it, hoping Neven can hold him off. After all, his power is strength. 
 
    Pinocchio is viciously gnashing sharp teeth at Neven’s forearm as I snatch the branch. I run back, swinging for the bad immortal’s head until I finally thwack the heavy wood. He howls loudly, distracted enough by the blow to lose his grip. Neven takes the opening and grabs for Pinocchio, pinning the boy’s arms and legs to the ground. 
 
    The wooden creation hisses as I raise the branch over his head again, but I’m not afraid. I bring it down hard, over and over again. He bucks wildly, shaking Neven’s body with the movements, but that’s all that happens. No matter how many times I hit him, he doesn’t stop his battle. 
 
    “I don’t know what else to do!” I yell. “Nothing’s happening to his head.” 
 
    “Screw this.” Neven takes Pinocchio’s head and twists it side to side. I see his sharp, wooden teeth snapping at Neven’s hands, and then I wonder if Neven’s finger would grow back if Pinocchio bit it off.  
 
    Neven gives the head one more good twist and then it cracks off. Pinocchio’s body goes limp and something like sap pours from its neck. Appearing relieved and a little pleased, Neven tosses the wooden boy’s head to the side like a piece of dirty clothing.  
 
    “Well done,” I say. 
 
    “Thanks, I—holy shit!” 
 
    Pinocchio’s body springs to life on the ground where Neven is kneeling. I dive for Pinocchio’s arms while Neven goes for the legs. It was too soon to celebrate. Neven rips both legs away with his inhuman strength and then finishes by cranking off the arms.  
 
    Neven hasn’t even broken a sweat. I, however, am drenched.  
 
    “Now what?” Neven asks.  
 
    “Do you think he can magically put himself back together?”  
 
    It was entirely possible. Back in the display, I had killed the Huntsman once, and he poofed right back to life. In my experience, dead things don’t always stay dead.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Neven says. “Maybe we should bury him? Well, his pieces I guess.”  
 
    I see a finger twitch on Pinocchio’s severed arm. “Maybe bury them separately.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  
 
    Neven finds a patch of dirt and starts clawing at it with his strong hands. He drops one twitchy leg in and hurries to cover it.  
 
    He makes quick work of the remaining limbs while I hunt down the head. Pinocchio’s eyes are glazed over, glassy like the statues left behind. I try to make a grave for his head, even though I know I can’t tear the ground up like Neven can—I wish I had his strength.  
 
    Giving me a lopsided smile, Neven pats my shoulder and gently takes the head from my hands. “I got this.” 
 
    Pinocchio snaps its teeth at Neven. But he buries the head of the wooden boy casually, as if it’s totally normal to dig a hole for a dead marionette.  
 
    “So, singing to Pinocchio, really?” He laughs deeply as he stands back up. 
 
    Placing my hands on my hips, I jerk my chin toward the fresh plot. “It’s not like I knew for sure it wouldn’t work on him, but I kind of forgot he wasn’t human.”  
 
    “The dead skin, wooden head and hands didn’t give it away?” Neven holds his hands in the air, and I give each one a high five. He laughs again as we walk toward the street. 
 
    “Can we find somewhere to scrub this syrup off my hands unless you want to go search for some pancakes?”  
 
    “That’s gross, Mais.”  
 
    “Come on, I’m pretty sure there are some houses a couple blocks away.” I take one confident step forward before Neven stops me. 
 
    “Look, I know you want to get Perrie back, and I do too, but we need to be more careful. That was close, too close.” His voice is firm but the expression on his face is soft, concerned.  
 
    “Awe, you worried something is going to happen to me?” 
 
    “I’m serious!” His shoulders slump forward heavily. “I’d miss you, Mais.” 
 
    “You’ve been fine without me for months and months, you’d be okay. If something happens to me on the way and it helps save Perrie, that’s fine—she’s all that’s left of my family. There’s no one else.”  
 
    Neven releases my arm and tugs at his hair with a dirt-covered hand. “I didn’t try to talk to you because you were harder to get through to than Perrie, and that’s saying a lot.” 
 
    His big brown eyes find mine, and I can tell he wants to say something else. Instead, he just shakes his head and scowls. He doesn’t have anyone left either, so I understand where he’s coming from, but I have to try. Perrie came after me without a second’s hesitation when I went missing.  
 
    “Let’s get going.” I pat his back a couple times with a reassuring smile. 
 
    Surprisingly enough, he laughs. “That’s it? You give me a pat on the back and everything’s fine now?” 
 
    “Yes. Now let’s get going before Pinocchio becomes Day of the Dead.” 
 
    “That’s the best idea you’ve had so far.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    A couple roads down, there are houses lined on the other side of the street. Thankfully, it wasn’t a long walk from Pinocchio’s graves to sunshine in suburbia. Every house is the same exact make and model, with a couple alterations in windows and silly mailboxes. Better yet, Neven has been a much more open traveling companion.  
 
    I throw my hand out to the side, stopping Neven. I look both ways before we cross the street, making sure I don’t spot a single creature. When the coast is clear, I grab Neven’s hand and book it across the street with him in tow.”  
 
    “You know, Mais, you don’t have to be my protector. I did just defeat that thing back there,” Neven says when we come to a halt. 
 
    “Sure, Neven.” I pat his back. 
 
    I believe he can take care of himself, but he isn’t the best at observing situations. Maybe I’m not either because neither one of us spotted the wood creation up in the tree. I will say that wasn’t my fault since his woodenness did blend in with the tree, and the hunk of skin was a shade of green that fused with the leaves. A little chameleon, he was. 
 
     “Take your pick,” Neven says, scanning the mostly beige houses. 
 
    “The middle one.” It looks rather cozy being in the center and all. 
 
    “Why the middle?” He’s clearly skeptical of my choice.  
 
    There’s always a method to my madness. “Strategically, it’s the safest point between the beginning and the end.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If anyone is looking for us”—I point at both ends of the street—“they’ll check the first couple houses. They won’t keep looking if the first two are empty—they’ll just move on.” Plus, I’d feel more protected by the barriers of the other homes. 
 
    Neven palms his face miserably in both hands and groans. “But what if they choose the middle house first?” 
 
    I chew on my thumbnail for several seconds, pondering what he said. “But what if they don’t?” 
 
    “You can’t answer a question with another question!” he shrills and his voice cracks. I can’t help but giggle. 
 
    “Trust me, Neven. The middle house is the safest place to be. Come on”—I move toward the house in the center—“and join the fun side.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but he gives me a side stare and tries to conceal a grin.  
 
    The grass surrounding the house is overgrown and covered in lawn gnomes. Not one or two small little smiling men, but like fifty. This house is right up my alley other than them slightly resembling the dead dwarves back in Snow White land, but since there’s more than seven I feel completely fine. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to pick another house?” Neven asks, lifting the closest gnome from its place beside a bright flower. The figure is holding a watering can and his grin takes up half his face. 
 
    “No. It’s perfect,” I say, placing a hand on my hip. “You know they aren’t real.” 
 
    Carefully, he sets the gnome back on the ground. “I know, but it’s still weird.” 
 
    I brush past him and reach for the knob, but it’s locked. Neven shrugs, rising on his tiptoes to look through the half-window above the door.  
 
    “Looks like there’s a backdoor,” he says. 
 
    We walk around the house to the back, not completely away from the gnomes because there are more in the backyard. Unfortunately, we don’t have much luck with the backdoor since it’s also locked. Neven unexpectedly finds another entrance by punching through a window.  
 
    “I’m not paying for that.”  
 
    “Whatever, just get over here so I can help you get inside.” Neven clears away the rest of the glass with his shirt and lifts me up. It’s too small for him to fit through, so I unlock the door for him. 
 
    I set my borrowed bag down and decide to search the house while Neven patches up the window. It’s a quick process—there are only two bedrooms and one bathroom. The living room is clear and so is the kitchen—no villainous creations and no glass statues. But there were definitely people living here based on the photos I found. Either they were caught on the street, or they were able to escape.  
 
    I’m personally rooting for the latter.  
 
    “All done with the window,” Neven says as he joins me in the dining room beside the kitchen.  
 
    “Shower time. You go first.” I point at the bathroom. 
 
    “Oh no, ladies first.” Neven tries to prod me to the door. 
 
    I wiggle out of his arms. “I don’t think so. You’re covered in more of Pinocchio’s sap than me, Neven. And I need time to brainstorm.”  
 
    “You do that.”  
 
    “You seem to enjoy saying that,” I call after him, and he ignores me. 
 
    A few seconds later I hear the shower turn on and a string of loud curses follow. It appears Neven forgot the water wasn’t going to be hot.  
 
    I take a seat at the circular kitchen table, my fingers silently tapping the wood as I think of a strategy. Finally, I write down, make sure to have a weapon. That’s all I have. I need a distraction. The fridge is right next to me, so I open it. And. I should have kept it closed.  
 
    The smell is rancid. Not that any of the food would have still been good without power, but I would have probably still eaten the cheese slices if they didn’t have mold growing on them. 
 
    The pantry, however, has me bouncing in place. There’s a box of crackers, a can of cheese, and a few packs of breakfast bars. 
 
    I snatch the crackers and cheese can and resume brainstorming. 
 
    By the time the shower turns off and Neven makes his appearance in the kitchen, I’ve managed to jot down a few more ideas. 
 
    “Be prepared. The water is freezing.” Neven reappears in the doorway of the kitchen, shivering. I shuffle to the living room and find a blanket on the couch. Opening it, I lay the fleece across his shoulders as he watches me curiously.  
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    Not really an answer, but I remember my notes. “Here.” Grabbing my pad, I hand it to him.  
 
    As he scans over the notes, a large bead of water slides down his face along his cheek. I reach to wipe it away. He throws his head back as if I struck him with lightning. 
 
    I give him a confused look. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he mutters while avoiding my eye. 
 
    “You had water on your face.” 
 
    At that, he looks at me and purses his lips. “Thanks. It was just unexpected.” 
 
    Is he thinking about what happened with Vale? Maybe he has a problem with being touched after what he went through with that monster. “You know you can talk about it.” 
 
    “What?” Neven looks all types of puzzled.  
 
    “I get it. Your situation with Vale caused you to not want to be touched.” I want to reach out and put my hand on his arm, but the reaction may cause him to fold into himself. 
 
    He slaps his forehead and slides it slowly down his face, shaking his head. “You don’t even know the half of it. But no, I’m fine about Vale. I mean, as fine as one can be after having your body torn apart, but I don’t have any of those effects from it.” He hands the notes back to me before I can give him a response. “What I’m more concerned about is that the maniac who did these things to me has Perrie. We’re going after him and all we’ve got to defend ourselves is a little notepad with a bunch of useless ideas. You have no hows.”  
 
    Neven catches himself at the last second and realizes what he said. 
 
    “Well, how about you write the hows while I take my shower then,” I mumble, tapping the notepad three times in his face before tossing it back on the table. I stomp away without looking back. 
 
    “Maisie, wait!” he stammers. “That’s not what I meant—I’m sorry!” 
 
    Bring weapons! Find Perrie! Put Vale in a display in the Glass Vault! Destroy the Glass Vault! Those ideas are good, I think as I slam the door shut and practically rip off my dress. I throw it at the floor, along with my eye patch. I don’t realize how mad I am until I step into the shower. This is all because of Neven. I never get mad—occasionally frustrated, but never angry. I take a deep breath and think about something else—I come up with eating the cheese on those crackers. 
 
    My hand reaches to close the curtain, and I turn the shower on. When the freezing blast of water pelts my skin, I let out a high-pitched shriek because I forgot to prepare myself for the cold. 
 
    Neven frantically barrels through the door at that precise moment. “Maisie? Are you all right?” 
 
    Clenching the curtain, I wrap it around myself to peep my head out. “I’m fine. I just forgot the water was going to be so cold,” I say, trembling. 
 
    He stares at me with relief, clutching his chest as he works to slow his breathing. “Next time, can you not scream like that?” 
 
    “I would have prepared myself if you hadn’t made me mad earlier,” I point out. 
 
    Neven pinches the bridge of his nose. “Look, I didn’t mean what I said. Your notes are more than what I have.”  
 
    My teeth chatter as the cold drops meet my skin. “Are we going to stand here and chat all day? I need to finish.” 
 
    I think it hits Neven that we’re both talking in the bathroom while I’m showering because his cheeks redden, which has me grinning. I don’t know why he feels embarrassed—he’s only seeing my head, and the curtain is dark teal and conceals my entire body. Really, he saw more of me earlier in the dress with my arms showing. 
 
    “You’re forgiven!” I yell as he hightails it out of the bathroom, finding his reaction rather cute. 
 
    Once I’m dressed again, I head back into the living room, feeling clean but still cold. Neven pounces on me with the blanket I used on him earlier.  
 
    “Why thank you, Neven.” I snuggle down into the fabric.  
 
    “No problem, I knew you’d be cold since I was.” He smiles, resting his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    My eye flickers to it, and he quickly moves it away. I tug the blanket around me until I feel as snug as a burrito, which reminds me of food, which reminds me of cheese in a can. Darting for the table like my life depends on it, I stop when I reach the now open can. 
 
    Throwing the blanket to the tile floor, I lift the can and crank the tip to the side. A remnant piece of yellow cheese rises to the top and falls to the table. My heart plummets. 
 
    I smack the empty can down on the table—it releases a metal clank throughout the room. I shut my eye and take deep breaths. 
 
    That’s twice in one day and less than an hour apart? I’m so mad I can feel my fingers vibrating. Neven hasn’t spoken a word, but I know he’s standing a few feet away, silently watching. I turn to face the culprit. He doesn’t so much as blink. 
 
    “My cheese!” I finally shout, marching up to him with my fist shaking in the air. “If I could sing you to glass right now, I would!” 
 
    His eyes widen. “How the hell was I supposed to know you wanted that cheese? It was just sitting there!” 
 
    “Maybe because it wasn’t there when we came in? Maybe because it was sitting next to my notepad? Maybe because it was right in front of the chair I was sitting in!”  
 
    Suddenly, my feet are off the floor, and I’m in Neven’s arms. He carries me to the couch and plops down onto the cushions. Gently, he lifts me up and sets me beside him.  
 
    “What was that for?” I laugh. 
 
    “You were getting a little too intense—over cheese.”  
 
    “Well, it was mine, and I would have happily shared half the can with you if you’d have waited.” I reach up and thrash his almost dry hair, messing it up, feeling back to myself.  
 
    “Next time I find food, I’ll ask first. Do you want me to get you the box of crackers?” He starts to rise from the couch, and I pull his arm back down. 
 
    “A cracker without a partner isn’t fun.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes hard. “I’ll stack it with two crackers, then.” 
 
    Neven leaves me on the couch, returning from the kitchen with both blanket and crackers in hand. I happily dig into the box but am still reminded of what amazement the crackers could have become if only I had that cheese.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    “What do you think Vale’s doing with all the collected souls?” I ask. 
 
    Neven hands me the last two crackers. He was generous enough to let me have more than half the box since he did eat all the cheese.  
 
    He considers my question a second longer, staring deeply into the darkness of the empty cracker box. I wait patiently so as not to disturb his train of thought. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shakes his head vehemently. “I mean, I may possibly have a clue.” 
 
    I perk up and pull the blanket tighter against my body. “You do? Why didn’t you say something before?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was important?” 
 
    “It’s definitely important now, Neven!” I practically leap into his lap, which causes him to fall back against the armrest, dropping the empty box. 
 
    “Aug—I mean Vale—mentioned something about power. He said the Glass Vault was the source of it all.”  
 
    “It’s a start.”  
 
    “Now if only—” Nev doesn’t get to finish his sentence as the vibration of a violent tremor interrupts us, shaking the couch. No, not the couch, the entire house. The walls, the window, everything quakes. Neven grabs my arm at the same time I leap to the floor like a flying squirrel, arms open and all. He dives next to me as the wood beneath us rattles.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he whispers. 
 
    I put my finger to my lips and give him the quiet signal. There’s the briefest of pauses between each tremor, which makes me wonder if it’s footsteps and not an earthquake. I point toward the window at the front of the room, ignore Neven’s dirty look, and army crawl to it. 
 
    Neven sighs and joins me, peering over the top of my head as I peel the curtain back a fraction of an inch. My eye widens when it falls on a big troll stomping along the wide street. She’s just as filthy as the last one I saw, naked, sagging flesh, and stringy hair. I press my back against the wall, and Neven follows suit, appearing nervous. 
 
    “What was the point of that?” Neven hisses in a low voice. 
 
    “I had to see what it was.” 
 
    “What would you have done if the troll was coming in here?” 
 
    “We would have run out the backdoor.” It’s that simple. 
 
    As if on cue, there’s a loud crash at the end of the street right as Neven rolls his eyes at me. The ground rumbles again, lasting for only a few seconds before everything is back to normal. Neven is breathing rapidly through his nostrils, so I grab his hand to help quiet his nerves. The crashing isn’t where we are, so I feel okay. 
 
    I want to run outside and look right away. Instead, I attempt to calm my antsy self by stroking Neven’s hand with my thumb, helping his fright along with it.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Neven has calmed down and I can’t control myself. I jump to my feet and race for the front door, throwing it open, and hopping down the steps past the gnomes.  
 
    “Oh, come on, Maisie!” Neven calls. 
 
    At the end of the driveway, past the curb and mailbox, I see it.  
 
    “What?” Neven is beside me in seconds. Then he spots the destruction and gives me a hard look. “Don’t even say it.”  
 
    I can’t help it—I shoot him the widest grin I can. “So, we should have chosen a house at the end of the street, right? Not one in the middle?” I laugh, pointing to the crushed one-story home at the end of the road. It’s truly a devastating sight, and a sense of relief fills me that no one was home. 
 
    Neven tries to hide his smile as he gestures to the opposite end. “I was talking about the other house at the other end of the street.”  
 
    “Sure, Neven.”  
 
    It’s getting dark out, so we head back inside in case troll number two ventures back.  
 
    “We should probably hit the sack.” Neven yawns.  
 
    “You can take the bed, Neven.” I point toward the bedroom. 
 
    “Where are you going to sleep?”  
 
    I fall gracefully onto the cushions of the couch and close my eye. “Right here.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take the bed and I’ll take the couch?” 
 
    “I would, but I don’t know the people who slept in it, or how clean the sheets are. It’s too weird.” Plus, some people sleep naked in their sheets, but I don’t tell him that. I just know I don’t want to lie where someone else has possibly been naked. 
 
    “But you’re going to let me take the bed?” he counters. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. “Move over and make room.”  
 
    “What?” I pop my eye open and he’s standing over me, staring down. 
 
     “Look, we stay together.” Neven pulls at the edges of his hair. “If that thing comes back and we have to bolt, I want us to be ready to go.”  
 
    “All right.” That makes sense. 
 
    Neven takes the other side of the couch and lies down, his body too long to fit on it comfortably. My heart gives a strange little thump as I watch him adjust his head, then open his arms up. 
 
    “What?” I ask, voice a little too high. 
 
    “Seriously, Mais?” Neven sits up and pulls me down with him. “You’re not going to sleep with my feet in your face, and I’m definitely not sleeping with yours in mine.” 
 
    After some nervous laughter and awkward shifting, we settle into a comfortable enough position. Neven has his arm wrapped around my waist, and my back is pressed against his firm chest. I can feel every single one of his deep breaths.  
 
    It’s actually kind of nice. Nice? No, I can’t be liking the snuggling session with Perrie’s ex! 
 
    I’m about to break out of his arms and go for the bed, regardless of nude sheet status. But then Neven pulls me tighter, and I don’t know what to do. He’s warm and comfortable. I fit perfectly in the pocket of his arm and chest. 
 
    What am I thinking? I need my notebook to write down my thoughts, but it’s across the room, and by the sounds of his laborious breaths, he’s already fallen asleep. 
 
    I was tired, but I’m not anymore—my mind is racing about all the wrong things concerning Neven. He’s Perrie’s. He’s always been Perrie’s, ever since the day we met.  
 
    We’ll rescue her, and they’ll live happily ever after. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. That’s the way it always should have been. 
 
    A memory springs forward from the rug I had shoved it under. Despite my best attempts at sweeping it away, it finds its way back out in my dreams.  
 
    “Perrie, are you sure you’re going to be okay?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know. I may die tonight, and you’d have to figure out a way to revive my corpse.” Perrie tries to smile, while still on the verge of throwing up. 
 
    “Eh, you’ll live.” Neven shrugs, waving her a good bye.  
 
    After she closes the door, I turn to face Neven. It’s always the three of us, the two of them together, or Perrie and I. But I’ll give it a little variety this time. “You coming to watch the movie?”  
 
    “I can walk home.” He glances out toward the sidewalk. 
 
    “You want to leave?” I ask, confused. 
 
    “No. No. Only if you don’t want me to come.” He smiles shyly. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t want you to leave. You’re going to be my movie partner in crime.” Too bad Perrie’s going to miss out on such a Phantomtastic day. 
 
    Once inside, I run into my room and grab two masks—one’s mine and the other is Perrie’s. Back in the living room, I toss one to Neven and he gives it a peculiar look over. 
 
    “Put it on,” I say, but he keeps staring at it. “Here. Let me help you.” I take the mask from Neven’s hand, and he hunches down a little so I can bring the elastic cord easily over his face. “Perfect. You look exactly like the Phantom.”  
 
    His eye on the masked side flickers from side to side. He doesn’t say anything, just continuously blinks at me, unimpressed.  
 
    “Let me put mine on.” I tug the elastic cord over my head and slide the white mask onto my face. “There.” I give him a big smile.  
 
    In response, Neven grins and shakes his head. 
 
    Now that we’re in character, it’s the perfect time to start the movie. 
 
    Neven’s arm brushes mine during the film, but I don’t think anything of it. We’re sitting so close together, but I always relax like this with Perrie, too. 
 
    Throughout the entire movie, he fidgets and taps his knee constantly, making it flutter. I want to ask him if he’s trying to perform the knee-check-thing a doctor does, but I let him continue his leg dance. 
 
    As soon as the Phantom draws to an end, I look at Neven to see what he thinks about it. Only he’s already turned to me, watching me nervously. Out of nowhere, he leans forward and presses his lips against mine. They’re soft and warm, and I’ve never felt anything like it. Our masks make a crinkling sound when the noses rub together. He’s like the perfect Phantom. 
 
    I realize what’s happening and pull back, releasing a small scream.  
 
    Leaping from the couch, I run to my room, close the door, and lock it behind me. I shakily back away, like Neven might possibly break it down.  
 
    The mask is stiff against my face and it reminds me of the kiss, so I take it off, burying it underneath my bed.  
 
    Did I want him to kiss me? I’m not sure, but if he does it again I want him to. My heart quickens at the thought, the anticipation. This time I won’t run off screaming like a sacrificial animal. 
 
    After I calm the singing birds in my stomach, I casually unlock and open the door, walking out of the room as if nothing happened. Neven’s still seated on the couch, but the mask is no longer on his face.  
 
    “So, about the movie,” he starts and continues to talk about the film for a long time. There’s no mention of the kiss, and my chest is struck with disappointment. But I’m not going to bring it up. 
 
    My eye pops open, now fully awake. I can’t get the memory turned dream out of my head. 
 
    I was only fourteen, turning fifteen that summer, and I had never had a crush on anyone before. We never brought up the kiss again, not for rest of ninth grade or the following year. It was as if it never happened. Not even Perrie knows about it.  
 
    I couldn’t tell her about it and I couldn’t tell her how I felt about him. 
 
    The summer Neven’s dad passed away, I was in Turkey with my family. Perrie was there for him when I wasn’t. She was the one who made him better, not me, and then they started dating. I had selfishly wished it had been me who had been there for him instead of her, but then I saw them together. I knew it was right, they were right, so that’s when I brushed everything under the rug. 
 
    I’m about to drift back off, when an ear-piercing scream comes from outside. Neven and I jerk up at the same time, and I can see his fear.  
 
    Another wail comes from outside, along with the sound of loud cracking. Lunging for the door, I run out into the morning light and find the source of the noise. 
 
    It’s Perrie.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Vale 
 
      
 
    Vale woke to the blank space of a white wall and a throbbing headache. His eyes focused in and out, the pain in his head blurring his vision. This was something new and entirely unwelcome. He wanted to rip his brain out and slam it against the wall, if only that were possible. 
 
    He couldn’t remember anything from last night after falling asleep—it was almost as if he had woken from hibernation. After he blinked a few times, the pain faded.  
 
    The day was new, yet something did not feel right. He rolled over to wake his lovely bride, but found she was not there beside him. The covers were pulled back, revealing a cold and empty spot.  
 
    She normally woke him by nibbling on his neck. What the hell was going on? He forcefully slapped the empty spot when a thought crossed his mind. Catherine came back to herself. What if…  
 
    No. Impossible. 
 
    He pushed himself out of the bed, throwing the door open so hard it crashed and broke into the wall. Without a pause, he raced down the steps and called, “Bride?”  
 
    Nothing. No answer.  
 
    Vale brought a hand to his chest. If his heart could beat, it would have exploded with fury because this could not be happening. It was not happening. 
 
    He searched everywhere, including the front and backyard. Then he thought maybe she had gone downstairs to the basement, to relive the bloodshed. Opening the door, he hurried down the steps, yet there was nothing.  
 
    He rushed to the living room where Red was sprawled out across the couch, snoring quietly with a line of drool trailing down her cheek. What an insignificant waste of space. He couldn’t understand what his father ever saw in her that was worth saving. 
 
    “Red!” he roared as he approached her.  
 
    Her eyes burst open and almost popped out of the sockets—then he slammed his hand around her throat. Red’s eyelids fluttered as the air in her lungs cut off. She clawed at his chest, but he only squeezed harder.  
 
    “Where is she?” he demanded, voice low and full of frenzy. 
 
     She only shook her head and gripped the couch cushions with those filthy nails of hers. Lifting her by the neck with one hand, he flung her to the floor.  
 
    She brought her hands to her throat and sat up quickly. “What was that for?” she seethed.   
 
    Leisurely, Vale walked toward her, prepared to rip her apart in the slowest way possible. She was no innocent—after her mortal death, she had come to the Underworld after all. He knelt beside her, keeping eye contact. “Now, where is she?” 
 
    “The Bride?” 
 
    “Who the fuck else would I be talking about?” Vale growled.  
 
    Red had to go soon—she had irritated him since day one. She was a tick that would not go away, a parasite that had found its way into his father’s bedroom. If he could dispose of her without consequence, he would do it in an instant.  
 
    “I don’t know. I saw her earlier this morning, but I was barely awake,” she stuttered, running her hands through her hair, trying to press it down. “She came down the stairs, and then I went back to the couch and fell asleep. I assumed she went back upstairs with you.” He could sense by the way she said the last word, she wasn’t as nervous as she was pretending to be. In fact, she seemed elated to find out the Bride was gone.  
 
    Flames of anger rushed up to meet him. 
 
    “Where did she go?” His voice was a calm, deadly whisper. 
 
    Her mouth was open, and he could see her tongue stroking the inside of her cheek. If she did not come up with a good answer, he was going to cut it out and make her choke on it. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I warned you that you were becoming too attached to her, didn’t I?” 
 
    Running a finger through one of Fannie’s curls, he gave it a hard yank that caused her to yelp. “If I do not find her, this red hair you so dearly cherish, I am going to rip it out piece by piece and then move on to different body parts. Isn’t that the way you like to torture your victims out here?”  
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    “If you find her before I do, your punishment will be lessened a fraction.” Turning away from Red, he then stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “And clean those nails of yours, you disgust me.”  
 
    Vale burst through the front door and out into the daylight. The answer he didn’t want to think about earlier was there once again. He knew without a doubt his bride was gone and replaced with Perrie Madeline. 
 
    The anger inside him needed to be released. He threw his hand into the first thing he came into contact with, causing the tree to crack under the powerful blow. He smacked his fist against the trunk over and over, watching the crimson pour from his knuckles. Lifting his hand, he studied the red liquid as it trickled to the ground, feeling a little more relaxed at the sight of his blood. He swore to himself then and there that he would find Perrie Madeline. 
 
    The Glass Vault would have enough souls very soon, giving him the power to locate her. He would rip Perrie Madeline apart, then put her back together again and again, until she became the Bride once more. 
 
    It was impossible for him to love, but what he felt for the Bride, what he didn’t know he could feel, was stronger than anything he had ever experienced. She was his and only his, and he knew with everything in himself that he was hers.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    Perrie is a few houses down the street, screaming and throwing streams of lightning toward anything and everything. A long, thick tree branch is struck and it snaps off, crashing to the street, just missing her by an inch. She looks pale and afraid. I try to take a step forward, but Neven stops me. 
 
    “How do we know it’s actually her, Maisie?”  
 
    “It’s her. I know it.” I get in a runner’s stance and prepare to lunge toward her. 
 
    “We’re both going to get her. Just don’t try to army crawl after her.” He sighs, running a scarred hand through his hair. 
 
    “That would be a better idea, but I wouldn’t be quick enough.” Before he can say another word, I spring forward. Throwing my arms into the air, I wave them hysterically. “Perrie! Perrie, it’s me! It’s Maisie and Neven!” 
 
    Behind me, I hear Neven’s voice, but not what he says. Pure white light strikes my stomach and sends me flying backward. Between Neven’s shouting and my running, I see the horror of recognition cross Perrie’s face as she realizes who the bolt hit.  
 
    Then my spine cracks against the pavement. 
 
    “Maisie!” Neven yells, falling to my side in an instant. His arm is behind my neck, and a hand clasps mine. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    I give him a small smile as the world spins. “Of course I am. I’m immortal, remember?”  
 
    “Oh my god!” Perrie’s voice is panicked and rising. “I’m so sorry, Maisie. I’m so, so sorry!” 
 
    My spine fuses back together, and I sit up with Neven’s help. Perrie is frozen in place just a few feet away, her brown hair wild, matching the expression on her face. I can already see the relief hit her after I’m sitting up, unharmed.  
 
    “See? I’m good as new.” I grin.  
 
    Perrie’s lower lip quivers and her eyes fill with tears. She falls to her knees, gripping the white strands of her hair as she begins to sob. The sound of her agony is worse than anything I’ve experienced, the Huntsman included. Neven pulls me to my feet and we go to her. 
 
    She’s inconsolable and we need to get her inside before we’re found. 
 
    Neven gets to Perrie first and scoops her up in his arms, her tears wetting his shirt as he says softly, “I’ve got you, Perrie. I’ve always got you.” 
 
    I touch Neven’s shoulder and run my hand through her curls. “No, Perrie, we’ve got you.”  
 
    She turns into his chest, racked with sobs, as we walk back inside the house. He takes her to the couch, lowering himself as carefully as possible, so as not to disturb her. I close the door behind me and lock it back up, joining them on the floor where I stroke her hair to calm her.  
 
    I had hoped she’d be her usual smiling self when we found her, but she goes on like this for a while. She’s devastated. I can only imagine how this must be for her, to know that August wasn’t ever real. It feels like forever has passed before she can bring herself to speak.   
 
    “I’m so glad you two are all right,” she says with a ragged breath.  
 
    Neven moves her from his lap and sets her on the couch beside him. She takes his hands in both of hers, squeezing them tightly. My heart is racing and I can’t make it stop. 
 
    “Hi, Perrie.” His voice is low and gentle.  
 
    “Oh, Nev”—she sounds like she’s about to start crying again—“this is all my fault, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Nev wraps the blanket we’ve been using across her shoulders. It’s not Neven and Maisie. It’s Nev and Perrie. I have to remember that as I swallow the tainted feeling brewing, and step back. 
 
    “I’m going to take a quick lap around the neighborhood to make sure it’s clear,” Nev starts. “It will give you two some time to talk.”  
 
     Perrie reaches for me and pulls me down beside her, and all I want in the world is for her to be okay, inside and out. 
 
    “We were coming for you, Perrie. We’ve been looking for you this whole time and you found us!” I squeeze her shoulder, breathless with relief. 
 
    “It must have been our blood oath.” She smiles for a second and then it drops. “I’ve done terrible things, Maisie.”  
 
    We both have. 
 
     “I did bad things, too, but we can’t hold onto that. You’ve got this. You have to be strong here. I know the world is a wild carnival ride at the moment, but it could all be worse. There is always worse.” 
 
    “How can it be any worse than it already is? There’s a demon that basically murdered people and turned them into things that can’t die, who by the way, are now wreaking havoc on Earth. Then to top it off, this freak pretended to be someone I’m in love with. I killed a lot of people.” 
 
     “Were in love with,” I point out. 
 
    “What?” She jerks with panic. 
 
    “You just said I’m in love with. You meant were, right?” I rub my thumbnail up and down the edges of my front teeth as I await her answer. 
 
    “That’s what I meant,” she says quickly.  
 
    Is it? I wasn’t in her position, so I don’t quite understand, but I think I would repeatedly try to use my singing powers on the demon instead of crying over him.               
 
    I take her hands in mine and gently squeeze them. “Do you remember what you said to me back in Snow White’s cottage? You told me Crazy Maisie wasn’t me, and we were pretty much two separate people. So you’re going to have to look at it like that in this situation, too. The Bride isn’t you—it’s your alter, she’s not who you really are, nor the actions you would have chosen.”  
 
    Perrie sighs heavily. “I didn’t really understand the situation then, and now that I see the memories are all mine, I was still the one out there doing everything.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to separate them. That’s what I’ve been doing, or you’re not going to be able to live with yourself.” She can do this. I know she can. 
 
    “You’re always so smart with things, you know that, Maisie? But everyone we know is dead. Dad, Uncle Jaron, and Aunt Krista.” Perrie lets out another wrack of sobs, and I wrap my arms around her. 
 
    Her grief feels as if it has transported to me when I think about what happened to my parents and uncle. “I know they’re gone, Perrie, but are they really? All we know is their souls got sent to the Glass Vault, but their glass statues are still here. Maybe there’s a way to bring the souls back to their statue.” I desperately want that to be true, but I don’t know if they’re lost forever. 
 
    Perrie shakes her head. “I don’t know, Maisie. You haven’t been with Vale this entire time. I don’t think there’s a way to defeat him.” 
 
    That might be true, but she would know better than anyone if there could be a way. “Um, Neven told me you crossed paths with him in the Glass Vault.”  
 
    Her shoulders slump, but she doesn’t cry again. “As you probably know, August is Vale. I confessed to August that I loved him, gave him everything I had, and I’ve never felt that way about anyone. Then he dragged me naked by my hair and tossed me in the cage with Neven. And the outcome was this.” She runs a hand across the scar at her throat.  
 
    I’m about to find a pickax like I did back in the Snow White display and run it through Vale’s chest when I see him. I’m almost too afraid to ask, but I do. “How bad did he hurt you outside the Glass Vault?” 
 
    She lowers her head and doesn’t look at me. “He—he didn’t.” 
 
    My eyebrows lower almost reaching caterpillar status. “What?” 
 
    “He treated her much differently than he did with me in that tower and in the cage with Neven.” She blows out a breath and changes the subject. “Anyway, all Vale’s trying to do is fill the museum with more souls so his powers grow stronger. I don’t know a way to stop him.” 
 
    “Yet. But we will.” I’m at a complete loss for words and advice on that one, but I think about poor Neven outside. The feelings of liking him as more than a friend have been surfacing back to the correct setting like a Rubik’s Cube. I twist them inside my head so the colors are all mixed up once more.  
 
    This is the moment for Perrie to get her happy ending. Defeat Vale, Perrie and Neven together, me joyous for everyone.  
 
    I nudge her elbow. “You know, you can be happy again once we get the world back to normal. Neven’s right there. You two would still be together if it wasn’t for Vale. Now’s your chance to make things right.” 
 
    Perrie lifts her eyebrows and tries to hide a small smile. “So, it’s like one of those action movies where the world is practically destroyed, but people still kiss and make up at the end as if nothing ever happened?” 
 
    “Why yes, yes it is.” I silently plead for Perrie not to sink back in her hole, but I’ll always be here to help dig her out if she does. 
 
    “Look, Maisie, I’m not going back to Neven. I know you have some plan brewing to bring down Vale, and I’ll help you, but we’ll only ever be friends.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” Why wouldn’t she want him back? 
 
    Perrie wraps her arms around her stomach, tears surfacing but not falling. “This isn’t going to make sense. It doesn’t even make sense to me. Technically, August is Vale, but if I have to admit it now, I will. I’m still in love with August who doesn’t exist, yet the way I felt for him was deeper than it ever was with Neven. So it wouldn’t be fair to Nev. Our relationship was rooted with friendship more than anything else. With August, those roots flourished into a beautiful blooming tree, so I wouldn’t go back to anything that offered less. In fact, I wouldn’t go to anyone.” 
 
    I lay her head on my shoulder.  
 
    “As horrible as this situation is,” she mumbles into my shoulder, “I know if you’re with me things may not be okay, but they’ll be better.”  
 
    “Does that mean you’re ready to plot?” I ask. 
 
    She lifts her head from my shoulder and gives me a determined smile. “I’m ready to plot.” 
 
    Neven walks in then, unscathed by his journey. He grabs the box of breakfast bars from the pantry and tosses one to each of us.  
 
    Opening up a bar, he says, “Don’t worry, we’re all alone. No trolls and no crazy girls shooting lightning at pedestrians.” 
 
    I wait for Perrie to cry, but she doesn’t, she laughs. And it’s the sound I’ve been missing.  
 
    “Time to plot,” I say to Neven when Perrie stops laughing, giving him a wide smile with all my teeth on display. 
 
    “Ah, yes, more plotting,” he says sarcastically but takes a seat at the kitchen table. 
 
    Perrie moves across from him, and I sit in between them. I peel off the top paper of my notes and stick it to the back of the sticky pad, immediately writing down a question.  
 
    I’m about to open my mouth when Neven holds up his hand. “Before we begin on a long journey of plotting as Maisie would call it, the most important question is, where is Vale now?” 
 
    I hold up the pad directly in front of Neven’s face. “As I will have you know, that’s the first question I have on my list.” 
 
    “It’s also the only question you have on your list.” He taps the top sheet. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have more coming your way.” I peel the sheet I stuck to the back, wad it up, and toss it at Neven’s head, hitting the bullseye. 
 
    He reaches for it and tosses it back, but I dodge out of the way, laughing. I glance at Perrie, her mouth partially open while her gaze shoots back and forth between me and Neven. 
 
    Neven focuses back on Perrie. “How did you escape?” 
 
    “I just ran. I woke up, remembered who I was, and I ran away.” She digs her hands into the skirt of her dress and frowns. “He was still asleep.”  
 
    “Do you know where he is now?” I ask, not wanting to dig too much into their sleeping arrangement.  
 
    “He could be anywhere if he knows I’m gone.” 
 
    “Then we should keep moving.” Standing from the table, I throw my notepad in the borrowed bag. “Hopefully, he doesn’t know which direction you ran in and we can stay ahead.”  
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    “Also, never eat her cheese,” Neven says sarcastically. 
 
    Perrie gives Neven a look that says he should have already known this. “I could have told you that, Nev.” 
 
    Speaking of food, I need to find more breakfast bars. Immortals may not have to eat, but food just gets me excited. 
 
    Neven has been filling Perrie in on everything. He didn’t spare her any details, which has given her a good laugh and brightened her mood. I was worried she wouldn’t be able to pick herself up after, and even though it’s been hard on her—she’s been giving us bits and pieces of what happened.  
 
    The things she did are bad, but again, it could have been much worse. 
 
    “Remember Ben Johnston?” I ask. 
 
    “Troll display. Yes.” 
 
    “We ran into him a few days ago. I tried to get him to join our team, but that didn’t pan out. However, he did have his memories back.”  
 
    “You know who else did? Officer Rodriguez. She—she…” Perrie sobs and covers her mouth with her hand. I place my arm around her waist and Neven wraps his around her shoulders. “She did, too. But me and Vale … we murdered her. She’s gone.” 
 
    “An immortal?” 
 
    Perrie pulls herself back together and explains to us how an immortal can die at Vale’s hands. If he can make them, he can break them, no biggie. Sooner or later, I think everyone will have their memories back—if they’re still alive, anyway. 
 
    “After I finished with Officer Rodriguez, Vale sent her soul back to the Glass Vault,” Perrie says. 
 
    “How does that work?” Neven sounds confused, looks it, too. 
 
    “We’re bound to the Glass Vault, same as Vale.” Perrie shakes her head roughly. “That’s why he wants the souls. It makes him stronger. It’s like—” 
 
    “The Glass Vault is a battery?” I interrupt. 
 
    Perrie nods. I feel the skeleton of a plan taking shape in my mind. Maybe we can set the Glass Vault on fire. If we destroy his source of power, then maybe it will make him weak—maybe it will kill him altogether.   
 
    Maybe Vale isn’t Mr. Invincible like he thinks he is. 
 
    “I think I know what to do. Originally, I was going to have all the immortals gang up on Vale. Bind, gag, and bring him to the Glass Vault,” I say, striking my fist against the open palm of my other hand. “They would only be going up against a demon from the Underworld. No big deal.” 
 
    “If everyone is like Ben that wouldn’t have worked,” Neven points out. 
 
    “Precisely, but I think if that big museum is Vale’s main generator, burning it may actually work. I just—” 
 
    I don’t have a chance to finish my plan. My feet are ripped out from beneath me and I land flat on my face. Something takes hold of my leg and yanks me backward. A powerful scream tears through my throat, vibrating violently in my ears. Neven and Perrie latch onto my arms, unwilling to let go. 
 
    The tugging is excruciating, and it feels as if my stomach is going to be ripped apart. What a way to go—at least they would be left with the upper portion, so I wouldn’t have to watch the rest of myself be eaten or torn to shreds.  
 
    Neven gives one hard tug, and I’m ripped from the unknown’s hand, flying straight into him and landing on his chest. The force is so strong it knocks him to the ground, a couple inches away from where he started. I roll off him as fast as possible and spring to my feet.  
 
    “Maisie!” Perrie screams. “Look out!” 
 
    A flash of Perrie’s white light hits the ground just a step away from my feet. I hear another scream, a foreign voice, as I search for my attacker. And there she is, the mermaid sloth who slowly crept her way down the street the other night. How did she make it the same distance we have without falling apart? 
 
    Then I see it. Behind Perrie is a sparkling pond. 
 
    Oh, that’s how. 
 
    The mermaid recovers quickly enough and shoots forward, not at a snail’s pace any longer. Unhinging her jaw, which reveals a set of needle-sharp teeth, she screeches terribly and aims for Perrie. The lightning bolt doesn’t come a second time as the mermaid hits, digging her pointy teeth into Perrie’s shoulder. Perrie lets out a wail, trying to yank the mermaid’s head away by her blue hair. 
 
    Half the mermaid’s blue tail is still dangling from her upper body like it was the other day. I go for it, grasping her tail in both hands and pulling on it, hard. The mermaid cries out, tossing her head back, Perrie’s blood fresh on her dark lips.  
 
    I scream as the mermaid’s teeth sink into my neck. With all my strength, I push roughly at her chest, but she’s glued to my throat. I’m not quite sure if she’s trying to be a vampire or a zombie.  
 
    My skin throbs even more as she begins sucking. I can feel the blood pulsing beneath my skin, leaving my veins as it enters her mouth. Maybe she’s actually part leech? I don’t have to suffer much longer as she’s ripped away. Neven has the mermaid, struggling to wrestle her down as she whips about, screeching.  
 
    “A little help would be lovely!” he calls. 
 
    “Team effort!” I yell as we rush to his aid, each taking an arm while Neven has her tail. One would think if half a creature’s body is dangling, they wouldn’t be able to move it so hard. 
 
    “Do it,” I say. 
 
    The mermaid is yelling at us in a language I don’t understand. It’s probably not anything worth hearing because I doubt she’s begging for her life. Neven starts to pull until a loud bone-crunching sound drowns out the mermaid’s voice entirely, and he tosses the blue tail aside.  
 
    Next come the arms, and then finally we remove the head. Green blood leaks from the missing appendages, which kind of surprises me. I figured it would have been blue. 
 
    Perrie holds a mermaid arm, staring at the still wiggling fingers and asks, “Now what?” 
 
    “Bury time,” I yell. 
 
     “Déjà vu?” Neven looks to me, cracking a smile as he goes to dig the first grave. 
 
    “Déjà vu,” I say back. 
 
    “You two have done this before?” Perrie asks. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot to tell you”—I clap the dirt from my hands proudly—“Neven and I had a run in with creepy Pinocchio in the woods recently.” 
 
    “It got pretty ugly,” Neven says. 
 
    “Neven kicked his little wooden behind, though.”  
 
    Perrie checks my neck and sees it’s okay. “I’m glad I wasn’t there for that one.”   
 
    “You didn’t want to try singing again?” Neven walks to me and gives me a teasing shove. 
 
    I push him back playfully. “I really do have the worst power. You can still rip immortals apart, and Perrie’s power still knocked the mermaid down.” I didn’t try singing to the mermaid, though. Maybe this time it would have worked if I had. I’ll have to try it again if we encounter another dark soul. That’s what I’m going to call the ones from the Underworld from now on. 
 
    Neven wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me in close, which surprises me, but it feels nice. “Like you said, Mais, team effort.” 
 
    Laughing, I look up and meet Perrie’s eyes. I almost forgot she was watching us this whole time.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    After our encounter with the mermaid, we find a safe place to sleep, far away from the fresh burial plots. There wasn’t any other sign of life along the way. I think most of the creatures from the Glass Vault have wandered farther out than us.  
 
    We each take a shower, and then Maisie and I share a bed in one of the rooms. I can’t help but worry about where Vale is, as I’ve been doing all day. Maisie and Neven weren’t overly concerned—they were too confident he wouldn’t find us. I know better, though. I know he’s going to find me, and it’ll be before we’re prepared to fight him. Though, I don’t think we can prepare for him at all. Tomorrow we’re going to try and destroy the Glass Vault—maybe he won’t expect us to go there. 
 
    I feel so … lost.  
 
    There are moments between him and the Bride that I won’t think about, that I can’t think about. I’d rather hold on to the time in the tower when he grabbed me by my hair and dragged me down the hall, because that drive is what will help us win. 
 
    Maisie is already fast asleep beside me, probably dreaming about sunshine and rainbows. She almost wouldn’t sleep in the bed, until we found a spare set of sheets in the linen closet. She’s so lucky. I wish I could borrow her optimism for just about everything. Who would have guessed, after all she’s been through, that she would still be the same person she was before the Glass Vault. She’s so much stronger than I am. 
 
    But I’m going to make myself be strong, too.  
 
    As I listen to Maisie’s soft snoring, I’m relieved we found each other. If I had still been out there on my own, running away from Vale, I don’t know if I could have survived. I’m not sure if I will ever truly be free of him, even if he’s defeated. 
 
    He’s why I’m not asleep, snoring softly like Maisie. When I close my eyes, I’m back there in his bed, or on the metal table, bleeding out. I see his green eyes, dancing in the shadows, following me wherever I go. Eyes I long to gaze into, and eyes I want to run from. I see his image in the faces of the people I’ve let down—Dad, Aunt Krista, Uncle Jaron, and Neven. 
 
    Maisie.  
 
    Myself. 
 
    Frustrated, I push the covers away and tiptoe quietly across the room. Maisie fidgets, readjusts, and then goes back to snoring. Careful not to wake her, I close the door and head into the living room. Nev looks up from beside his dull lantern and offers a smile. The light lends itself to his pinkish scars, reminding me of another time, in another cell. And I can’t help but feel responsible—I’m the reason he went to the museum that day.   
 
    “Can’t sleep?” he asks.  
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “Why don’t you get some rest? I’ll take watch.” Shouldn’t let a good night’s rest escape the both of us. It’s better if someone gets some sleep while they can. 
 
    In the silence, a loud whinny sounds from outside, followed by the hard thumps of hoofbeats, startling us. Nev races to the door while I go to the window. It’s dark outside but I see just enough to catch the alabaster-colored fur coat of a horse as it passes by. 
 
    Not the Headless Horseman.  
 
    My body relaxes. Am I going to get this worked up every time I hear a horse for the rest of my life? 
 
    “Get some rest?” Neven says as we sit back on the couch. “I don’t think I could sleep if I wanted to. I’m a mess, you’re a mess, and the world is a mess.” 
 
    “Maisie’s not a mess.” At least ninety-percent of her isn’t. 
 
    “Well, Maisie is special,” Neven says quietly. He can barely bring himself to look me in the eye as he says it, too. I know what’s going on. I could hear it in his banter with her only a few hours ago.  
 
    He can hide it from her, but he can’t hide it from me. 
 
    “You like her!” I say, fighting a smile. 
 
    He opens his mouth to say something, but stops. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    Nev purses his lips, as if he’s eaten something sour. “I haven’t ever lied to you, and I told you I never lie about anything.” 
 
    I jab a finger at his chest. “No, but I can tell you want to now, don’t you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he says after some time has passed. “The world has too many shitty things going on, and nothing else matters except figuring shit out that doesn’t make sense. None of this makes sense.” He looks defeated. 
 
    I grab his hand and intertwine his fingers with mine. The gesture doesn’t stir anything in me, except the thought that he’s my friend. A friend I haven’t talked to in a long time. It’s like coming home, and everything is the same as it was before, only this time, we really are only friends. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your mom,” I whisper. “I know if anyone loved someone more than life itself, it was you.”  
 
    “Me too.” A few tears slide down his cheeks, and he wipes them away with his fingers.  
 
    “It’s okay to cry. Cry as much as you need to, I know I did. I’m right here, and I promise I’ll always be your friend, no matter what.” I pull him into a hug as he cries. 
 
    After he’s finished, he sits up, and conceals his face as if he never shed a tear for anyone.  
 
    “Now, tell me the truth. You like Maisie, don’t you?” For a moment, his mask breaks, and he’s as relaxed as I’ve seen him in the last few hours. Then he nods. 
 
    “Since when?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Since forever ago. Since recently.” 
 
    “When we were together?” I whisper-shout. “What is wrong with you, Neven?” Okay, maybe our rekindled friendship is back to being dead. I start to stand, when Nev tugs me back down by the wrist.  
 
    “No, Perrie. It was never like that, I swear.” He throws his hands up cautiously, as if that could stop me from throttling him. “When I was with you, it was only ever you. Even after you broke up with me.” He closes his eyes and stays silent for several seconds. “But I liked her before us.”  
 
    “What? What do you mean?”  
 
    “Back in ninth grade, and some of tenth, too.”  
 
    That was back when we all met, when we first started to hang out together. He never told me any of this. How did I not see it? “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell her? Is this why you were weird around her sometimes? I thought that was because you thought she was odd.” 
 
    He stays quiet, not giving any answers, so I elbow him in the arm.  
 
    “Ow.” He chuckles and rubs the spot on his arm. 
 
    “Shut up, that didn’t hurt. Tell me.” 
 
    “Okay, but please don’t be mad If I tell you this, and don’t run off and tell Maisie. I know how you like to tell her everything.” 
 
    “I swear. I won’t say anything. Scout’s honor.” I hold up two fingers. I’m getting anxious and nervous to hear about this new side of Nev. 
 
    Neven rolls his eyes and lifts another one of my fingers. “It’s three fingers.” 
 
    “Close enough.” I smile. 
 
    He rubs the back of his neck nervously. “You remember that time you got sick back in ninth grade? It was pretty bad, you were out for a few days.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Where is he going with this? 
 
    “We were going to watch a movie, but we walked you home first.” He takes a deep breath. “That’s when I knew I liked her, for real. I had a crush on her before then, back when she would make those crazy bracelets before the eye patches became her thing.” There’s a shy smile playing at the corner of his lips as he rubs his wrist, probably thinking about those awesome bracelets. 
 
    I almost forgot about those. She would take slap bracelets and place little pom balls in the center to make a design, whether it was a face, fruit, or something else. They were really cute, and I had tons of them. 
 
    “You never said anything to me. Or to her?” I flick his hand hard. 
 
    He rubs at it dramatically. “Ow. Quit doing stuff like that. I never told you because she was your cousin, and you were my friend. I didn’t want it to mess up our friendship and make it too weird. But…” He stops talking. 
 
    “Go on.” I’m about to pinch his hand to get him talking again, but he starts before I get a chance. 
 
    “We were watching the Phantom—with masks—and after the movie I sort of kissed her, sneak attack.”  
 
    My jaw falls open, and I softly shout, “You did not!” Then I snort because I remember those masks. One time we even made Aunt Krista and Uncle Jaron wear them during the movie with us.               
 
    “I did.” He cringes. “She was wearing this really awesome perfume. I got a whiff of it when she helped me with my mask.” Maisie doesn’t wear perfume, but I know what he’s talking about. 
 
    “Banana berry bread,” I state simply. Neven gives me a look. “It’s her shampoo. She uses that stuff religiously. Sorry, go on.” 
 
    “Right.” His brows crease inward as he recalls the memory. “It was right after the movie ended. I kissed her, she screamed, and then ran away.”                             
 
    “Shut up.” I laugh. “She ran away?” 
 
    “She came back out after a while.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Then, nothing. We didn’t talk about it.” He shrugs nonchalantly. 
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. You kissed her, and both of you pretended like nothing happened?” I can’t hide my shock. Neither of them said a word to each other or to me. Maisie isn’t especially good at keeping secrets, so I’m surprised she held onto this one for so long. I’m tempted to wake Maisie up right now and ask her about it, but I promised him I wouldn’t tell her. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “If you ever do make another move, you have my approval, Nev.”  
 
    “Thanks,” he mutters sarcastically, his expression becoming serious again. “But don’t ever think I settled for you. I wouldn’t take it back—I wouldn’t take any of it back.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around him. “Me neither, Nev. You should try talking to Maisie about how you feel because you never know what’s going to happen.”  
 
    “I don’t think I want to make her scream and run away again.” He chuckles.  
 
    I don’t have an answer for him because this time I don’t know what would be going on in Maisie’s head. She hasn’t ever liked anyone that I know of. 
 
    We talk for a while and our friendship feels as it always has, before Vale came into the picture. As my thoughts turn back to Vale, they’re interrupted by a light shuffling in the room behind us.  
 
    I release my hold around Nev, and we both turn around to see Maisie’s shadow standing at the now half-open door. She quickly slides to the side and doesn’t come out. Does she think she’s invisible? Nev frowns at the doorway and turns back around.  
 
    “I better go see what that was about,” I say. 
 
    “Goodnight. Also, ask Maisie if she army-crawled back to bed.” He gives me a small smile. 
 
    Inside the bedroom, I look to my left where Maisie slid to, but she’s already gone, lying in bed like we didn’t just spot her. 
 
    I crawl into bed beside her, and she’s already cocooned herself into the blanket. Earlier her limbs kept clunking me in the face. Maisie doesn’t just wrap herself up into an angry burrito for no reason. 
 
    “Psst.” I poke her in the side.  
 
    Her usual response would be a laugh. Instead, she doesn’t move and only says, “I’m sleeping.”               
 
     “No, you’re not. We saw you in the doorway.” I’m pretty much talking to her back. “Look at me.” She finally turns over, continuing to stay bundled in the blankets. “What’s going on with this attitude?” 
 
    “Nothing. Sorry I interrupted you and Neven.”  
 
    “You like Nev, don’t you?” I whisper. Maisie is friendly with everyone, so I wouldn’t have known. But it all makes sense now. 
 
    “What? No, I don’t,” she says hurriedly.  
 
    “I told you already we weren’t getting back together.”  
 
    “You should get back together. Plus, you were already cuddling,” Maisie snaps. She’s jealous.  
 
    “We’re just friends. You know, if you ever decide to get with Nev, you have my approval.” I smile. She may not see it, but I know she hears it in my voice. 
 
    “I couldn’t do that. That would be incestuous.” She’s not denying she likes him. 
 
    “Maisie, how would that be incestuous? You aren’t related to Nev,” I say, incredulous. 
 
    “No, but I’m related to you, and you were with him.”  
 
    “I think there are stranger things going on in the world than that right now.” I have more to worry and be angry about, and I would never be upset with her about this. She’s my cousin, my best friend, and I want her happy. 
 
    “Thank you for the approval if I ever decide to go in that direction.” Maisie unravels herself from the blanket and spreads it across the both of us. She likes him, and she knows I know she likes him. This is odder to me because I didn’t think Maisie ever crushed on anyone. I kind of like that she does have a few hidden secrets. I promised Nev I wouldn’t say anything, so maybe they’ll find a way to each other on their own.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    I sit on the edge of the Galveston Seawall—my feet dangle and they swing back and forth, lightly tapping the stone as they come back down.  
 
    It’s dark, but the street is lit with lamps. We settled on a portion that wasn’t too high from the ground, but still enough to give me a whoosh feeling. 
 
    Waves crash into the sand, and each time they are hauled back, it feels like my life. The sounds relax me as I close my eyes. It almost feels as unwinding as when August and I play cello together. August’s leg presses against mine, and he leans back with his palms propping him up—his blond curls scattered in all directions.  
 
    I watch him for a moment, something I don’t normally do, but he really is beautiful. He’s more than that, though. August is looking off in the distance, and if I could read his mind right now, I’d want to know every minuscule detail that’s there. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I ask. 
 
    “Hmm?” He lazily slides his eyes from the darkness toward me. “Oh, I was just thinking about things.” 
 
    I lightly kick my foot against his. “Like what?” 
 
    “The world.” He smiles. 
 
    I think about the world all the time, too. The future. How when I was younger, I knew what direction my life would go in, but a child’s mind is a dangerous one. Thoughts are innocent, and life isn’t. “The world is a pretty big place, August.” 
 
     “Then we will conquer it.” His smile grows wide, and he leaps from the wall. 
 
    “August!” I shout as he falls through the air.  
 
    His feet slap the sand, and he turns to me, laughing as he says, “Your turn.” 
 
    I look down at the long distance. It isn’t far enough where I’ll break anything, but it’s still making me dizzy. “No way.” 
 
    August shakes his head, jogs over to the stairs and runs back up them. I watch as he rounds the rail and strides up to me. He hovers above me while I gaze up at him, and I shake my head. I know he wants me to leap, and I’m not going to do it. 
 
    “Come on, Perrie. Just do it.”  
 
    “Is this peer pressure, August? You know I stay away from those situations,” I tease. 
 
    “Give me your hand.” He reaches his out for me to take, and I hesitantly put mine in his, feeling the warmth.               
 
    Pulling my feet from the edge, I turn toward him, and he helps me to stand. We walk right to the edge, and I gaze over. “I don’t know about this. It’s still a rough landing.” 
 
    He turns my face to his and murmurs, “Together?” 
 
    Breathing heavily, I look back down. It doesn’t seem as scary with his hand in mine. “Fine. Together,” I agree. Then we jump. 
 
    I shoot up in bed. “August? We have to leave.” I turn to August to tell him we have to find a way out of the Glass Vault, but no one’s next to me. 
 
    Maisie crashes through the door, followed by Nev.  
 
    “What are you shouting about?” Maisie asks as she hurries to my side of the bed. 
 
    My heart is beating on overdrive, and I don’t know if I can calm myself down. She crawls beside me and pulls me to her chest. August isn’t here. He doesn’t exist. I want to rip out the memory—all the memories of him and bury them somewhere in concrete. 
 
    “Nothing. It was only a dream.” 
 
    I look at Nev watching us with his arms crossed, and then he moves toward me. “It sounded like more than a dream to me.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m okay,” I tell myself more than them. The dreams or nightmares I can handle, because that’s what they are. I can separate the two. I have to think about it in a different way. It’s like August is dead, and Vale will be dead, too. And I’m the one who’s going to end this, end him. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    It’s time to head out to the Glass Vault. Today, there is no try about it, we are going to destroy it. I meet Maisie and Nev in the living room, when a loud knock at the door rumbles through the house. I freeze, Maisie’s eye is bulging so wide it may pop out, and Nev’s frowning at the door. 
 
    Maisie is the first one to shake off her shock and tiptoe toward the door.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    She throws her head to the side to look at me. “I’m going to see who it is.” When she turns back around toward the door, Nev’s already there, looking through the peephole. 
 
    He whips around to face us, his expression full of bewilderment. “No one’s at the door.” 
 
    “Don’t open it,” I whisper. The hairs on my arms rise as the electricity inside me crackles to life. Something isn’t right here. And that something may have to do with a certain demon from the Underworld. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it,” he replies. 
 
    Maisie pushes past Nev and peers through the peephole. I rush to her, sliding her away so I can look. From what I can see, no one is there, only a brick porch with potted plants. 
 
    I’m not going to stay inside here, and I think Nev and Maisie have the same idea as me.  
 
    I look toward the back of the house. “Backdoor,” Maisie and I say simultaneously. 
 
    “Start running now,” Nev whispers. 
 
    We hurry to the door. Maisie reaches it first, swinging it open all the way and leaping over the patio, followed by Nev and then me.  
 
    Maisie and Nev are a few feet ahead of me, and I’m trying to keep up. Nev has his running experience with basketball to help him, and Maisie is just ridiculously fast. They swiftly leap over the short iron fence. My hands grip the top bar roughly, and I hop across. Part of my dress snags on something sharp, and I give it a hard tug, ripping it free. 
 
    We enter a lush green field, and I don’t see anyone. I chant silently to myself, don’t look back at the house, don’t look back at the house, but I do. No one is behind us. I smile to myself in relief, turn my head back around, and continue to run.  
 
    After close to a minute of hauling butt, I must be lagging, because Maisie yells, “Keep going!”  
 
    Nev slows his speed and glances back over his shoulder at me to make sure I haven’t fallen too far behind. The Glass Vault didn’t improve my running skills by much because my stomach is already cramping. Nev’s expression switches from one of determination to one of horror. 
 
    “What are—” I start. 
 
    My head is jerked back by my hair, and I’m wrenched to a hard chest. A raspy cry of pain escapes my throat. I know this particular type of hair pulling. A vision of being dragged down a hall by only my hair flashes through my head—the one that always comes to me. This time I buck my head as hard as I can, not caring how much pain the follicles are in. 
 
    “Ah, you didn’t think you could hide forever, did you?” Vale’s hot breath is right at my ear. 
 
    Despite his rough grip, I kick my feet at the demon and attempt to elbow his ribs. I can’t summon a single spark to electrocute this monster.  
 
    Nev and Maisie hurry our way, but Vale doesn’t move. He only grabs me by the jaw, squeezing with enough pressure that I’m wondering if he may choose to rip it off. “Oh, you did? How sweet.” He smiles with gratification.  
 
    “Let her go!” Nev charges full force, and with his strength, I’m sure he can tear me away from Vale’s clutches. It will give me enough time to try and gather my electricity. 
 
    Vale lazily tosses up a hand. Nev flies back about fifty feet, landing in the grass with a heavy smack. 
 
    Maisie looks at Nev and then dashes toward me, her expression fierce as she tries to sing. Vale’s laughter is amused as he throws up his hand again, and she’s flung farther back than Nev. 
 
    Maisie and Nev are off the ground, once again rushing toward us, but then Vale throws that stupid hand up again. This time they’re still running in my direction, yet frozen in place and going no farther.  
 
    Vale spins me around, his face filled with a murderous gleam. “Listen to me, now.”  
 
    I don’t listen. I don’t want to listen. I will never listen to him. Not now. Not again. Not ever. If he wants to slit my throat a hundred times, I will always try to get away.  
 
    He shakes me roughly, and my head bobbles up and down so much I’m getting whiplash. “You will return my bride to me!” 
 
    I look for the first time in his green eyes, holding myself steady as much as possible. “No.” 
 
    “What was that?” He crushes my arms and tilts his ear closer to me, as if he doesn’t believe what he’s hearing. I want to flutter my eyes from the ache, but I hold them open.   
 
    “I said, no,” I say, attempting to look deadly. “I made sure she’s gone, and she’s never coming back. I killed her.” 
 
    He then grips the sides of my skull in between his hands—his nose rubs against mine. “Then I will make it so you can’t come back, and she does. We both know she wants to stay here with me.”  
 
    With those words, he takes a step back and slams my head all the way down to the ground. It bounces slightly, hits again, then I fall to my stomach. My skull rattles, my brain shakes, and the veins throb. I’m dead. I have to be dead. This is what death feels like, even worse than having my throat slit. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m yanked forward by my hair. Can he quit with the hair already? I want to stop him, but I have zero physical strength to retaliate. 
 
    “We are going inside to tuck you away, by any means necessary.” The grass prickles my arms as he drags me through the field. He begins to hum, and I recognize the tune—we always played it together on our cellos, back when I thought he was August. 
 
    I feel my strength returning, my head piecing back together, and I gear up with all the strength I have. With his casual movements, I know I can do this. I watch each leisurely step he takes, as if he has all day. Well, he doesn’t. 
 
    Quietly, I drag my arms up from against my sides, attempting to block out the pain from my hair. Thanking the grass that he has me on my stomach and not on my back, I pick my body up by my hands, lift myself to my knees, and shoot forward. My body collides with his back, and I knock him to the ground. 
 
    Vale releases a loud grunt, and I beam with satisfaction from doing something he wasn’t expecting. I hurry and crawl on his back. My electricity still won’t come, so I pummel my fists against his muscles as hard as I can. 
 
    Vale moves with crazy speed, flinging me from his back. I’m tossed to my backside and before I can stand, there he is, already holding me down.  
 
    “Enough!” he roars, his voice echoing through the field. His eyes are full of rage, mouth twisted into a harsh sneer, heavy breaths blowing in my face. “You don’t want to go inside? Fine! I’ll break you apart right here with my bare hands. I need her and she needs me! Give her to me!” he yells. 
 
    He takes hold of my left arm tightly and with one swift, forceful pull, I’m howling with agony at the snap. My arm must be gone. The numbness and burning have me convinced it’s missing until my head falls to the side, and I see it’s only out of the socket.  
 
    Then Vale grasps my arm and brutally shoves it back into place—hot tears stream down my cheeks. He does it again with the same arm, and I’m going to vomit. I’m going to puke all over his damn face. Then he shoves it again, more powerfully than before, and I don’t think I’ll ever stop screaming. I will not become her again. He won’t accept that she’s gone. 
 
    “That was only practice. Now, I’m ready to truly begin.” Please no. I thought I could take this, but I’m already dying from the pain. I have to, though, so I let a determination fill me more than I ever have before. His grip on my right arm loosens, and it’s enough to where I can break it free. Please work.  
 
    Yanking my arm away, I push it against Vale’s chest, praying the electricity will come. Before he can attempt to do anything else, a flash of white light shoots out. The explosion of lightning flows into his chest, sending him backward. 
 
    As he stumbles, Vale gives me a true look of pain, before slumping to the ground. I think the pain wasn’t even from the spark, it’s because he knows his bride is gone forever. 
 
    I stand and inhale deeply as the pain lessens in my arm. Frantically, I search for Maisie and Nev, who thankfully have escaped Vale’s invisible hold as they head my way. I look down at Vale lying on his side with his eyes shut.  
 
    My body relaxes, but then I jump back when a loud piercing shriek escapes him. His hands cradle his head as his body curls into a tight ball. Fat tears slide down his cheeks as he howls in desperation, and I take a step back. Maisie and Nev halt beside me, both staring at him. I don’t know what to do. Is he dying? Did my electricity work? 
 
    I spark up in case I need to use more. With Vale’s hands almost crushing his skull, he slowly opens his eyes, finding me. One word comes out, and it isn’t Bride. “Perrie?”               

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Before—Vale 
 
      
 
    Vale was born in a damp room in the caverns of the Underworld. After hours of labor, his mother, Yorna, gave birth to a beautiful demon boy—the first and only with a live heartbeat. That steady beat pulsated up and down the dark halls of the Underworld.  
 
    Vale’s father charged into the room after unlocking the cell, tossed the little baby to the ground and yelled to Vale’s mother, “What have you done?” 
 
    Yorna quaked and shook violently from the sound of her master’s voice. “I did nothing. Please, don’t take him away.” She attempted to crawl to her baby, but her master had her legs restrained with chains.  
 
    Yorna wouldn’t call herself good. She lived her life destroying and tearing apart souls by any means necessary, obeying her master’s orders. Things became different for her when she discovered she was with child. Her master’s child. 
 
    She reveled in each passing moment as her belly grew, until the day was bestowed upon her that she knew she had to leave. The baby could not be raised by her master—so she ran.  
 
    Yorna almost escaped out of the realm but was dragged back to her master in thick and heavy chains, binding her wrists to her ankles. The remainder of her pregnancy was spent with clangs of the metal chains echoing through her cell. 
 
    Yanking her chin in his large hand, Master narrowed his ebony eyes at her. With the sneer on his face, she knew this would not end well. “Please, Master. Don’t separate Vale from me,” she begged. 
 
    His sneer turned into a devious smile that warned Yorna what would become of her. She would not see Vale again. Yorna’s dead heart grew frantic as her eyes slid to where her little Vale rested. Master now watched the baby with an expression absorbed with curiosity. Curled on his side in a snug ball, Vale did not wail, even after being slung to the ground. His heartbeats were miraculous music, singing to her. 
 
    Master let go of Yorna’s chin and thrust her face to the side. As her black hair flung into her eyes, all she could do was watch. Lifting the baby off the freezing floor, he stared into the peaceful, unconscious face. Then his gaze shifted back to Yorna. “You did this, you made him this way with your witchery.” 
 
    Yorna hated her master more than anything. She wanted to gut him to pieces, take the baby and run, but it was useless. He always got what he wanted.  
 
    Master lifted his large hand and placed it over the tiny infant’s chest. A current popped and crackled until the heartbeat quieted. There was no other sound except for the continuous soft breaths of the child. 
 
    Gingerly, he set Vale back on the ground. With no time to react, Master ran at Yorna with speed quicker than a flash of light. “The child is only mine, Yorna.” Then he twisted her neck with a loud snap, vanquishing her soul. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Nine-year-old Vale’s eyelids bolted open. He knew exactly where he was—his cage. Father made him sleep in one at night when he could not keep an eye on him. 
 
    Vale brought his frail hand to his chest and felt the beat that had come back to life. Letting out a small sigh of relief, he absorbed the feel of the thump. With the organ’s movement, he was able to remember his mother. Despite how short their time together had been, he had loved her. But then he remembered his father, and what he would do once he heard Vale’s heartbeat had restarted. 
 
    At that moment, he thought maybe it would have been better if his heartbeat had never come back at all because he knew what his father would do next—to him. 
 
    Vale leaned forward, pressing his small chest against the cool floor, trying to conceal the vibrato as long as he could.  
 
    There was no way to escape the iron bars, so he relished his new thoughts and shoved out the memories of his father—imagining maybe one day, he would have enough strength to leave his prison.  
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when he heard loud, heavy footsteps—the sound of anger, of hate. 
 
    Vale didn’t rise, though. He remained on the floor with his eyes hidden behind the darkness of his lids, attempting to summon a power that would make his father disappear. But he didn’t have the strength to bring forth any energy. The gate was wrenched open and slammed against the wall. He still did not open his eyes as he tried to hold on to wishes and hopes. 
 
    Two hands lifted him by his shirt and shoved him against the wall as he met the two dark eyes belonging to his father.  
 
    “Vale? Is it already time for a lesson?” His father’s lip curled, but his face gleamed with excitement. 
 
    “No, Father.” There was no use pleading or begging because as Vale had learned, it only made him more vulnerable and his father more pleased that he was at his mercy. 
 
    “Oh, I think it is.” Father dropped him, and Vale’s small arm roughly hit the ground. 
 
    Vale gazed toward the open door as soon as he lifted his head, ready to try and make an escape. His father waved a hand in the air to close and lock the gate, as if he could read every one of Vale’s thoughts of desertion. 
 
    His father pulled out a long brown whip hidden behind his back, the edges lined with sharp metal spikes. Father would give Vale his lesson before shutting him off once more. 
 
    Vale did not cry, did not scream as the whip came down upon him, time and time again. The wounds poured out thick blood, and before they would heal, the whip would snap down again, harder than before. With each heavy crack, Vale tried to hold onto his hope of the possibility of one day escaping. As much as Vale wished for his father to stop his heart and the pain, he wanted more to keep all his memories so he could one day find a way out. One day he would be happy because he knew it did exist, even if for the time being it was only hidden in his dreams. Always, he would try to find it. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    As Vale grew, there were moments when his heartbeat would return on its own, and he would remember every detail from the instant he was born. When the memories shot through him like a jackhammer, he wanted to run, tried to run, but his father could always hear the heartbeat when he drew close enough. Then, all of himself, including his wishes and hopes, was buried back into the depths of his mind where there would be no remembering. 
 
    Vale’s father had taught the dark part of him well. He showed him everything there was to the Underworld, including the souls he would one day torture. 
 
    That time was now. 
 
    “Vale, grab the scalpel.” His father pointed to a tray lined with all sorts of sharp objects. A thrill flowed through his limbs because his father entrusted him to help perform his duties.  
 
    “Yes, Father.” Vale padded to the tray and lifted the cool steel into his palm, rolling it delicately back and forth. He absorbed the moment.  
 
    Rows of cages filled the room—in one sat a woman with bright red hair. She crouched on all fours, staring at him confidently. “I want that one.” Vale pointed in her direction and moved to the cage. 
 
    A strange tightness formed in Vale’s chest, as if something was knocking at his ribs. There was a flash in his head, an image of a woman he forgot existed, who he would have called mother, followed by the rush of the wrongness of all these souls in cages. He needed to escape the Underworld as his mother had whispered in his ear when he was first born. 
 
    Vale would get out. He would leave this place. Hastily, he turned toward his father, ignoring the surprise crossing his face, Vale thrust the scalpel into his father’s chest and ran. 
 
    Vale was quicker than his father. Endless times he had done this but was always found and dragged back. This time would be different. The burn in his chest felt good, and he didn’t want it to go away again.  
 
    He passed by the darkened stone halls where souls endlessly wandered, others locked in more cages, and none remembering who they were. With certainty, he knew he couldn’t become like them again. Not now and not for all eternity. 
 
    Vale reached the dim black hall filled with a bitter, salty smell. Everyone there might be dead, but they still bled. Again and again and again. 
 
    The barrier was not far away, and he was going to make it out this time. His father would not be able to get through, but Vale could. Heaving himself at the large stone wall, he was roughly tossed back. Vale did it four more times before he heard the pounding of his father’s heavy footsteps slapping against the ground. 
 
    “You cannot get through with a heartbeat, and when I shut it off again, you won’t remember.” His father gave him a calculating smile as his dark eyes penetrated Vale’s own green ones that were like his mother’s.  
 
    Father cocked his head to the side. “I will tell you something, Vale. I figured a way to shut it off so it does not come back easily this time. You will do as I say, and you will come up with a plan to serve as I do down here, except you will do it up there with the humans.” Vale grew nervous and planted himself against the wall. He tried to back up farther, even though there was nowhere left to go. 
 
    “I will not perform what you tell me to, Father. I’ll remember. I always do.” Vale lifted his chin at his father, even with fear flowing throughout his body. 
 
    His father savagely lifted an eyebrow. “Not this time, Vale.” Vale felt a hit to his head and blackness darkened to nothing. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Vale awoke in the same room with the rows of cages from earlier. The tray of torturous devices was across from him, prepped for his choosing. Nervously, he blinked several times to rid the blurriness of his surroundings.  
 
    It was near impossible to push himself up to a sitting position as he found his wrists were chained at his ankles. He wasn’t surprised. This was the same tactic his father used endlessly. But he finally managed to bring himself up to a sitting position. 
 
    Vale turned his head side to side, and there was nothing to see, only listen to the screams reflecting from the hallways. His father was not there, but he knew he would be back. His father would shut him down again, but it was temporary. It would always be temporary, and he was strong enough to find his way back. He had to. 
 
    When Vale looked back at the rows of cages, his gaze stopped on the one with the redheaded woman. Without fear and only confidence, she watched him. He slid his eyes away from her because something wasn’t right with her, more than the other corrupt souls there.  
 
    “I ripped them to shreds up there,” she cried out.  
 
    Vale chose to neglect the insane creature and looked down at his hands. At that moment, he desperately yearned to be out of the chains and away from her. But she continued to speak, not caring that he was not listening to her.  
 
    “You will, too.” 
 
    He turned to her, then. “Listen. I do not care what you are talking about. I am not going to tear apart anyone—up there or down here.” 
 
    Her expression turned from blank to smug. “I may be the first for you to torture once you turn back into your better self, but I will get your father on my side. Since you are special and are able to bring souls with you, I will help. I heard what your father had to say about you.” 
 
    Vale ignored the crazy woman, but her words kept tapping at him. She rambled on about how everyone believed Jack to have been a male and that made the situation easier for her.  
 
    Why was she the only one down here who remembered their past life? Vale thought.  
 
    The redhead’s words were cut off by his father’s entrance. “Vale, it’s time. You are to begin on these souls, now.” Before Vale could protest, his father held up a new device he must have crafted himself. As it pulsated with an electric current, Vale tried to move away, but his chains only caused him to stumble to the ground.   
 
    In an instant, the instrument his father held was now pressed at Vale’s chest. His insides were vibrating, and he thought for a moment maybe this time he would not wake again, and he would be fine with that. He shook that awful vision away because he would not be fine with it. 
 
    The memories gradually faded as his heart slowed, but he fought to keep them from escaping. He held his eyelids tightly together, not looking at his father, the strange woman, or the instruments he knew he would be picking up if he let the memories vanish. His heart barely pumped, taking two more sluggish beats before ceasing. 
 
    Vale unclenched his eyelids and stared at the male in front of him with black eyes, blond curls, and a jaw set grinding forward and backward. His father, his master. 
 
    “What do you remember?” the male asked. 
 
    Frowning, Vale tried to touch his head, but his wrists were chained. Remember? The crease on his forehead smoothed, his expression becoming one of eagerness. “I was about to get started.” Vale’s dark gaze fell on the corrupt souls in cages. 
 
    His father’s smile spread wickedly. “Good. Now let us begin. You are master to all these souls.” His father held his arm up and dragged it across the air in front of the cages, glowing with pride. 
 
    Father unlocked the chains binding Vale’s wrists and ankles. As they clacked to the ground, Vale rose to full height and walked to where his father pointed at a tray of instruments.  
 
    “Now, as we were before. Pick one,” his father demanded. 
 
    Vale ran his tongue back and forth across his teeth while gazing at the instruments with longing. He lifted a scalpel from the middle and focused on the cages. His father was already moving to the one with the redheaded woman covered in filth. She crawled out, and a smile tugged the edge of her lips that Vale did not understand. 
 
    He did not care, though, because he was going to slice her up in ways that would make her never stop screaming.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    Wet tears continue to slide down Vale’s face, and I’m prepared to strike him with lightning again. 
 
    “Perrie,” he gasps for the second time. “I am sorry.” He releases the hold from the sides of his head, pushes to his knees, and drops his hands to the ground. 
 
    His face appears almost desperate, while mine’s conflicted—I stare at my feet so I can think. An image slides into my mind—the night I escaped from Vale. A kiss. Him calling me Perrie instead of Bride. A heartbeat. Me sparking him.  
 
    Realization hits, and I lift my gaze to meet his, my entire being pleading. I take off running toward him with hope blossoming in my chest. 
 
    “Stockholm Syndrome,” Maisie yells behind me. “Stockholm Syndrome! Don’t!” 
 
    Ignoring her, I come to a stop in front of him, falling to my knees as he looks at me with those green eyes that call to me.  
 
    Trembling, I press my hand to his warm cheek, my mouth mere inches from brushing his lips. “August?” I whisper. 
 
    He no longer looks desperate—there’s only empathy as his eyes move side to side, as if he’s trying to keep up with a metronome.  
 
    “August does not exist,” he says softly. “I am Vale.”  
 
    I jerk my hand back like his skin might give me frostbite. Maisie pulls me out of my state of shock when she tugs me to her side. Nev already has Vale in the air by the collar of his white shirt, his toes scraping the grass. Curling his other hand in a fist, Nev delivers a hard blow to Vale’s face—a loud cracking sounds as his head angles to the side. 
 
    Automatically, Vale lifts his hand, causing Nev to float to the grass while punching at air.  
 
    “Stop,” Vale’s words are calm as he hovers over Nev, tilting his chin down to look at him. 
 
    I shoot a whip of light at Vale, but he swings his other hand up, and I can’t do anything. Can’t move my legs, only my upper body, but no ability will come. 
 
     A humming to my right catches my attention, and I see Maisie is immobilized, too. Vale cocks his head to the side. “You can stop. That isn’t going to work on me.”               
 
    A line of blood trails down the side of Vale’s mouth from Nev’s hit, and he swipes it with the tip of his tongue. Then he lifts the sleeve of his shirt to his mouth to wipe the rest away, marring the white silk. 
 
    “I’m going to tear you apart this time, you bastard,” Nev threatens, spewing out all the ways he’s going to do it. I think he needs to stop.  
 
    Lines crease Vale’s forehead as he lifts his hand and snaps.  
 
    My heart jolts with panic, expecting the world to split into two. But Nev is now silent as he still tries to shout, but thankfully he’s intact.  
 
    Maisie is also at a standstill, attempting to sing again, but there’s only silence with her, too. 
 
    Hesitantly, Vale moves toward me.  
 
    “One more step and you’re dead,” I threaten. 
 
    His gaze drops from my face, to my feet firmly planted in place, and back up to my eyes. “I do not think so.” 
 
    “Your bride is already gone. I’m not going back with you, and I’ll find a way out. We all will.” I’ll claw and claw at him forever, until he decides to rip my hands off if necessary. The Bride may have treasured the earth Vale walked on, but I don’t. 
 
    Sighing in defeat, Vale shakes his head and runs a hand through his blond waves. “Look, Perrie.” 
 
    “So what, you’re fine with me being Perrie now? Not Bride?” I spit out.  
 
    The sides of Vale’s lips tug downward, wounded, like he’s the one who has been torturing the world as someone else. “I—I don’t want the Bride. Can you listen to me without talking for a moment? You need to hear this.” 
 
    I shake my head ferociously. “More lies?” 
 
    “No. Not more lies. Only truths.” He holds up his empty hands showing no weapons, but he must have forgotten he’s full of invisible ones. Vale’s hands and fingernails are covered with dirt. I’m surprised he hasn’t taken out that file to pick at those stupid nails of his.  
 
    “Don’t you need to clean your nails first?” I hiss. 
 
    He blinks. Blinks again. Then a rumble of laughter pours from his mouth. It’s a sound that reminds me of my partner back in the Glass Vault. But that wasn’t a real friend, it was an enemy. 
 
    Vale stops laughing and looks at his filthy hands. “That is what I am trying to talk to you about if you will drop the stubbornness and listen closely to what I have to say. All of you.” He looks between the three of us. 
 
    Maisie has stopped trying to fight and watches him intently, as if she may be trying to consider being on Team Vale. I shake my hand from side to side to get her attention, and then she turns to me to say something. Nothing comes out, but she nods then tilts her head to the side several times, pointing from me to her ear to listen to what Vale has to say. 
 
    I throw my hands up in the air, and she keeps tapping at her ear. Maybe she knows something I don’t here. When I turn to Nev, he shakes his head no. 
 
    We’re glued to the ground, so there isn’t really a choice except to hear what Vale has to say. “If you let Maisie and Nev speak, then I’ll listen.” I cross my arms over my chest. 
 
    Biting the edge of his lip, he shifts his eyes from Maisie to Nev. “Only Maisie for now. Neven will continue to interrupt.” 
 
    “Fine, but after, you will release him,” I demand, glaring as hard as I can. But I’m sure he isn’t worried since I can’t even move these useless legs. 
 
    Vale snaps a finger. When I turn to Maisie, I can already hear her breaths.  
 
    Her eye is wide. “Perrie, I have a theory, but first you need to listen to him.”  
 
    What kind of theory? I shoot her a surprised look, and then turn to Vale. “Go ahead.” 
 
    He continues to chew on the side of his lip for a moment, making him look more human than the demon he is.  
 
    “As I was trying to explain to you earlier, Perrie, I am not August. He does not exist and never has. I am Vale.”  
 
    I’m about to blow a fuse and start threatening him again. He must read my expression because he hurries on, “But I am not that Vale.” 
 
    What? He has to be lying. But, I’ll play along until he unroots me from the ground, then I’ll attack. “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    He blinks at me several times like he doesn’t understand why I don’t get it. “You had your emotions disassembled, but your heart still beat in your chest. My father completely shut my heart off, causing me to no longer be myself. I was like the Bride, Snow White, Frankenstein’s Monster.” With his lips set in a thin line, he searches the three of us for a reaction. “Except I was more vicious with my emotions completely shut off. I couldn’t escape my prison the way you did”—he points at himself—“and I was locked inside this body.”  
 
    “I knew it! You have an alter, too!” Maisie shouts.  
 
    Maisie’s shout draws my attention away from Vale. “You believe this crap? Vale may not have had many emotions, but he sure as hell could pretend to have some when he was August.” 
 
    She lifts a shoulder and shrugs, apologetic. “I believe him. What would be the point of him saying all this when he can just as easily take you away again?” 
 
    “I don’t know! What was the point of him acting like August, if he could easily have just thrown me into one of those displays like you were in? And by the way, you didn’t think August was a demon either.” I glare. 
 
    Maisie runs her palms back and forth against each other. “That’s true, but Vale also wanted to unleash havoc on the world at a rapid pace once we were out. What would be the point of him slowing down now, only to pretend he’s good?” 
 
    “Let’s say this Vale is actually the real Vale … what makes you think he’s a ‘good guy?’” 
 
    She wiggles her finger side to side in the air. “This Vale…” Her words falter mid-sentence to look at Vale, who is watching us like this is the most entertainment he has witnessed in years. “Why doesn’t your alter have a different name? This is getting confusing even for me, since you are both named Vale.” 
 
    He cocks his head to the side with his arms crossed at his chest. “Because my father continued to call me Vale.” 
 
    “Okay, well we will refer to him as Bad Vale from now on.” She slides her gaze suspiciously to Vale once again. “And what do you mean me, if you’re not him?”  
 
    He exhales slowly and says, “You may sit here and call these sides of yourselves whatever you want, but they are still you, only a darker version of you. A deadlier individual.” 
 
    “Why do we have memories from the displays, then?” Maisie asks. 
 
    “I was going to get to that. The images of Snow White having her eye ripped out by the dwarves was all a game to ‘Bad Vale’ to toy with you.” He brings his fingers up to quote in the air. 
 
    “Did you just air quote?” I ask. Apparently, demons still do human things. 
 
    His hands slide up to the sides of his head and grip it. The inside of my chest itches with nervousness, leaving me feeling on edge. In a moment he’s going to laugh in our faces and say that this is all just a game of him toying with us. Then he’ll continue to play with my arm sockets demanding his precious bride be returned to him. But then he releases his hold on his head. 
 
    “I remember all of Bad Vale’s memories as if they are my own, including the human things from when he pretended to be August, and they are my images now. I know all Vale has done.” He stops and stares me in the eye. Something like sorrow flickers in his gaze. “I know all August has done.” 
 
    I pinch the inside of my wrist to keep from looking down. I don’t know which parts he’s thinking about. I’ve tried not to think about the relationship between Vale and the Bride. Besides them both being sadistic, there was something between them that was pure. And I hate it. Hate that they could have been so happy together after what they were doing. And if he’s thinking about me and August in that tower, then he knows me at my most vulnerable. And I hate that, too. So instead of being angry, I feel more embarrassed than anything and give in to looking down. But if what he’s saying is true, then he’s a prisoner like we were. 
 
    It takes a moment, but I gather my courage and lift my chin high to face Vale. I see the sadness he has for me, and I don’t want it.  
 
    He snaps his fingers, my knees collapse, and I fall to the grass. I swallow hard, past the lump in my throat, then stand and head over to Maisie.  
 
    “You really believe this bullshit?” Nev shouts after Vale releases him. 
 
    “Yes,” Maisie says simply before I can get a word out. I think about what Vale said again. Because I have to make sure, but I can’t help but agree with Maisie. And I kind of get mad at myself for it.  
 
    “You would.” Nev looks pissed, and I understand why he would be. 
 
    “Then why did he free you?” Maisie asks. “And why is nothing happening now?” She points toward Vale who’s observing us but doing nothing. 
 
    “Damn it, Mais.” Nev closes his eyes and inhales. “You have been right a lot so far, but so help me if you’re wrong about this and something happens to either one of you, I’m going to find your ghost and shake you.” 
 
    She gives him a wide grin. “I’m not wrong.”  
 
    Nev shakes his head.  
 
    As for me, my emotions are being pulled in every direction imaginable. I observe Vale, his face that is the exact replica of August’s, and I wish it was different. But it was never August’s face to begin with. It’s Vale’s face. 
 
    Something he previously mentioned clicks in my head. I take a few steps in his direction without feeling any fear. “What’s this about your father? Even back with Fannie, you mentioned him several times.” 
 
    Vale clasps his hands together, intertwining his fingers, and then resting them right below his bottom lip. “My father is the one who concocted this plan to begin with, and Bad Vale was the one who grew the seed into this nightmare. I think Red has a hidden agenda with him, but I am not sure what it is.” 
 
    “Where’s your father now?” I ask. 
 
    “He is down in the Underworld, ruling it.” 
 
    Maisie appears right behind me, craning her neck over my shoulder. “Like a king? So, that makes you a prince?” Is she serious? 
 
    Nev rolls his eyes, and I don’t think he will ever stop. “Next, you’re going to ask if we should bow down to him, and I really don’t think you need to be bowing down to evil.” 
 
    Maisie steps around Nev until she’s right in front of Vale and pokes him in the arm. “He’s not evil, but he’s still a prince.” 
 
    “It is not quite like that.” Vale seems confused like he isn’t sure how to take in what Maisie said. 
 
    This whole conversation has gotten too strange and too odd. I mean, people are dead here. There are creatures from the displays and souls turned immortal out in the world killing people. 
 
    “What about serious matters here?” I say, focusing on Vale. “What are we going to do about what’s happening? What are you going to do about it?”  
 
    He rubs at his chin and stares at me for a long moment. Then he nods. “Follow me.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    At first, I wasn’t sure where Vale wanted to lead us. Neven and I didn’t budge, but brave Maisie was the first to move ahead. If something were to happen to her, I don’t know what I would do since Vale’s powers are much stronger than any of ours. So step by heavy step, I got my butt into gear and trailed after them. Neven seemed to have the same thought, as I heard him shuffling behind me. We followed Vale all the way back to the house we ran away from earlier. 
 
    I come to a stop on the front sidewalk beside Vale and look up and down the street. “This is where you wanted us to come? An empty street?” The pavement is covered in two crooked, deep cracks where the earth seems to be pulling in different directions. Small craters resembling pockmarks are scattered throughout. 
 
    Vale searches the road, his eyes focusing on a brick house across the street, farther down. “We are not alone.” 
 
    My body tenses. 
 
    “Come out,” he calls to the wind. I’m thinking maybe we shouldn’t have followed him because I’m not sure if he’s crazy, or if something is going to slither out in a few seconds. 
 
    A loud swooshing comes from the direction of the brick house. Out of habit, I try to bring on the electricity, which doesn’t appear. Of all the things Vale could have kept after his little paralyzing spell, he chose to keep our powers. The swooshing turns into a heavy beating that escalates quickly, and something takes shape as it rounds the corner, heading straight for us. Not slithering, but flying. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Nev asks, his voice filled with fear. 
 
    Flapping toward us is a light gray body with cracks covering its skin, as if it were made of stone. Paper thin wings, with veins so dark they look black, beat rapidly against the wind. The creature’s face looks human except for the pointed ears and a flat nose. 
 
    We back up as the thing creeps closer in the air. Vale throws up his hand and the creature freezes midair, continuing to crank its wings. Vale casually lowers his arm as if his hand was pulling the beast toward the ground. 
 
    I squint my eyes to get a better view of the male gargoyle. The chin is covered in blood and razor-sharp teeth jut out from its mouth. A protruding spine details the middle of his back so tightly, it looks like it will rip the thin skin if the gargoyle bends any farther. 
 
    If Vale is scared, his nonchalant persona does a good job at covering it up. “It is only a gargoyle.” 
 
    “You mean a dark soul inside the gargoyle,” Maisie points out. 
 
    “Yes.” He claps his hands together in front of his chest, crossing his hands so when they collide, they look like lovers coming together.  
 
    Before I blinked the gargoyle was there, and when I bring my lids back up, the beast is gone. 
 
    Frantically, my gaze tears up and down the street to see where it went. “Where did it go?” 
 
    Vale gives me a hint of a smile. “Back in a display at the Glass Vault.” 
 
    “And what about the rest of them?” Nev asks, appearing mystified. 
 
    Once again, Vale brings his hands together, and the press of his hands creates a loud boom. Nothing seems changed. 
 
    Vale’s hands are still clasped, and I stare at them waiting for something to appear.  
 
    “What did that do?” I narrow my eyes, suspicion creeping up my spine. 
 
    His smile grows a tad bit more. “All the souls are back at the museum now.” 
 
    Maisie is in awe of the process. I’m having an inner battle on what to think.  
 
    Nev doesn’t buy it. “You’re telling me all you had to do was clap your hands together, and everyone returned back to that shit hole? How are we still here, then?”  
 
    Oh, he has a good point. Why didn’t we return there, too? Please don’t let him clap his hands together and send us back to the Glass Vault. Nev should have kept his trap shut. 
 
    Vale’s smile slips. “As Perrie knows, Bad Vale didn’t have all his powers earlier because the Glass Vault hadn’t consumed enough souls, but as more have gone in, the stronger he got—I got. That’s how he was able to locate you. I cannot do everything, but since they are connected to the Underworld, I could send them back.” He slams his hands together again in another explosive clap. “And I can do this.” 
 
    I panic for a moment, checking myself up and down to make sure I’m still intact or if I’ve been sent somewhere else. But I’m still here. And none of us say anything, our stunned gazes glued to Vale. 
 
    “No questions?” I hear the sarcasm dripping from his voice, and I kind of want to laugh, but I don’t. 
 
    “Well?” I finally say. 
 
    “I took away everyone’s powers and restored their memories.” His smile this time is only for me, and it’s a captivating one, to say the least. Is he expecting me to thank him? Bow down to the demonicness? 
 
    “Again. How do we know you aren’t making this shit up?” Nev folds his arms across his chest. “You already took away our abilities, and we already remember everything.”  
 
    Maisie perks up, straightening her shoulders. “I believe him. So is everyone not immortal anymore?”  
 
    I can’t clear my head enough to think. Too much is going on, way too much has happened, and too much has changed in the last few days. 
 
    Vale grimaces. “Now, that is the problem. There won’t be any more destruction, but since all of you died within the Glass Vault, it is not something that can be reversed.” 
 
    “What’s the real answer?” I ask, tightening my grip on the skirt of my silk dress. Maisie chews on her thumbnail. Nev just looks confused and pissed. My heart picks up the pace, booming against my ribs, even my veins pulse with the same intensity.  
 
    Vale rubs the back of his neck and then squeezes it. “You can stay here and remain immortal, or I can deliver your soul back to the Glass Vault. When I return to send the souls from the Underworld back, yours can go where it would have eventually gone when you died.” 
 
    Horror hits me, and I bring my hand to my mouth. Maisie gnaws harder on that nail of hers. 
 
    “So, we are dead.” Nev gets all up in Vale’s face. “This is all your damn fault!” 
 
    “Sorry I was born.” Vale stares him down, even though Nev hovers above him. 
 
    Maisie splits the guys up while I silently think about what Vale said. I knew we had been slaughtered in the displays, but I thought maybe since we felt real and still had a heartbeat, we weren’t technically totally dead. I mean, I suppose immortal isn’t dead, but it’s not something I’m sure I want. We still had a heartbeat when we came out… 
 
    “Wait! Why did we still have heartbeats? When yours came back, your memories returned to you, but our hearts never turned off. They still continued to pump as they always have. Why?” 
 
    Vale steps away from Nev’s glare, and Maisie tugs Neven farther back. “I am a demon. Demons normally do not have heartbeats. You, on the other hand, were born human, even though you are immortal now. Without a heartbeat, you would perish, your existence snuffed, and that is why I believe you all were able to remember. With no way to turn off your hearts, the loss of emotion was only temporary.” 
 
    I let his words seep through me, trying to analyze them. Finally, I nod because it makes sense, even though it doesn’t. This is a disaster—a horror movie gone more than wrong. I turn to the side and notice several glass statues lining the street, and I head over. Maybe their souls can be returned, too. “What about them?” I run the rest of the way until I’m standing across from one. 
 
    It’s small. The size of a child. I inspect the face—a little girl with hair to her waist. Vale turns up beside me in a split second and does the hand clap again. I expect nothing to happen. Or I don’t know? Maybe the clear glass will morph into human skin, a live little girl appearing in its place. 
 
    Something does change, though, and it’s not what I was hoping for. Like snow on a hot day, the glass melts to water, streaming down to the concrete, where the clear liquid flows into a puddle around our feet. 
 
    “What happened?” I shriek, moving my head from side to side. The other statues are nowhere to be seen. Then I look at the ground, and judging by the wet spots soaking the cement, I think they must have become nothing but water, too.  
 
    Vale says nothing.  
 
    “What did you do?” I scream. 
 
    “I had to send them away,” he says, his voice somber.  
 
    “Away where? Back home?” I push at his chest once. I shove at his chest again. Then I bulldoze him to the cement. I’m straddling him, and I have his shoulders pinned. He’s giving me no resistance and stays lying there, watching me. His defenselessness only makes me angrier.  
 
    I get right up in his face, my nose a centimeter from his. My breath leaves my mouth in heavy puffs, contacting his skin, and he still doesn’t say anything. “Where. Did. They. Go?”  
 
    Vale’s gaze drifts down to my mouth, holding there for a moment and then slides back up to my eyes. “The souls were taken. The bodies turned to glass. It is not how it was in the Glass Vault where glass can turn to skin. This happened outside of it, so they are only glass. That is all of them that was left.”  
 
    Before he can say another word, I slap him across his face, and the sound reverberates throughout the neighborhood. I pull my hand back to strike him again, and without even realizing how it happened, I’m on my back with Vale on top of me, pinning my arms above my head against the cement. 
 
    “Stop,” he says gently, his expression filled with sorrow. 
 
    I thrash and try to kick, but he doesn’t budge. I’m going to murder him. I don’t care if he’s Bad Vale or Good Vale. I need to know what happened to my family. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I am trying to, but you keep lashing out. Allow me to finish. Please.”  
 
    So, I let him.  
 
    He releases my arms and takes a deep breath. “The souls were sent to the Glass Vault and were prisoners there, feeding their energy to me. They cannot return here, but they are no longer trapped there either. Before you start kicking me again, they are not in the Underworld either unless that is where they were meant to go. Otherwise, they have moved on.” 
 
    Tears well in my eyes because I didn’t think they would be able to come back, but I had hoped it was a possibility since the glass was left behind. Now my dad is really gone forever.  
 
    Vale’s eyebrows lower. “Did you want them to stay trapped? Now they are not hurting anymore. I can guarantee you, your family is okay where they are now.”  
 
    I know what he’s saying, but I still want them here with me. Dad, Uncle Jaron, and Aunt Krista. The huge birthday celebrations Aunt Krista would put on for each of us with all the leftover food will never occur again. Uncle Jaron with his laid back and funny personality won’t joke anymore. Dad, who was always there for me, with the power of being two parents after Mom left, will never hug me again. All gone. 
 
    “Do you think I wanted this?” He pauses, his eyes becoming glassy. “You aren’t the only one who has lost something here.” 
 
    I’m unable to hold back the sob—it starts out small but then I can’t control it. Vale hauls me into his lap in an instant, letting me cry against his chest. I helped do this. The only thing holding me from not exploding into nothing is the fact that I wasn’t the one who killed my family. If that had been me, I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself. 
 
    I latch my arms around Vale’s waist, the guilt of everything clawing at me, and I keep crying—for him, for me. Our alters destroyed life around them, shattering the world as we knew it. And somehow, despite everything, we’re meant to go on, to continue breathing.  
 
    At that moment, I realize survivor’s guilt is a thing.  
 
    His arms wrap around me, holding me tight as his chin rests on top of my head. I remember a time with August, back in an orchestra closet that feels so long ago—the day I thought we had started a real friendship. Vale’s hand brushes my cheek, wiping the tears away. 
 
    I practically leap out of his arms, on the verge of running away. I don’t run, but I do step back a few paces, feeling embarrassed for crying in his lap when I don’t really know this Vale at all. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do all that.” The words come out in a rushed sentence.  
 
    He nods and smiles, almost shyly. “It is okay. I know you do not understand or truly know me, but through it all, I was there with you, just tucked away. I do not want to see you hurt ever again.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I quickly turn away from him, not wanting to hear any more. When I spot Maisie and Nev, I freeze. How did I forget about them? Maisie hurries to me, and Nev is trying but can’t. 
 
    It takes me a split second to realize what’s going on. I turn to Vale, who is already snapping Nev out of his temporary silent and frozen state. I didn’t even see him freeze Nev to begin with, since I was so lost in my emotions. 
 
    “Why did you do that again? Please don’t do that anymore,” I say. It’s too weird. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have, but I needed to tell you everything, and he was already trying to come and hit me again.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Nev seethes as he strolls up beside me. 
 
    “Why didn’t you run over, Maisie?” I ask, keeping my eyes on her solo one. 
 
    She smiles sadly. “Well, I knew there was nothing to fear, except what he needed to tell you, and we all had to listen.” 
 
    I pull her into an embrace and lay my head on her shoulder. “They’re gone. They’re really gone.”  
 
    “I know.” A small tear slides down her face, and I see her arm reach out, grabbing for Nev. 
 
     He inches closer, pulling both of us into him, and Maisie slides her arm around his waist and mine, so we’re all cocooned together—because we’re all we have left. 
 
    We stand there for a while, just the three of us, before breaking apart. At first, I don’t see Vale, and my stomach drops, thinking he may have left us all here without saying good bye.  
 
    But then I locate him, sitting nearby with his back against a tree, and his knees drawn inward. His elbows are propped on top of his knees, and he grips his hair, studying the grass. 
 
    I’m not sure what to do or say because everything is so messed up. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He lifts his head, quickly masking his haunted expression by putting on a smile. But I catch the switch. From the memories I have of Vale, I can only wonder how hard all his past memories must be. I don’t know if I can imagine what took place. I don’t know if I want to. 
 
    “Not completely, but I feel better with all my emotions back on.” He stands back up and yanks something from his back pocket. A silver file. My shoulders stiffen, but then he tosses it to the grass. The other Vale definitely wouldn’t have done that. 
 
    We stare at each other, neither one of us saying anything. He’s the first to break the silence. “I have got to leave.” 
 
    I grab his arm, but then hurry and drop it when he looks down at the contact. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Back to the Glass Vault. I need to send it back.”  
 
    There’s no way he’s going there by himself and not because I don’t believe him, but because I have to see it disappear with my own eyes. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No,” Maisie pipes in. “We’re coming with you.”  
 
    Vale chews on the side of his lip and nods. “I can’t poof us back there, though, so it will be a few days journey.” 
 
    A thought occurs to me when I remember how my electricity started his heartbeat. “That’s fine. But can you at least give me my power back? Not that I want it for anything, but in case something happens to your heart again.” Otherwise, we would be screwed. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but the crackle of energy is already pulsing through my veins, and he gives me another warm smile.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Before—Vale 
 
      
 
    Vale inserted the scalpel in between the man’s collarbone. The corrupt soul screamed, pleading for mercy. Closing his eyes, Vale sniffed the air with a greedy suction, as if the sound itself smelled delicious.  
 
    Hot blood spilled out from the fresh wound, and Vale purposefully dragged the instrument down the man’s fleshy chest. When the metal connected with the soul’s navel, Vale lifted the scalpel and set it to the side, gazing at the red liquid as it slithered its way farther out. The soul continued to cry out and the sound pleased Vale.  
 
    Not quite finished yet, Vale dug his index finger inside the collarbone where the wound began. He then glided his finger through the incision all the way until it reached the navel, watching the man buck and chew on his tongue. 
 
    Lifting his finger, Vale sucked off the excess blood, making sure his nail and finger were now clean, even though they would only become messy again. 
 
    A pair of forceps would need to be used next. He clamped them on one side of the incision and tugged gracefully. As the skin slowly pulled back, Vale licked his lips in anticipation, and then repeated his movements on the other side.  
 
    For a moment, Vale twiddled his fingers in the air as he gazed at what instrument would take priority. The large knife became his top choice. He picked it up from the tray, then shaking his head, he set the knife back down and reached for a long and thin metal baton. First, he wanted to play a little with the intestines.  
 
    Grinning sadistically, Vale jabbed it into the soul’s stomach, digging around the organ so the instrument wound through to the other side. Then he gave it a violent yank, and the man screamed in terror, almost passing out. 
 
    Now, it was time for the knife. He picked up the sharp instrument from the table, and admired it, captivated by how clean, strong, and beautiful it was, before bringing it to his mouth. Slowly, he made contact at the hilt with his tongue and licked his way up the sharp side with firm pressure, until he reached the pointed tip. A metallic taste burst onto his taste buds, and it may have been his own blood, but he still shut his eyes and felt the rush of ecstasy flow through him.  
 
    Now it’s time to really play, he thought.  
 
    The knife hovered in the air over the open stomach, when a female voice called from the doorway, “Master?” 
 
    Fury quickly sewed its way through him, and he slammed the knife into the soul’s stomach, ignoring the man’s endless, agonizing moans. 
 
    “What?” he roared as he turned to Red. 
 
    “Your father wants to see you,” she crooned. 
 
    His anger snuffed as quickly as it had appeared, and turned into boredom. “How come he is not here to fetch me himself, then? Why is it you are freely walking around instead of back in your cage?” 
 
    Red looked at Vale and smiled seductively. “He requested pleasure, and I gave it to him. He’s still recovering from it.” She sauntered closer to him, and he hastily brushed past her to find his father. 
 
    Vale headed down the long dark hallway, until he heard the click of heels echoing behind him. He stopped and calmly turned around. “Why are you following me?” 
 
    “Your father never said he was done with me. On the contrary, he demanded I return.” She grinned, twisting her finger around a red curl. 
 
    He frowned at her before turning back to continue his pace. Red’s fucks were not good enough to let her roam around on her own, but it was his father’s choice. 
 
    Vale entered his father’s room—the three brass chandeliers dangling from the vaulted ceiling were filled with candles to give off light. He found his father sitting up in bed with his hands laced behind his neck, still undressed with his blond hair tugged in all directions. The silky black blankets were in a clump on the floor beside the bed. 
 
    Vale did not care about his father’s disheveled state—he only wanted to return to his playtime. “Yes, Father?” 
 
    His father did not move from his position but nodded in Red’s direction. “The little slave mentioned you have been growing bored with your duties and are constantly trying to figure out new torturous activities.” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded, his appetite always curious for more. 
 
    “I think you should go up there.” His father pointed to the obsidian ceiling and Vale looked up in confusion. “You can prey on humans instead of the corrupt souls here.”  
 
    “None of us are able to leave.” There had never been a way of escape for anyone. 
 
    His father gave him a secret smile. “That is not true. You can, and you may choose who to bring with you. I am unable to leave, but I can live vicariously through your actions. And I feel you are ready, my son.” 
 
    Son. He had never called him that. Vale felt nothing, only cocked his head.  
 
    “She will explain to you the plan.” His father barely glanced in Red’s direction. 
 
    Vale nodded. “Let me clean up my work first.” 
 
    “Very well.”  
 
    Vale strode from the room, already obsessing about what his father had said.  
 
    Red clicked her heels behind him as he walked down the stone hall back to his victim. The soul still lay in his place. Vale snapped his fingers to light a small fire and began cleaning his work, but only after first pricking a few places on the soul with the knife.  
 
    Humming to himself as he worked, Vale watched Red lift the soul and return him to the cage across the room. Vale picked at his nails with a smaller instrument and thought to himself how this was not as delightful as it could be. And that would change.  
 
    Surrounded by boredom, Vale wanted those new souls, needed those new souls, lusted to feed on them in miraculous ways. 
 
    Red stood before him as he turned to her. “What is my father’s plan?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    How could so many cars have been destroyed? It boggles my mind, but every car we found had the same problem, the engine was fried. So, running during the day was our only option.  
 
    The new Vale situation had started to finally hit me, and it struck me hard on the inside. I felt like a mess on the journey but appeared strong enough on the outside. Inside, however, I let it all out and that was just as good. I couldn’t look at Vale most of the time because all it did was make me more confused than ever—his beautiful face reminded me of August, but then I would think of the other Vale. And it wasn’t the Vale from up in the tower as one would think. It was the Vale, who in his own way, treated the bride as his queen.  
 
    But this Vale is like neither, he’s quiet and calm, and kept offering me apples he had plucked from a tree. It was kind of strange. Needless to say, I refused the apples. 
 
    Now, I’m feeling tired and can barely hold my eyes open when Vale says, “Let’s stop for the night.” And I’m relieved.  
 
    Farther up the long and narrow road sits a small wooden cabin. Once inside, we search through the tiny home. Luckily, Vale stumbles upon two flashlights. There’s only one bedroom, one bathroom, a living room, and a small nook that would be considered a kitchen. 
 
    I’m too drained to shower, so I head straight for the old cloth couch and crash down, curling on my side. 
 
    Vale plops down on the floor beside me. My eyes widen because I don’t know what he thinks he’s doing. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Nev angrily demands, stomping to Vale. Apparently, Nev thinks the same thing. 
 
    Vale stares Nev down with a calm expression. “I am protecting Perrie.”  
 
    I don’t think I need any protecting now that the souls from the Underworld have been sent back to the Glass Vault, and I sure don’t know if I feel comfortable with Vale lying beside me on the floor. It was fine during the day, but the night is a different matter altogether. Night was when the Bride and Vale slept in the same bed, when they let their primal urges take over and allowed passion as the only conversation. That, more than anything, scares me because I can still feel that lingering chemistry between us. And I can lie to myself all I want, but the fact remains I’m not indifferent to it. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nev says, taking another step toward him, and Vale doesn’t even toss up his hand to freeze Nev in place. 
 
    “He’s fine, Neven,” Maisie says as she tugs Nev back by the elbow.  
 
    Nev whirls around to look Maisie and scowls. “What do you mean he’s fine?”  
 
    Maisie brings her thumb to her mouth and chews on her nail and shrugs.  
 
    I don’t have the strength to argue about any of this, so I agree with Maisie. “He’s fine, Nev. I have the electricity if I need to use it.”  
 
    Vale bites the side of his lip, surprised by my willingness. I’m a little shocked myself. 
 
    “We can all have a slumber party out here if it’ll make you feel better, Neven,” Maisie suggests. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m not sleeping anywhere near that bastard.” Stomping away to the single bedroom, Nev slams the door behind him. Maisie shakes her head and looks at the door, frowning. 
 
    “You should probably go in there to calm him down,” I say, hoping they’ll have a chance to talk about their feelings for each other. “I’ll be fine.” Fine is probably exaggerating, but it’s a word that has to get me through this.  
 
    She nods and looks between us, as if she’s completely fine with Vale. “If you need me, just scream. I’ll be out here in a jiffy.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Maisie closes the door to the bedroom behind her. So, she really left me alone with Vale. He’s been nothing but fine, so why am I worried now? 
 
    Slowly, I turn and Vale meets my gaze. A comforting smile crosses his lips, which provides me no comfort. 
 
    “Apple?” he asks, offering me one of those absurd ripe red ones he still has left.  
 
    “Apple.” I huff but reach out and take it from his hand, because I don’t want to deny him this sacred act he has continuously been offering me. 
 
    When I bite into the apple’s suppleness, it reminds me for a second about eating the same fruit in Rapunzel’s castle back in the Glass Vault. Hurriedly, I shut the recollection out and chew determinedly, trying to create a new memory of the fruit, as ridiculous as it may be. It works. 
 
    “Thanks, Vale.” I mean those two simple words because he may not realize the small gesture helps, but it does. Vale has been through a tough time, too, and I need to remember that. 
 
    “You are welcome.” His green eyes bore into mine, and I study the luscious red apple. 
 
    I finish half the fruit and glance up at Vale, who hasn’t stopped watching me eat. If he craves it that bad, maybe he should have it.  
 
    “Next time, just let me know if you want to eat it.” I let out a small laugh that surprises me and hand over the half-eaten apple. 
 
    Eyes practically twinkling, Vale bites right into the red skin. “This is a new experience for me—eating fruit first hand.” 
 
    Slapping the couch cushions, I sit up. “What? You’ve never had fruit?” 
 
    “I have never had anything. When I lived in the Underworld, there was nothing. We do not have to eat, remember?” He gives me a wink. 
 
    Did he just wink at me? Okay, I think I need to sleep now. “Well, I guess we’ll have to find more fruit for you to try.” I lie back down so he gets the hint I’m done talking because a part of me wants to keep the conversation going. 
 
    “Good night, Perrie,” he murmurs with a sad tone. 
 
    “Good night,” I say, fingers twitching at my sides. Closing my eyes, I listen to each crunch as his teeth chew the fruit, until the sound stops. Next, he nestles onto the hard wood flooring, and I keep my eyes fiercely shut as his breathing turns slow and deep. 
 
    Then I open my eyes because I can’t sleep. I can’t relax. My heart pounds. I hold my hand out defensively in case Bad Vale ventures out, and I need to electrocute his heart to a crisp. Another part of me sings in my head that he’s fine. Is that Maisie singing in my brain? 
 
    After a while of me lying here with my newly acquired paranoia, Vale begins tossing and turning. I start to reach out to wake him, but decide not to as soon as he settles into a curled ball. He looks helpless, so I pull my hand back but still have it open, just in case, as I fall asleep. 
 
     
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Today has been a blur of feelings. The absence of glass statues out in the open only reminds me that those people are not coming back. My family isn’t coming back. It’s going to haunt me for a long time, but when I look at Maisie and Nev, I have hope. 
 
    When I look at Vale, on the other hand, my emotions are scattered. This morning I woke to Vale poking my arm with his fingertip, and without realizing it, I gave him a smile out of habit. I should have been terrified instead, but I wasn’t. Throughout the day, I constantly caught myself glancing in his direction, and then I got mad at myself for staring.  
 
    Tonight, the empty house we’re staying in has three beds. Nev and Maisie take a set of bunk beds in a kid’s room, which takes two of the three beds. Maisie’s okay with not needing to find new sheets for those beds since they aren’t adult mattresses.  
 
    After cleaning up, I head down the hall to the master bedroom, where I find Vale with his eyes open, already curled up in a snug ball on the floor.  
 
    “You know you can sleep on the bed or the couch if you want?” I don’t mind if I have to sleep on the couch. My body felt fine in the morning after the last encounter with the furniture. 
 
    Vale lifts his blond head to look at me, his lids already half-closed. “I am fine right here, and I want to make sure you are safe.” A tired smile crosses his lips.  
 
    That again? Hesitating for a moment, I decide to ask if he wants to share the bed. It’s a king-sized mattress so that means plenty of room, as strange as it still will be. And I’m not scared anymore after sleeping beside him last night. If for some reason his heartbeat shuts off, I’ll be ready to flip the switch. 
 
    “Um, you can sleep up here if you want, Vale. You don’t have to sleep on the floor. There’s plenty of room.” I lightly tap the mattress, but he shakes his head no. 
 
    “I am already used to the ground, no need to worry.”  
 
    Used to the ground? How often has he slept on the floor? But I don’t ask as I slide into bed and try to fall asleep.  
 
    I lie down for what has to be hours, staring up at the darkness above, brain on overload, wondering if anyone will ever return to these cities we helped destroy, or if they’ll remain empty. 
 
    The air feels cool with the window cracked open, so I roll to my side and pull the thick blanket up higher, thinking about what Vale said. We can either remain immortal or move on to the other side, wherever souls go. I hope after all I’ve done I don’t get shoved down into the Underworld, but I’m not willing to go anywhere yet. 
 
    A tiny whimper interrupts my thoughts, and I jerk up in bed. I scan the darkness, thinking I imagined it, but then it starts again, coming from Vale on the floor.  
 
    Last night, he tossed and turned for hours. He hadn’t been moaning like this, though. 
 
    Despite feeling comfortable, I throw off the heavy blanket. I shut the window to prevent any more cool air from coming in. Then I easily spot Vale in the dark room, as if the moonlight has him highlighted in his own personal spotlight. Should I let him continue sleeping, or wake him? When he shivers, and another soft sound of pain slips out, I decide to wake him.  
 
    Bringing my foot toward his leg, I gently nudge him, and wait for him to stir. He doesn’t, so I do it again, a bit firmer this time. A small sob escapes his lips, but his eyes stay tightly sealed. He looks so helpless in this state, and as I watch him, something akin to sympathy takes hold of my chest. Why can’t I shut that off?  
 
    Then I think of the insensitive Bride, and I wouldn’t ever want to turn that emotion or any other off ever again. I want to feel everything.  
 
    I don’t know why I do it, but maybe because I prefer my more human side. Or maybe, because he comforted me the other day in the street, or maybe it’s just the familiarity of him. 
 
    I lie down on the carpet behind Vale and wrap my arm around his waist. My heart speeds up as he takes my hand and slides it to his chest like I’m his salvation. Maybe I am? Does he even have anyone? I have Maisie and Nev, but I don’t know who he has. 
 
    Vale’s heart accelerates against my palm, and I lift my head to peer down at his sleeping face. However, he’s not asleep, he’s smiling, and his eyes are almost fully open. I yank my hand back.  
 
    “Did you just fake all that to get me down here?” I frown while hovering over him. If he did, I’m going to kick him out of the room. 
 
    “Pretend to do what?” His expression turns serious as his eyes meet mine. Maybe he wasn’t pretending. 
 
    My frown turns to concern. “You were crying in your sleep.”  
 
    “Oh. I was having a nightmare.” He rolls over to face me, and I lie back down, propping my head in my hand. 
 
    “Demons can have nightmares?”  
 
    A dark blond eyebrow pulls up. “Well, I do sleep, don’t I?”  
 
    “I find that odd, too.” I wouldn’t have imagined a demon could even sleep, let alone have a bad dream. 
 
    “That I sleep?” He lets out a low chuckle. 
 
    “Yes!” I whisper-shout as I throw my other hand up. 
 
    “You’re immortal and you still sleep.”  
 
    “But that’s completely different.” It’s way different. I was at least born on Earth, so if I slept here before, it’s not weird I continue to do so now. 
 
    Vale’s lips tug to the side. “Not really.” 
 
    “Um, yeah it is.” I frantically nod several times. 
 
    “We both don’t age and live forever. It’s the same.” I think we could argue about this all night, and he does have a point with that answer. 
 
    “So, you were born this size?” I mean was he even born like humans are? 
 
    He chews on his lip. “No, I was born a baby, like you.” 
 
    “Before this gets anymore weird, how old are you really?” I prod. “You aren’t eighteen, are you?” 
 
    “No.” He adjusts himself so he has his head propped up, too. 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re like five-hundred years old.” It’s already messed up I slept with a demon, but if he’s some crazy age, I may vomit right here next to him. 
 
    He gives me a wide grin. “I am nineteen.” 
 
    “You could have said that right away instead of just saying ‘no.’” I smack his arm and laugh. Realizing I so flippantly hit him, I tuck my hand between my waist and the floor to prevent that from happening again.  
 
    “What about family? Friends?” I think about Fannie who followed him around endlessly, but I don’t want to bring her up. The thought of Fannie makes me want to find her and electrocute her repeatedly. 
 
    The half-smile fades away, and he shakes his head. “I’ve never had any. My father murdered my mother after he found out she had given birth to a demon with a heartbeat. It had never happened before, but with how powerful I could become by being able to leave the Underworld, he wouldn’t have her whispering ways to turn me against him. Father would shut my heartbeat down every time it would emerge, until finally, he found a way to turn it off permanently, or at least he thought he did.” 
 
    “No friends ever?” I’m taken aback that he’s nineteen and never had a single friend, regardless of where he’s from. I don’t know much about his father, but he already sounds like a nightmare.  
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Oh.” My chest feels as if it has been punctured, and the air is slowly leaking. 
 
    He lifts his shoulder and shrugs. “It is okay. I have the memories of you, so I know what it is like to have a friend.” 
 
    I don’t feel like that’s the same thing at all, not in the slightest. “Well, I’ll be your friend.” I don’t know why I say it, but I think he needs one. 
 
    “I will take what I can get.” He chuckles and rolls over. 
 
    I start to lift my body off the floor and return to bed, but he wraps my arm back around his waist.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask seriously. I’m not sure if I should be feeling uncomfortable about this whole situation, but I don’t. 
 
    “Friends help friends, so you can stay holding onto me to keep the nightmares at bay.” 
 
    “I think this is just a way to keep me down here holding onto you.” A laugh forces its way out. 
 
    “Maybe,” he says, giving me a smug look. Maybe he can help keep my nightmares from making an appearance, too. I think of Officer Rodriguez and close my eyes to escape her frightened face. He and I have been through some horrific times together, and we both need those memories to stay away. 
 
    As soon as my forehead presses against his warm neck, I fall asleep, and all my thoughts erode not into a nightmare, but a dream. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Something taps my bare foot, and I drowsily try to kick it. Then the quick pressure appears again, and I blink my eyes open. Maisie hovers over us, smiling. I’m still clamped onto Vale. 
 
    His eyes are already open like he’s been lying here a long time waiting for me to wake. “You’ve been awake for a while, haven’t you?” I look at Vale who smiles as I quickly remove my arm. I point at Maisie. “And you, are you still trying to sneak up on me?” 
 
    She gives me a sheepish look. “Neven said you were taking too long, and we need to get moving.” I glance toward the door to where Nev is staring at me and Vale with his eyebrows all the way up. You would think he just found Vale and me naked together. 
 
    Then I think about how Vale and I had been together like that in the past. The breath in my lungs seems to constrict. I bring my hand to my chest, and it all kind of hits me again as the memories play.  
 
    Vale’s expression grows concerned, and Maisie kneels beside me, taking hold of my hand. I don’t rip it away, even though I want to melt under the bed and vanish from everything and everyone.  
 
    “Can I have a few minutes with Perrie before we leave?” Vale asks. “Please?” 
 
    Maisie nods, and Neven gives Vale a look that says he better not try anything, but the fact he said ‘please’ must have been the assurance Nev needed. 
 
    “What is wrong? And do not try to tell me everything is okay.” Vale props his back against the bed but keeps his distance. 
 
    I’m going to be honest with him. The way I am with everyone, especially my friends. “I was thinking about before. With August—with you.” 
 
    I don’t have to say anymore—he knows exactly what I mean as his throat bobs with a hard swallow. “I am sorry about that. He—he did a terrible thing in the tower. It feels like my fault, if only I had found a way to have not let my heart been shut off by my father.” Terrible isn’t quite the word I would use, but it wasn’t him. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” I take a few shallow breaths before continuing. “The first time with August, I wanted to, but the outcome afterward wasn’t the best.” I could have used a more descriptive sentence of how I really felt, like how I felt hollow and powerless as I was dragged naked across the floor. Then when my throat was slit, and I was still inside, I only wanted death. I know he knows this. And I don’t want to make him feel any more self-loathing than he already does because I know he knows what that Vale did.  
 
    “The other times as the Bride.” I stop and don’t say anything else.  
 
    But I have to talk to him about this because he’s the only one who knows how I feel. Maisie might say she understands, but she really wouldn’t because she wasn’t in my shoes. And Nev? He’d just threaten Vale even more. They wouldn’t understand. I know it’s not just the Perrie show here. We’ve all been through horrific things. 
 
    “Vale? Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “When we were um, together, as the Bride and Bad Vale … I know with every fiber in me that we both wanted each other, every single time. It was never a one-way street. I wanted you and you wanted me. It was like the darkest parts of ourselves chose it, so it wasn’t ever a violation. Or was it? Since we didn’t choose to have our emotions taken away. You didn’t choose to have your heart shut off. How do you feel about it?” 
 
    Vale runs his hands through his hair and avoids my gaze. “I don’t really know. I have never had intimacies with anyone when I was me, but I have all these memories and feelings of being with others—with you. Most of my life has been without anything being my choice.” 
 
    I might have been through hell myself, but he has really gone through it. He has lived there. 
 
     “And, maybe it is wrong, but I am glad I have the memories of you. Not the ones after the Glass Vault, but all the ones leading up to it, including when we were together inside the museum getting through all of it side by side. Even the simplest ones where we sat on the couch in your home watching old movies together. I know it wasn’t me with you, but those memories … those memories are holding me together. It is the one thing I have that is good. I may not be someone you would like to be around, but I want to do the same for you. If you need it, I want to help hold you together with new memories. Although, I know you don’t need me, you are strong enough to do it without anyone.”  
 
    I don’t say anything, but I manage to give him a small smile. His words help me want to fight to be brave, but I’m not sure if my pieces will stay easily glued together.   
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    Today, we covered a great distance and luckily found a house still intact—things were starting to appear even more disastrous. Trees were ripped from the ground and thrown like twigs, powerlines scattered everywhere, and more collapsed houses than I could count. 
 
    After two more nights, we should finally make it to the Glass Vault. Maisie’s in the shower while Vale is in the bedroom. I find Nev sitting outside on a porch step. He has said little to me most of the day. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask.  
 
    He stares at a hummingbird yard decoration and its spinning wings before turning to me with a frown. “No. What’s going on with you? You and Vale were cuddled up together on the floor this morning. You do realize this is all his fault, and everything we’ve suffered through is because of him.” 
 
    I sigh and move to sit beside him. “Vale isn’t the Vale you hate. He may still be a demon, but I’m starting to trust him.” 
 
    “Like you trusted August?”  
 
    I feel as if he just slapped me. “That’s not fair, Nev. He has no one.” 
 
    “But how do you even know he’s not worse than before?” His stare becomes hard, as if the answers will all leak out, but I don’t have them. If he’s going to accuse Vale, then he would have to blame me and Maisie, too. We were all a part of this, whether we knew or not. 
 
    “I don’t. The thing is, I’ve been through a lot. You and Maisie have been through just as much, but I can’t live my life wondering if Bad Vale will come back or if things may get worse. I’m giving him this one chance, but believe me, if a third Vale pops out or if this one goes hostile, there will be no more chances.” 
 
    “I just can’t see you get hurt again. I don’t want him to do that to you.” Nev fidgets with his hands as he watches me. 
 
    “It isn’t like that, Nev.”  
 
    He stares harder at me than a few moments ago. 
 
    I do the same right back at him. “It isn’t!”  
 
    “Maisie and I have your back no matter what, Perrie.”  
 
    My heartbeat speeds up because the two of them mean everything to me. “I know you guys do.” I wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze him tight.  
 
    “But I still don’t trust him.”  
 
    “You don’t have to, Nev.” 
 
    Our conversation shifts to more normal things, until I finally decide to head back into the house. I find Vale in the bedroom curled on his side on the floor, and I shouldn’t have been surprised by this apparent routine. I tell myself I’m mainly staying in here with him in case he needs my help and I have to use my electricity to revive him. After maybe two minutes of resting on the bed, I sigh and drag my pillow down beside him.  
 
    “Okay, so tell me what the deal is with the floor? Why do you insist on sleeping like this?” 
 
    This time the flooring is wood instead of carpet, so I’m not quite sure why anyone would want to sleep on it versus a soft bed.  
 
    Vale rolls over to face me with a weak smile. “It is what I am used to. I have always slept on the ground. I remember him sleeping on mattresses outside the Underworld, but I never have.” 
 
    Everyone needs the chance to melt into a mattress. I think about what he’s just confessed to, and my chest sinks like a sunken ship. 
 
    “Do you want to now?” I tug lightly on his shirt. “You can test it out for yourself. I’ll even stay down here while you sleep.” 
 
    “That would be a stupid idea. Down here is where all the fun happens.” He softly pats the wood several times. 
 
    “What fun? Bad back fun?” I laugh. 
 
    He chews on his lip in thought. “Re-energized fun.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even make sense. You can get re-energized even better on a soft mattress.” I point repeatedly at the bed. 
 
    “You can go back up there if you want.” Something in his voice tells me he would prefer for me to stay. 
 
    “No. I think I’ll stay down here and keep you company.” I rub a hand across the wood as if it’s my new best friend. 
 
    “Roll over.”  
 
    “Why?” I blink, twice. 
 
    “Do you question everything? Roll over.”  
 
    I crinkle my nose, but then awkwardly roll to my side, and he wraps his warm arm around my waist.  
 
    Time slows, and I flip back over to face Vale as I recall a moment I had with him. “It was you that night, wasn’t it? The kiss. Your heartbeat fainter, but it was still you.” 
 
    He doesn’t answer, and I think he may not, until he does. “It was. I thought I was hallucinating—I wasn’t fully aware of everything because my heart wasn’t beating at its normal rate.” His eyes drop to my lips and then refocus back on my eyes. “Now, roll over, I’m going to keep your nightmares away tonight.”  
 
    I want to forget about that sweet moment with his mouth against mine, but it continues to linger. So, I roll over. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    After we woke up this morning, it was another uneventful journey with no sign of life anywhere. Only emptiness. When we grew tired, we stopped for our final night at the first house we found. 
 
    Before Vale can be the first to achieve floor status, I position myself on the carpet as he gets out of the shower, his steps already radiating as he treads down the hallway. He comes to a stop at the doorway when he sees me on the floor, amusement dancing in his eyes. Instead of meeting me on the carpet, he dives straight onto the double bed—the springs squeak with the bounce from his weight. 
 
    “I think I will take the bed tonight.” He peers over the edge, and a grin spreads all the way across his face. 
 
    Shrugging my shoulders, I smile back. “That means the floor is all mine.” I stretch my body to full height against the thick carpet.  
 
    “We may have to switch positions.” In a flash, he has me off the floor, and I’m flying toward the mattress, bouncing two full times before I can process what just happened.  
 
    I laugh and roll to the edge of the bed, finding Vale already on his side with his arm up, ready for me to crawl in. I slept well the night before with him, and the nightmares stayed at bay. I tell myself the main reason I’m indulging him this time is for my own benefit as I hop off the bed and curl up beside him. He did keep my nightmares away the previous nights.  
 
    After I’m cozily tucked into his side, a few minutes later a low muffle escapes Vale’s throat, and I flip around to face him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Wet tears stream down his face. “I am sorry.” He sits up and turns away from me.  
 
    My shoulders slump, and I don’t want to tell him it’s okay because nothing is okay. So, I scoot beside him as he brings his hands to his face and sobs into them. Hot tears slide from my eyes when I think about what he’s done, what I’ve done, what we’ve done together. It may not have been us, but it hurts like it was. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” I pull him toward me and lay his head in my lap, letting him cry as I stroke his rumpled hair. Everything is catastrophic and nothing is our fault, but it is. His hand squeezes my knee as his tears fall harder.  
 
    “I am so messed up. I did such terrible things while I was in the Underworld with my father—when I was him. I keep hearing the screams in the Underworld when he would perform unmentionable acts of cruelty on the corrupt souls. I hear you scream, too. I—I do not know how to repair myself.” 
 
    “Look at me.” I gently lift his chin. “I hear screams too from when I was the Bride. I may not know everything about you, but we have been through a lot together, and we are going to get through this together. Maisie will help you, too. Nev might need a lot more time.”  
 
    Vale’s laugh is half sob because we both know how Nev feels about him.  
 
    “If it comforts you at all, the Bride would have loathed this version of Vale. She would have fought to have him back by any means necessary, far worse than anything Bad Vale had ever done.” I continue to stroke his hair, and with my free hand, I rub the scar at my throat. The raised skin reminds me every day of a time in my life I ache to forget, but it’s also something I need to remind me how I can overcome anything. 
 
    Vale’s gaze finds mine. “He was going to tell her, you know. He was going to tell her every single thing he had ever done in order to bring her to life.” 
 
    “I know. She told him to tell her in the morning, but I had already gotten my memories back.” 
 
    Vale stays silent. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have hated him,” I say softly. “She would have thanked him and loved him even more because if he hadn’t done it, she wouldn’t have existed. And together they could be even stronger.” 
 
    A palpable instant passes between me and Vale as he murmurs, “He loved her. That emotion may not have been possible for either one of them, but somehow it existed in its own way.” 
 
    “And everything in the world could burn except for the two of them and that would be perfect. A twisted romance that would be a superb movie. Now, roll over. I think you need to be held tonight more than I do.” 
 
    “And in the end, they could both be happy,” Vale whispers quietly to himself, not meaning for me to hear it. And I know he was no longer talking about them, he was talking about us. 
 
    Tomorrow we will reach the Glass Vault, and once the museum is gone, maybe we can start to truly heal.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    I woke this morning to Vale robotically poking my arm, and I kept swatting him away, trying to fall back to sleep. Then I shot up when I realized today we’d be at the Glass Vault.  
 
    Inside the house, before we left, Maisie was already jogging in place at the doorway while Nev stared at her with, my guess was, longing. We ran the rest of the distance without stopping.  My bare feet slapped against the ground and with each step, I grew braver.  
 
    With how good the earth felt against my feet, I may never wear shoes again. While gazing up at the building now in front of us, it hasn’t vanished like I thought it may have. But here it is now—existing before us with its tall wooden door, no windows, and gray-colored stones that wrap around its entirety. 
 
    Vale’s curls sway as the warm wind blows through the strands, a lock fluttering right at his brow. “Let’s get this over with and put the Glass Vault back where it belongs,” he says with determination. There’s no worry in his voice, and I feel confident. He stares at the stone museum, barely blinking—the first time he is truly seeing it in person for himself. 
 
    I reach out and squeeze his hand to give him support, even if he thinks he doesn’t need it. “Let’s send it back,” I say. 
 
    The three of us wait for Vale to make it disappear, but instead, he says, “I am going to go inside, and I will be back out in a moment.”  
 
    My heart feels as if it’s stopped beating. 
 
    “What do you mean go in?” Nev demands with a hint of suspicion. 
 
    “I mean, I have to walk inside, stroll down each of the halls, make it to the circular room, look at each display properly, come back through the hallways, and then appear back out here.” Vale cocks his head to the side and stares at Nev. 
 
    Neven narrows his brown eyes at Vale’s sarcasm. “I didn’t need all that info. The point is, why do you have to go inside at all?” 
 
    “I did not say you had to follow me inside.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not following you inside there again.” Nev scowls. 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” Maisie raises her hand, and Nev shoots her a dirty look. 
 
    My stomach is more than tied in knots at the thought of entering this building. It’s bound together by ropes, chains, and locks—all squeezing at my intestines. I don’t want to go back in there, and I’m surprised Maisie volunteered to, but it is Maisie. 
 
    As much as I would rather have a tea party in the forest, I’m not letting her traipse inside by herself. I don’t believe Vale would do anything, but it is the Glass Vault, who knows if it’ll trigger some magical hit of brainwash once inside. Then we would be back to square one. 
 
    “Me too,” I say, lacking excitement, but throwing up a hand like Maisie did.  
 
    “That means we’re all going,” Nev huffs, “but you’re leading the way this time, Vale. None of that walking behind us stuff.”  
 
    “Fine.” Vale shrugs and starts for the door, followed by Maisie, while Nev and I watch. I reassure myself by knowing that if we get rid of the museum of horrors, then maybe the world can be semi-okay. I swallow all my fear and grab onto the back of Maisie’s dress. She gives me a quick pat on the hand, letting me know everything is all rainbows and roses. Yeah, maybe black decaying roses and rainbows leading to evil leprechauns.  
 
    Vale opens the door, and we step into the long hallway. The lanterns lining the walls are still lit with what must be a magical fire that never dissipates. Not surprising. As soon as we’re halfway down the hall, the door slams shut, and Vale doesn’t even stop, just continues walking. 
 
    The rest of us freeze. Maybe we should have waited outside, after all. Vale halts and looks back at us, then rolls his eyes harder than Nev ever has. “It is only an effect. Now, come on.” He waves us all forward to the torture chamber. 
 
    There’s a need in me to help end this, so I hurry and jog up right next to Vale. I want to get out of this red wallpaper place—that now reminds me of dark blood.  
 
    We finish our walk through hallway number one and turn down the next, where the chandeliers are practically waiting to drop and crush us below. I want to ask questions about the halls, but I may retch if I speak. Drenched in blue, I tell myself the walls are like an ocean, but then an image comes to mind of blue lips on a dead body.  
 
    I grip the back of Vale’s silky shirt, and he tries to offer me a small smile to calm my nerves, but that isn’t happening. Maisie latches onto the back of my dress, and Nev fastens onto her. End of hallway number two is now complete. One more. 
 
    “Hallway of doom,” Maisie whispers. She’s right about that. I focus on the white of Vale’s shirt instead of the green walls as we continue walking in a line that’s connected like a train.  
 
    Once we reach the opening leading to the displays, I hold my head high and take slow breaths. 
 
    Vale stops and looks back at us. “Here we are.” 
 
    “Yes, here we are,” I say sarcastically. Then I yank on his shirt, and his back meets my chest. “If we walk in there we aren’t getting sucked into the displays, right?” I feel the crackling inside aching to come out in case something weird goes down. 
 
    “No. You will only be able to go back in if I allow you to.”  
 
    Vale places his hand in mine, and I step beside him. I remember the moment he took my hand when I awoke as the Bride. But the way he looks at our entwined fingers now, the same way I’m looking at them, like it’s familiar yet unfamiliar, has me feeling strange. 
 
    At the center of the circular room, I see all the displays are still there, except this time there are missing glass figures. I spot the werewolf scene—the wolf is still there in a new position, but Little Red Riding Hood is missing. The glass of the wolf has a tree bark tint representing the fur, and a pile of human skin surrounds his clawed feet. Frankenstein’s Monster is missing when I look at that scene, which makes sense since Nev is right here.  
 
    “Why isn’t there someone in that one?” I point to the display. 
 
    Vale stares at the empty scene. “Because that one is mine, but I do not have to be in it.” Victor Frankenstein. Fair enough.  
 
     “What are you doing?” I turn to Vale as he walks away and scans all the displays.  
 
    He doesn’t look back as he seeks. “I am making sure they are all here.”  
 
    My gaze follows his until we stop on Sleepy Hollow. The Headless Horseman is surrounded by glass heads around his horse’s hooves, all drenched in blood. His glass is covered in magnificent colors such as his blackened buttoned-up coat, and the dark brown boots that look like they’re ready to stomp me to pieces. I fear he and his horse may leap out of the display, but the transparency of the glass keeps the feelings down. The scenes are different since the victims are missing, but the villains all look the same. 
 
    Vale focuses on the Jack the Ripper display, squinting his eyes like he’s trying to read the scene. The box is empty. My heart unfolds like paper origami with stress lines practically tearing it apart. 
 
    “She is not there,” Vale whispers. He finishes searching the rest of the displays as Maisie and Nev watch him closely, but my eyes stay focused on the empty display. I should have known she would be tricky. Fannie seemed to be tamed by Vale, like she was his personal mannequin to do with as he saw fit. But there was always something off about her. 
 
    The sound of Vale’s heavy feet echo through the room as he runs to the first display, then looks at each one with precision again. 
 
     “If only I had a magnifying glass,” Maisie grunts as she inspects the scenes.  
 
    I head to the opposite side and examine slowly. Not sure what I’m looking for—if it’s supposed to be a glass figure of Fannie in her normal attire or a top hat and cloak, so I search for both. We end up with nothing. 
 
    Vale scratches his head and turns to face us. “Well, she is not in her display.” 
 
    “I knew something fucked was going to happen here.” Nev strikes his leg with his fist, prepared to break every statue in this place.  
 
    I might join him on that adventure. 
 
    Vale arches a brow at Nev like he’s an idiot. “Fannie may not be there.” He points both his hands like they’re guns at the Jack the Ripper display. “But she is here.” Then he takes his gun-made hands and triggers them at the ceiling.  
 
    I march right up next to him as he lowers his pretend guns. Nev watches them as if actual bullets are going to appear. In this place, you never know.  
 
    “How do you know?” Because I don’t see a sign of her anywhere. 
 
    Vale glances at the empty hallway as if Fannie is going to pop out right there. “Because when I sent the souls from the Underworld back here, I put a barrier up. The front door is sealed, preventing their escape. There is also a seal keeping them from stepping out of the displays.” 
 
    I hold up a hand. That can’t be right because I saw Fannie with who I thought was Neven. “I don’t understand. Fannie has been out of the Glass Vault before.” 
 
    Vale chews on his lip, as if he’s thinking about the same thing, which he probably is with how fiercely he’s digging into that lip. “That was only when she was allowed out. At that time, the barrier was open to her, but now it is closed to all of them, including her.” 
 
    Vale stretches his spine to his full length, standing as tall as he can. “I am going to have to go in.” 
 
    “Go in where?” I blurt. He can’t be talking about what I think he is. 
 
    “The displays. She is in one. But her statue is not appearing because she is not in the correct scene.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” Nev asks. 
 
    “Because while I may not know which display the corrupt souls are in without seeing their statue placed in their correct scene, I can still feel her inside the museum.” He ticks his index finger back and forth at the Jack the Ripper display. 
 
    “Which display do we all start in, then?” Maisie slides up next to Vale.  
 
    Nev runs his hand agitatedly through his hair. He’s even more pissed than he was earlier. “Maisie! Seriously! Enough of this already. We already traveled through this death house to fulfill your investigation needs. But get real, there’s no need to go traipsing through different horror shows here.” 
 
    Maisie points between Nev and herself. “We are immortal. Therefore, we’ll be fine.” She may be all about venturing back into the displays, but I sure as hell am not. 
 
    Vale ignores us and only looks at Maisie. “If you want to begin at one end, I will start at the other.” Then he holds a finger up in the air. “But when you reach the Sleeping Beauty scene, you will have to stop there and wait for me. You are right about being immortal, but if you enter the Snow White display again, there is no escaping, and you will be heading back with the Glass Vault.”  
 
    “To the Underworld?” I cry, taking a few steps back. 
 
    Vale slowly nods with his lips pursed. 
 
    “Fuck that. Vale can go by himself,” Nev hisses. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I gather all the hidden courage I have. “Maisie, you stay here. As the older one, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Maisie whips her head to me. “I’m almost eighteen, too. You’re only older than me by three months. 
 
    “Exactly.” I smile, so she can stay back and wait here. 
 
    Nev shakes his head. “Wait a minute, and what if Vale becomes ‘Bad Vale’ in the displays again.” 
 
    Smart question. Before I can respond, Maisie has already darted off to a display near the hallway. “Team effort. Perrie with Vale. Nev with me.” She waves Nev to her, and he stares at Maisie with wide eyes. 
 
    Vale rubs at his chin. “Two things. Good news, the souls listen to me and should not be attacking you. Bad news, you have no power inside the displays.” He looks at me. “That means your electricity will be gone.”  
 
    Well, that bursts my bubble. “None of this is adding up. What if Fannie slips past us into one of the other displays, and we continuously run after her forever? Also, I won’t be able to run through my scene.” 
 
    Vale shoots me a grin. “The Bride is special, you can run through your display if you have to.”  
 
    That’s dumb. Then I should be able to use electricity if I’m so special. 
 
    Vale suddenly claps his hands together. “Barriers are up.” 
 
    I give Vale a confused look. “Sometimes you have to explain things a little more to us. I thought they were already up.” 
 
    “I wasn’t close enough to put that barrier up earlier. Whichever display Fannie is in, she won’t be able to leave it now that they are up between each display.” 
 
    “Then why can we walk through the barriers?” Maisie calls over. 
 
    “Because I am allowing you to. Weapons will be at your waist in case you need them for Fannie.” That must be answer enough because Maisie looks toward a display with a glass pond and a greenish, fish-like, creature. She clasps Nev’s hand tightly as if waiting for the wind to begin. Nothing happens. 
 
    Vale snaps his fingers, and a gust of air suddenly blows my hair around but doesn’t tug me through, only Nev and Maisie.  
 
    “Meet you at Sleeping Beauty,” Maisie shouts while waving like she’s going on a vacation. 
 
    “See you then,” I yell back, appearing calm on the outside but freaking out on the inside that we’ll be separated. They’ll be okay, I think to myself. 
 
    It’s now only me and Vale. “You know you can wait out here for us,” he says. “You do not have to go.”  
 
    Waiting out here would be easier, but I think about Fannie for a moment. I want her to be sent back to where she belongs, and I want to put her there. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” I prepare myself like Maisie would and punch at the air, then follow Vale to a Hansel and Gretel display. I think the world is laughing at me. But then I remember all the fun times I had playing Hansel and Gretel with Maisie when we were small. Plus, Vale says the witch won’t attack, but are we even sure about that? 
 
    Vale holds his hand out to mine, and I grip it tightly.  
 
    “Together?” he asks. 
 
    “Together,” I reply.

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Before—Fannie Caldwell 
 
      
 
    Fannie Caldwell was born Jaqueline Richards. She had entertainment while it lasted—murdering whores, slicing and dicing into their luscious skin. She may have been a whore herself, but the blood had yearned for her—the warm, red liquid that she loved to lick off her tools after a murder.  
 
    She would have never been found out. Her intelligence was beyond anyone’s thinking capacity, and that laughable police force would never have been able to discover her.  
 
    A common cold turned into bronchitis that led to pneumonia was what ended her killing spree. Something as simple as that. She would have preferred to be taken down with her skin peeled off, something that would have been painful while lighting up all her nerve endings. Alas, Jack the Ripper was only a mortal. 
 
    Jaqueline wanted a new name when she returned from the Underworld. She would become immortal, and nothing would take her down this time. Fannie Caldwell was the name that rolled off her tongue.  
 
    “I went over the plan with your son,” Fannie said, focusing on her master—her real master. She only truly wanted him. Not Vale. 
 
    “Does he approve?” Vale’s father still lay in bed naked, and Fannie couldn’t help but think of all the things she had done with him earlier. The things she would do after this conversation was over. 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled, licking her lips. “With his abilities, he is going to build a barrier of sorts. It is to resemble a museum, and there will be different boxes that will trap individual souls. Those souls will be able to perish inside the box and become indestructible, and they will bring more souls into its walls once released.” 
 
    Master ran his wet tongue across his white teeth, tempting Fannie to obliterate the conversation. 
 
    “You did not tell him I will eventually be released once enough souls are pulled from the earth, did you?” His black eyes narrowed as if he was trying to draw answers from her mind. 
 
    “No, Master.” When she was pulled from her cage on her first day in the Underworld, after Vale cut into her repeatedly, Master found her. He could see she was not fearful like the others but enjoyed every minute of her torment, and he confiscated her. She told him about the days of her own joy above, and he was flabbergasted she could remember, and he relished it, relished her. 
 
    He knew she had a purpose, and Vale would be their personal little marionette. Master would hold the strings, but Fannie would keep them from unraveling. That frail, miserable boy she watched from her cage her first day there had been undeserving of the powers he held in his possession, waiting to be fully unleashed. He still was. Fannie and her master would have it all. 
 
    “Good. His heart seems to have been permanently stopped, but if it ever beats again, he cannot know this.” Master’s blond eyebrows furrowed with a deep crease settled in between. 
 
    “As you wish.” She took a sultry step toward him. 
 
    “Vale must believe you serve him up there.” Master leaned forward, staring hard at her. “Do not make a single mistake for him to believe you want this for yourself. He can know I want this for him, to help him grow stronger, and he will grow stronger. But then all his powers will come to me as my insides drain him of all he has.” 
 
    Fannie nodded. She took another step in his direction, her face filled with lust. 
 
    “When I’m released, you will stand by my side.” He held up a finger. “But if this fails, I will find you, and the things you did above ground, the torture Vale presented to you, are minuscule to what I will do. I will shred every part of you there is.” Master stuck the end of his index finger in between his teeth and lightly bit it. 
 
    Fannie closed her eyes and let those sentences flow through her. Those words were a delicacy she wished to taste. Either way sounded like a triumph to her. She wanted to be ripped into by her master with her weapon of choice. If they were above ground, she would still make him do that with all the new power he would possess. That was a true dessert she craved. 
 
    She closed the distance between them as she sauntered toward the bed. Master’s eyes roamed over her hungrily, as if knowing what she wanted from him. And she was going to have him begin now.

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Maisie 
 
      
 
    The strong gust of wind tosses me to the hardened dirt, and Neven’s hand is still firmly in my grasp. His head plummets to the ground, and the graininess rubs at my forearms.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask as Neven massages his scalp.  
 
    “No.” I think he’s talking about more than the pain, but we both leap up to survey the area.  
 
    There’s a small pond in front of us, blocking our way to the other side of the display. When I look to my right, there’s a certain fish man with light green scales and razor-sharp needle claws. He’s kneeling to one knee and looks incredibly similar to the classic horror film character, Creature. But there’s a little variance—eerier. 
 
    Tiny individual horns sprout above each dark eye, representing eyebrows, and his teeth resemble sharpened sticks of charcoal. His gills ooze thick green slime, and the scales are slightly lifted. He watches us, but I eagle eye him right back. I remember this little game with Pinocchio. I adjust my patch to give off the warning vibe that I may only have one eye, but I see every single movement he attempts to make. I’m prepared for his bag of tricks. 
 
    Neven hastily taps my shoulder. “Are you going to stare at him all day, or do you want to try to move on to the next display?”  
 
    I give Neven a once over and do the same to myself. Our clothing is as it was before we entered the display—unlike the time before when our outfits matched the scene we were in. But this time I see Vale has graciously gifted us with knives at our hips, as promised. No time for playing with these glorious weapons, though.  
 
    The space in this display isn’t like how it was in Snow White, or the ones Perrie traveled through. Instead of going on for a good distance, the display seems as if it’s an extra-large living room—four walls painted like it’s a forest. I look at Fish Man, his eyes following our every movement, but he remains immobile. I’m ready to pounce if he tries anything funny, though—and I will fillet him. 
 
    “Run!” I yell as I dive into the small freezing pond, ignoring the icicle sting. Slicing through the liquid, I kick my legs hurriedly. Neven’s arms beat at the water beside me, and then we land on the other side in no time. I spring to my feet, waiting for the creature to follow. His head is now tilted in our direction, watching us, but he’s still across the pond.  
 
    “I guess Vale was right about them not being allowed to go after us,” Neven says, shaking his head like a wet dog, and a few drops splash against my skin.  
 
    Squinting my eye, I observe the stretch of land one more time. “I say Fannie isn’t here unless she’s hanging out at the bottom of the pond.” I pad to the edge and gaze around the clear water and don’t see anything. 
 
    “Next one.” Neven is already turned toward where our escape should be. I grab his hand, and we easily walk through the barrier as the gust of wind sucks us through. 
 
    We hop to our feet as soon as we hit ground. The area is small again—good, much easier to spot that red hair of Fannie’s. No red hair, though. Only a vampire with razor-sharp canines in my line of vision. His alabaster claws are at least three inches long, lazily tapping from pinky to index finger across his knee—all while sitting on the edge of an empty bed covered in satin, magenta sheets.  
 
    Transparent, chalky-white skin is taut across his skeleton with a map of thin red veins. He runs a thick black tongue against thorn-like canines, and I’m not sure if he’s going to stay there and obey Vale. So, I move my hand to my belt of goodies. This time, there are wooden stakes of all sizes and varieties attached. This is what I’m talking about.  
 
    Neven frowns, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “I think we have to leap over the bed.” 
 
    My eye darts around the room. It’s empty besides the too-long bed that touches the walls to our left and right. Still no red hair, but I don’t know about underneath the bed skirt. Diving to the floor with quick reflexes and a wooden stake in hand, I lift the edge of the bed skirt. Nothing.  
 
    Neven tugs me back with his arms wrapped around my waist. “Are you an idiot?” His voice cracks during his whisper-yell attempt. 
 
    “We can’t very well move on before we search the area, right?” 
 
    I get no response from Neven except for a puckering of the lips. 
 
    The vamp is still in his same comfortable position, tapping that knee of his.  
 
    “Now!” I scream. 
 
    I take hold of Neven’s hand, and we bounce a foot onto the bed, leap to the floor, and run for the wall. The heavy suction pulls us through with a clean sweep. 
 
    We land on our feet this time, and Neven tugs my elbow. “Maybe I do want your plans, Maisie, before you start getting all gung-ho and doing things without explaining.” 
 
    “So, you do like my planning.” I grin while I search the area. I don’t spot where the dark soul is in this one. Oh wait, there it is. A mysterious, green liquid that has small bubbles popping and two large violet eyeballs blinking in our direction. The slimy substance coasts from side to side, and I just stare at this thing in awe. 
 
    “This one is too weird,” Neven mutters. “No sign of Fannie—let’s go.” Grabbing my hand and pulling me out of my distraction, Neven tugs me along and we hop over several metal cans before we’re pulled to the next display. 
 
    I somehow land on top of Neven, and I look at his face. “I think you’re the planner now.” He doesn’t lift me off him as I examine the display. “Run!” I shout when I see it.  
 
    Neven is off the floor in a second with me hauled to him. All I see is a person on the ground—blackened limbs barely hanging on with black blood drizzling from the wound and no Fannie. We run across the raven-colored grass, where the infection must have also spread, until we’re sucked through the barrier. 
 
    “What was that about?” Neven asks as we step into a nursery rhyme nightmare. A woman leans against a large boot with tiny ivory skeletons surrounding her. She lightly smacks some sort of white stick repeatedly against the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Black Plague. We had to avoid it.” I breathe the words out hard, trying to catch my breath. Having an arm chopped off would be one thing, but a rotting one dangling about is a whole different ballgame.   
 
    Neven breaks into a big grin and taps the side of his head, black hair swinging forward. “Immortal, remember?” 
 
    “I know, but it was still a risky situation. Some scientists believe the plague wasn’t spread by fleas on rats. They believe it was airborne!” I shudder to myself.  
 
    “You know that vampire back there could have transferred venom into you and turned you into a vampire.” Neven tugs one of my dark curls. 
 
    “But my ligaments would have still been intact.” I can deal with vampirism but not rotism.  
 
    Neven shakes his head and studies the tall black boot. “I’m not sure what this display even is.”  
 
    “There’s a lady and a shoe.” I point furiously, crinkling my forehead. 
 
    “Okay?” His expression stays lost in bewilderment.  
 
    “The nursery rhyme with the lady with too many kids that lived in a shoe.” That rhyme is creepy even without it being converted into a horror display—living in a boot filled with lots of kids is a nightmare in itself. 
 
    “Sorry, Mais. I must have missed that one.” He shrugs his shoulders and glances back at the woman. 
 
    I get a better look at the lady when I turn to face her, and her black hair is pulled into a raggedy bun. That’s not a white stick she’s tapping at her dark skin, it’s a bone. One of her children’s bones. And there’s red on her chin. 
 
    “What’s coming from her mouth?” Neven should already know the answer to his question. 
 
    “Blood! Time to run!”  
 
    Her empty eyes bore into us as we pass, and there’s no sign of Fannie. Neven yanks the door to the boot open as I hold his arm, then we’re pulled through by a tornado of wind. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick. This was your bright idea, Maisie.” Neven has a fist at his mouth like he’s about to gag. 
 
    “It’s all for the good of humanity,” I say and let go of his bicep. 
 
    “I think humanity needs to defend themselves.” Neven’s gaze flows through the room and then pauses. 
 
    “Well, we have gone past several dark souls, so we pretty much have to do the same thing.” I follow his gaze until I’m staring at a lady with metal from wrist to fingertip, gripping her own bloody, fleshy hands. 
 
    “What? See sick shit and then run?” Neven watches the blood drips splatter to the ground in a small puddle, echoing through the room with a consistent beat. 
 
    “That’s correct,” I sing and nod as I keep rubbernecking Metal Hands on our walk to the barrier. 
 
    Neven releases a loud puff of breath. “Okay then. Let’s hurry and make it to Sleeping Beauty.” 
 
    With no sign of Fannie, we run and keep on running through scenes. No crazies attempt to move toward us, only staring contests with me and the dark soul while Neven avoids this new sport. 
 
    Eventually, we’re spit out into the Sleeping Beauty display. I should have counted from the beginning to know just how many dark souls we had to bypass to get to this scene.  
 
    No big surprise here, there’s the evil fairy hovering in a corner in a sleek black gown. Her horns are longer and thicker than I would have imagined. Instead of coming to a single point, the horns look more like tree branches with tiny limbs sprinkled across them. A dark brown staff is gripped in one hand, beating against the wooden floor with a slow repetitious thump. 
 
    I’m feeling braver than ever after all I’ve seen. I dart toward her and whirl her around, so she’s facing the corner of a seafoam green wall. The staff continues to pound the floor, so I take it from her hand and lay it down. She doesn’t move to reach for the long stick or turn back around. 
 
    “Didn’t I say to tell me your plans?” Neven says, appearing more impressed than mad. 
 
    When I peer around Neven to look at the bed, I see it’s huge and high off the floor. Pacing to the bed skirt, I lift it and find no Fannie. My chest sinks when I don’t discover her. I hope Perrie and Vale pinpoint her soon because we found no sign of her anywhere. 
 
    I crawl underneath the bed as if it’s a tent, and it feels like one. I can almost sit to full height underneath. Neven draws up the skirt from the other side. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for Perrie and Vale, but I couldn’t help but test this out.” I rub the wooden bedframe, engraved with thin vines. 
 
    Neven rolls his eyes but crawls underneath beside me. Even with his long body, he fits snuggly under the bed. “This is weird.” 
 
    “Would it be weirder to sit on the bed and see the dark soul?” I ask, peeking through the front edge of the bed skirt. The fairy still holds her soldier stance as she faces the wall. 
 
    “Point taken.”  
 
    Under here it’s like she isn’t even in the room. The quietness is a little strange. I wasn’t even weirded out about our attacks from Pinocchio and that mermaid. 
 
    “Do you think Perrie and Vale are going to find Fannie?” Neven asks while running a hand down the side of his face, resting on a pale scar. 
 
    “I do. Vale is the one who brought the Glass Vault here. As soon as he finds her, this place can be tossed back to the Underworld.” I have faith in both of them, no matter how slippery Fannie might try to be. 
 
    “I take it you’re all about Vale, too. Now that he isn’t evil or however you would word it.” Neven clenches his jaw while looking forward at the ruffled bed skirt. 
 
    “What do you mean too?” He thinks me and Perrie like Vale? I do like Vale. Over the past few days, he has proven he’s like us—controlled by Mr. Darkness himself. 
 
    “Well, Perrie was instantly attracted to him again once it was revealed he isn’t ‘bad’ anymore.” He stares straight ahead, so I can’t really see his expression. 
 
    Perrie hasn’t said anything to me, but I see how she observes Vale. I was thinking she wanted him to be like August, but now I think she watches him differently. I’m not sure if it’s only a friendship situation, though. The cuddling at night has me questioning that aspect.  
 
    “So, you’re concerned with Perrie liking Vale?” Maybe he does still want Perrie back. 
 
    “No. I said too. As in, I’m concerned that you’re crushing on him, too.”  
 
    What? My lips part. Where did he get that idea from? “Why would you even think that?”  
 
    “Over the past several days, every time, you’re the first one to hop on the bandwagon of doing what Vale does.” Neven works his jaw back and forth, frowning. 
 
    “That’s only because I believe him.” I can’t explain it, but the vibes I get from him, I know what he says is true.  
 
    “But why?”  
 
    “I could just feel it.” Before I knew August was Bad Vale, I had no idea. But now that I know Bad Vale pretended to be this person, I can see how they were connected. At times, August would have the same empty expression Vale had, except he would disguise it quickly. Now, even if there’s a blank expression, his eyes don’t feel empty. 
 
    “That’s not logical.”  
 
    What’s he even getting at? I don’t like Vale like that. I like Neven, but I don’t want to shout it in his face.  
 
    “Every time Vale did something or said something, you were right—” 
 
    I don’t want to scream how I feel, so I give him a quick kiss, and his lips feel like a fluffy pillow pressed against mine. Maybe now he’ll be quiet about the Vale stuff. His eyes are wide, and his jaw drops slightly when I pull my head back. 
 
    I smile at him mischievously. “I didn’t run this time.” 
 
    “Or scream.” A nervous laugh escapes him, but then he grows serious. 
 
    Neven reaches out and runs his hand across my cheek to the eye patch. I close my eye and let him tenderly slide it off. He scoots closer to me, leans forward, and kisses where the eye is missing. Then his lips caress my cheek all the way down until he reaches my mouth. 
 
    He kisses me gently, and my lips move against his as his hand presses on my back, drawing me closer. I’m the first to pull away from the amazing moment, but duty calls. “We have to keep an eye on the fairy, but we’ll continue this later,” I say, crawling out from underneath the bed. We really should make sure the fairy doesn’t try to pull some sort of stunt. Neven follows me out, and I can’t stop smiling to myself.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Perrie 
 
      
 
    Vale and I easily glide through the barrier once the wind wrapped its invisible leash around us. After our feet hit the ground, I anxiously scan the small area—spotting the plump witch sitting on top of an old-fashioned stove with her legs crossed at the ankles, leisurely swinging them up and down.  
 
    Her dark brown hair is styled in a long braid, and she’s younger than I would have expected, maybe mid-forties, and she’s beautiful. Chocolate chip cookies rest on her lap, and I’m waiting for her to try and shove one down my throat. But she doesn’t, only observes us with a twitch of the lips. 
 
    I look from left to right. “Why is the room so small?” Before, the displays were much larger inside. 
 
    “After everyone was released,” Vale starts, “the Glass Vault returned the displays to their normal size. The illusion of something larger is not needed any longer.”  
 
    “Okay then.” I look down and see a belt around my waist, loaded with a variety of tiny knives. When we came to the Glass Vault the first time I had nothing, except the small dagger in Billy Goats Gruff. 
 
    “She is not here,” Vale says as he scans the room with walls covered in blue and green frosting.  
 
    He takes hold of my hand—we move to the frosted wall, and the gust of air sucks us through. This will be easier than I thought since the displays are miniature versions of what they once were. I only hope finding Fannie is as simple—her red hair should stick out easily, though. 
 
    Still holding onto Vale’s hand, I search the new room. Old headstones cover the sparsely grassy area, but I don’t see anything else, and I don’t see a sign of Fannie anywhere. Something to my right catches my attention like a flare in a night sky. I sharply turn my head toward the ground, almost knocking Vale over when I push him out of the way. Luckily, he keeps us from crashing into the dirt of the cemetery. 
 
    Protruding from the ground is a long arm with a slight greenish tint that has managed to claw its way out somehow or another. The ring and pinky fingers have no skin, only bone. A loose flap of flesh hangs, showing the other fingers may lose the skin soon, too. That hand alone puts Night of the Living Dead to shame. 
 
    “I told you they would not do anything.” Vale watches the hand like he’s confirming what he said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any less creepy, Vale!” Not as bad as the trolls. I can live with stomping on that hand if I need to. 
 
    We step over a few of the grave markers and rush for the next scene. Our pace increases as I get used to seeing a creepy person studying us in each display as we search for Fannie. When there’s no bright red hair in sight, we move to the next scene, and then to the next, and then to the next.  
 
    It feels like a never-ending process, but when we step into the next display, Vale stiffens. “She is here.” 
 
    The room has old stone cathedrals painted on the walls in neutral shades. To my right, I see the same gray gargoyle that Vale made disappear. The beast is crouched down in a position to where he almost resembles a statue, but his broad chest heaves up and down, clearly indicating he isn’t one. Its wings spread fully, the tips reaching toward the heavens. Their black veins create a maze that resembles a leafy pattern. 
 
    The gargoyle’s left wing twitches, and I just happen to catch a glimpse of a lock of red hair behind him. My hand automatically reaches for my belt, pulling out the longest knife I can find.  
 
    I can’t spark up the electricity, so I wait to see what Vale is going to do first—possibly clap her away or telekinesis her to us, so I can stab her. Something besides standing there with a crease between his eyebrows and looking lost.  
 
    “What is it?” I hiss while clenching the knife. 
 
    He starts snapping his fingers. “Something is off. My power is not working in this one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I screech, and I look back at the gargoyle with his sharp teeth peeking out. 
 
    “Stay here.”  
 
    What’s he talking about?  
 
    He lunges for the gargoyle. I already expect Fannie to run at me, so I proudly hold my knife out, ready for her.  
 
    Fannie doesn’t pounce as I expected, but the gargoyle does. The beast lunges forward and rams Vale to the ground, his shoulders now restrained while the gargoyle digs its clawed feet deep into Vale’s thighs. Blood bubbles to the surface, but Vale doesn’t scream.  
 
    Movement comes from where the gargoyle previously was. Fannie rises from her kneeled position, smirking. A beat of wings has me glancing back at Vale, where the gargoyle now has his stone-like hand squeezing Vale’s throat. Do I try ripping the gargoyle off Vale? No, I can’t do that because then Fannie will try to do something to me from behind. I don’t think anymore—I charge at Fannie, and she spins to the side, somehow ending up across the room. Thinking back to our Ripper times, I remember how fast she was when she sliced my arm in the display, and how sneaky she could be. She still is. 
 
    I charge at her again, swinging my knife aggressively. She bends her back like she’s doing the limbo and I miss her completely. Even mid-movement, she still manages to turn around and slice the back of my arm. The wound stings, and blood is already oozing out. I’ve had enough of her. She’s going to die. 
 
    “You know, little puppet, we can do this all day long.” She runs the scalpel with blood on it against her lower lip, gleaming with pride. I’m already panting, but far from discouraged. 
 
    “We will be returning to my only master, your master.” She beams and her eyes shift to Vale, who can’t get a word out. The veins at his temples look like they’re about to burst, and his face is as red as a cherry. 
 
    “Option one did not work out, so we are moving on to option two,” she says to me. “Vale is coming back with us to his father, and you, dear Bride, are coming along. I don’t want your soul to travel anywhere except with us to the Underworld.” Fannie’s smile radiates with pure venom.  
 
    I’m not going there, and Vale isn’t either. I can’t let his heart be shut off again by some sadistic freak, and then have this whole process repeat. Vale doesn’t deserve that. With the knife still clenched in my hand, I thrust myself at Fannie.  
 
    I have her movements down. Right when she’s about to spin to the side and flip around, I leap forward against her back, bringing the knife with me. I stab it into her right side, piercing her lung, all while knocking her down. 
 
    Before she starts bucking, I rip the knife, with a sickening squish, from her back. I’m already sitting on her waist as she begins to lift. Without a pause, I yank her head back by her red hair and create a half circle at her throat to match mine. I don’t know how long it will take for her to heal as the blood ripples out.  
 
    Vale is still pinned down by the beast, and I need to figure out how to get that thing off him. But first, I flip Fannie over without a care—I’m not going to risk anything or make a stupid move, so I slam the knife into her heart. As she chokes on her own blood, her hands desperately claw to her throat.  
 
    Unaffected, I stab repeatedly because I don’t want her or anyone else here to tarnish any more innocent people. I don’t want whatever humanity is left outside the Glass Vault to go through what I or any of us have.  
 
    Her laborious breaths slow down before turning into nothing. I don’t know how long it will take before she wakes again, so I need to hurry. With my knife at the ready, I leap off her and dive for the gargoyle who smells like burnt feces. I yank him by the paper-thin wings, but his hold on Vale’s throat doesn’t release. So, I lift my knife high above my head and stab him in the back, ignoring his shrill shrieking. His wing is next, and I saw at it repeatedly.               
 
    Vale is able to slide out and get to his feet, then hauls butt toward Fannie. The gargoyle flaps his wings hard, creating a large gust of wind that flings me back, and I’m pissed and raging. He turns around, backhands me with his thick skin, and I go flying into the wall. My head slams against it with a powerful bang, and I crumple to the floor.  
 
    I roll to my back, feeling sick and hoping Vale is achieving something with Fannie. This is crucial. 
 
    When I lift my head, there are two gargoyles hovering over me, then my double vision clears. Before I can make a move, the beast pounces on me and lifts his knife-like nails. Without hesitation, he lowers them, slashing repeatedly at my chest and stomach. I scream at the top of my lungs, wishing the first slash had killed me because, with each strike of a claw, the pain only gets worse and worse.  
 
    By now, my organs must be displayed for his choosing. Not sure if he wants to play with them or maybe eat them. If only I had that electricity, I think as I close my eyes and blood bubbles up my throat. A cracking sound echoes as his hand plows down into my chest where I know he’s going to rip my heart out. Suddenly, there’s no more slashing. My eyes flicker open, and all I see is the angel and cloud-covered ceiling.  
 
    I try to lift my head, but it only falls back down. This, right here, is the worst pain I have suffered in my entire life, and I have had a couple of rough times.  
 
    I’m about to close my eyes again and beg for my body to either heal or let me die right here, but then I see a beautiful mess of blond hair. I must be hallucinating. 
 
    “Hold on,” Vale murmurs as he scoops me up in his arms. I want to reassure him that I can walk, but all I taste is blood and my tongue is numb. His green eyes stay locked on mine, and I don’t look away. Those two emeralds are the only thing grounding me in this horrific moment.  
 
    Vale lies me gently against the hard marble, and I cough uncontrollably. I struggle to lift my hand to my mouth, but I manage, and it comes away with pellets of blood.  
 
    “You are going to be okay, Perrie,” Vale says softly as he strokes my hair, but his eyes look worried. I’m nervous because my body isn’t mending, and I feel tattered and torn to pieces, which I guess I am.  
 
    Vale leans forward and presses his lips gently against mine, and they come away with speckles of blood. I’m too numb to feel anything. I wish I had. 
 
    “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” And then he’s gone. Where did he think I could head off to in my position? That’s my last thought before I black out. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    “Perrie?” I know that voice. My eyes are too heavy to open. “Perrie?” There it is again, that female voice.  
 
    I finally jerk my eyes open. “Maisie?” Three heads are hovering above my face. It feels awkward, so I sit up as they move back.  
 
    The first thing I notice is my dress, drenched and ripped—I mean, practically submerged where there’s more red than white. Then it all comes back to me with Fannie and that stupid gargoyle.  
 
    Vale sits beside me with his hand against my lower back, propping me up in case I fall, but I’m okay now. No more pain.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asks. 
 
    I look at his overly concerned face, and I don’t want to look away. “Remember that hand we saw sticking out from the ground?” Already becoming a nostalgic moment. 
 
    He nods but also looks confused. “Yes?” 
 
    “That’s how I feel, except like I crawled out of the heavy dirt and am relieved I’m out. I thought I was gone.” 
 
    “Immortal, remember?” Maisie pipes in. 
 
    My attention stays focused on Vale. “But Officer Rodriguez was immortal, and she still ended up dead.” 
 
    “That is because after she died, he sent her soul away, remember?” Vale says in a weak voice. 
 
    “So, I did die.” Again.  
 
    He slowly nods, chewing the edge of his lip. A much better habit of his than the compulsive nail picking. “Did you wish I would have sent your soul away?” 
 
    “No!” I practically yell. This immortality will take some getting used to, but I don’t want to die yet.  
 
    “Good. I kind of wish for you not to leave.” Vale grins. 
 
    I smile back at him.  
 
    “Now we have to finish getting rid of the Glass Vault,” he says, seriously. 
 
    “Okay, but what about Fannie and the gargoyle?”  
 
    “She is over there.” He points, and I follow his direction, feeling panicked until I see the Jack the Ripper display. There’s one lone glass form, hidden away beneath a black hat and cloak. Well, I guess that explains my question from earlier. She’s in a top hat and cloak instead of a dress. 
 
    “How?” I ask as Vale helps me stand. 
 
    “My abilities were off in the display with Fannie and the gargoyle, but after you killed her, they re-appeared. Before she came back to life, I transported her back to the Ripper display. It took me longer than I liked, or I would have gotten to you sooner.” He closes his eyes as if he’s in pain. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t, Vale.” I rush out the words. “I mean, what if you went after the gargoyle first and then Fannie woke back up leaving you powerless again.” I would have withstood any amount of pain, as long as Vale was able to send Fannie away. 
 
    “I know, but you still had to go through all that. I knew you would be okay, but I did not want to screw anything up for you any more than it already has been. If I did not get Fannie to her display, it would only have made your life worse, and I could not have her send you down there to my father.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Vale. I under—” 
 
    “Then,” he interrupts, squeezing at his hair, “when I turned to you and saw what the gargoyle had done, I was so angry. I brought you out and went back into his display first, hitting him over and over until he told me everything. Fannie and my father were using him as a spy when she was not around. She had a charm that would be able to shut my powers off in a display that wasn’t her own, and Father was going to use me when I became fully charged to drain my powers into him so he could rise. Then I dropped the gargoyle and immediately went and found Maisie and Neven because we have to close up the Glass Vault.” 
 
    I listen to everything he says while Maisie and Nev watch, and then Nev is the first to speak. “Then what the hell are we doing here still talking? We could have done all this after.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, wondering what our next move will be. Vale waves us over, and we run down all three hallways. As soon as Vale touches the gold doorknob, it opens.  
 
    Once outside, and even though it isn’t over, I feel I can truly breathe for a second. Vale takes a few steps forward in the direction the Glass Vault and claps. This time before he separates them, he slowly bends his knuckles, leaving the outer edges of his hands together, as if he has something in between them. Where the museum once stood, is now only a lot of land, as if the Glass Vault had never been there at all.  
 
    I gasp. Maisie watches in wonder. Nev sighs in relief. With his fingertips still touching, Vale rotates his hands. One hand faces the grass, the other the sky—he lifts the top one gracefully away. A miniature form of the Glass Vault now rests in the palm of his hand, and I wish he would bring his other hand down to crush it. 
 
    “What do you do with it now?” Maisie asks, tiptoeing up to the tiny building, inspecting it. 
 
    “Crush it?” Nev is in the same thinking boat I’m in. 
 
    Vale shakes his head. “I have to transport it back through the barrier that leads to the Underworld.” 
 
    “How do we get to the barrier from here?” I ask, hoping it isn’t too far. 
 
    Vale gives me a sly look. “Right there.” He walks to the spot where the Glass Vault once stood, tosses the little stone building into the grass, snaps his fingers, and poof, the small toy-like building vanishes. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it.” He smiles. 
 
    “What now?” I ask. “You’re not going to go back, right?” I don’t know if he’s going to jump in that lot of grass and disappear, too. 
 
    “No. I cannot go back. Father would try the same thing again, but this time maybe my heart would never beat again.”  
 
    I don’t want him to go, not only because I don’t want the Glass Vault to come back, but because I don’t want to see Vale hurt again either. 
 
    “But what if your father tries to escape again?” What would we do if this king, as Maisie would say, were to come up? 
 
    “I cannot dissolve the barrier, but it is sealed. I will only have to monitor it every now and then to make sure the seal is still strong.” This little portal reminds me of the movie The Gate, only it’s not in my freaking backyard. 
 
    “So, what now?” I ask. 
 
    “That is the question. What now?” he asks me back. 
 
      
 
    ♠ 
 
      
 
    I just stepped out of the shower after thoroughly scrubbing away all the blood, as well as the memories of what the Bride had done to people I didn’t know, Officer Rodriguez back in that house with Vale, and Fannie in the Glass Vault. My silk dress lays sprawled out on the floor. I’m not putting it on ever again.  
 
    I’m home now. Well, I’m not sure how long it will be my home. It’s strange and heartbreaking without Dad here, and I catch myself before tears come. Maisie went with Nev to get some of his possessions from his house before they went back to her place. I told them I’d meet them there in the morning, then we’d head off wherever we decided to go. And I wanted to stay at my house for one night and pretend as if everything was normal. Even though it isn’t. 
 
    A sound penetrates through the crack under the bathroom door, and I close my eyes as I listen to the sweet, graceful strokes of a bow across four strings, intertwined with a mixture of chords being pressed. This melody from the cello fractures my heart with brutality and delicate beats. He’s good, better than anything I had ever heard from August before, and that’s saying a lot. My ears continue to drink in the notes as I wrap a towel around my body. 
 
    Stepping to the mirror, I draw a quick picture of a heart with broken vines on the glass. I think about my mother and wonder if she’s out there somewhere, but then stop because she’s not real family after she abandoned me and my dad. Even now, I still can’t stop drawing the mirror doodles we always did together after bath time. It was our thing before she left, but it’s all mine now. Knowing what I’m about to do, my hand reaches for the doorknob, and I pad down the hallway to my bedroom as the music continues to play. 
 
    I step into the room with only the towel wrapped around me, wet hair still brushing my skin. Vale faces away from the door, sitting in my office chair. My heart thumps as I move toward him, and he startles when my cheek meets his warm one. My right hand loops around to lay on top of his, ceasing the bow’s movements, while my left hand rests on top of his fingers on the strings.  
 
    “Show me?” I whisper, wanting to play this song with him. 
 
    Vale doesn’t speak and begins to play. I lightly keep my fingers pressed against his and move along as if we’re one, and the music feels like his, like mine, like ours.  
 
    The melody drifts for a long time, notes swaying in the air around us. And when he finishes, we sit there and breathe deeply together before I remove my cheek from his. His eyes are still closed, and then he finally opens them as I step back. 
 
    Without looking at me, he gets up to set the cello against the wall, then turns to face me and freezes. His eyes grow wide, and I just stand still in my towel, not saying anything. He doesn’t say anything either. Now, I feel ridiculous and stupid and am about to haul myself back into the bathroom.  
 
    Changing my mind, I close my eyes, reopen them, and take a step forward. Vale’s lips are parted. I continue to walk until I’m standing right before him, but he doesn’t move. So I reach out and stroke his cheek, and those perfect green eyes of his close as he leans into my hand.  
 
    “Be with me,” I whisper. 
 
    He lifts his head back to a straight position, stunned. “Why?” 
 
    I bring my other hand to his chest and rest it against his rapid heartbeat. “I want to be with you knowing that I’m choosing this, not the Bride. I want to be with you because I’d like to see what can come from this. More than anything, I just want to be with you.”   
 
    “I am not August,” Vale says it in a way that makes me believe he’s envious of someone who never existed. 
 
    “I don’t want you to be.” I want him to be this Vale. 
 
    “You are not in love with me.” His gaze moves from my eyes to my lips and back up to my face, searching for an answer. 
 
    “But one day I could be.” And I mean it. If he can care about me after seeing what the Bride did, even though it wasn’t me, then why can’t I feel the same way about him? I’m already attracted to him. 
 
    Vale’s hand meets mine at his chest, his thumb gently rubbing my skin. “I do not want to get hurt. Not anymore.”  
 
    I don’t know everything he’s been through, but I know it’s awful, and I want him to eventually confide in me—his entire story. 
 
    “I wouldn’t hurt you.” I take our hands from his chest and intertwine our fingers. “I’ve been through a lot. You’ve been through a lot. Maybe we can help mend each other. Both of us could cross a tunnel on our own, but together? Together we could be stronger.” 
 
    Shakily, I unwrap the towel at my chest until I’m baring everything before him, including my emotions.  
 
    He reaches out without any hesitation to bring my face to his, and his soft lips meet mine. Vale’s hand shakes, and his kisses are gentle and sweet, like him, until they aren’t anymore. He hauls me to his body as his back hits the wall, and we melt together to the floor. Vale pulls me to sit on top of him and I move my upper body back, so he can yank off his shirt. 
 
    Vale watches me for a moment, deliberating about something he wants to say. “Perrie, I—I love you. I fell in love with you through the memories, and the feeling has not gone away. It has only intensified. I choose to always be your strength in any way you need, even if you never feel the same way.”  
 
    I may not be there yet, but I know I’ll catch up. I had to do it before with August, when I thought Nev had cheated on me, and I want to do it again. I didn’t think I’d ever want to, but how quickly something can change. My heart is already waiting to open up for him, but my brain just needs to deal with everything that has happened in order to get me there. For now, I’ll give him all of me—at least, what’s there for me to give. 
 
    My mouth crashes to his from his lovely words, and our lips sail across each other—he catches my bottom lip in between his teeth, giving the area a soft lick. I kiss along his jaw and trail them to right behind his ear as he pulls me tighter against him. As I tug on his blond curls, I softly bite his earlobe.  
 
    He rocks me back and forth against him while we kiss for a long time, until we both need him to remove his pants. “Do you want the bed?” he whispers against my ear. 
 
    “I want the floor,” I whisper back. We’re already used to sleeping there anyway. 
 
    He gives me a beautiful smile that is all Vale, and we show each other that through all the darkness that hibernates in all of us, the light can always subdue it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Six Months Later—Perrie 
 
      
 
    Trying to get back to normal has not been easy. There are moments when I need my dad, Aunt Krista, and Uncle Jaron, but they aren’t here. Other times, I’m okay because I have Maisie, Vale, and Nev. 
 
    A lot of areas were wiped out throughout the Americas. The first thing we decided to do was search for everyone who became immortal in the Glass Vault.  
 
    The main reason we did this was because I wanted them to have the same option Maisie, Nev, and I all had—whether they wanted to stay here or let their soul move on. It took a while to find them all, but we did. 
 
    Most of them wanted to stay, but if and when they changed their mind, they could search Vale out. A few of them decided to move on, such as Josselyn. She couldn’t handle a lot of what she had done and was repeatedly haunted over the headless statues she had made. There are times when I can’t cope with what I did, but then I remember that my emotions were off and if I had been in my correct state of mind, it wouldn’t have happened. Fannie, however, is a whole different story. As vicious as it may be, I could honestly have done that to her as many times as needed in order to save everyone. 
 
    Today, we found the last immortal—Ben Johnston. He was just glad he didn’t have to worry about sunscreen any longer, so he ventured out on his own. 
 
    “How do you feel now that our mission of finding lost souls, as Maisie would say, is accomplished?” I ask, studying Vale as he watches Ben fade into the distance. We’ll have to let Maisie and Nev know we completed this final task. To search more quickly, they had gone in one direction and us in another.  
 
    “It was all for you.” Vale loops his pinky with mine. 
 
    “That’s a lie. You wanted to do this, too.”  
 
    There are still nights when he wakes up trembling, and I wrap my arms around him to let him know I’ve got him. Sometimes his nightmares are about his father and the Underworld, other times they are about the people who had normal lives before and were left with no choice but immortality after.  
 
    Some nights it’s him who holds onto me, when the past creeps into my mind.  
 
    “I could have found better ways to occupy my mind.” Apparently, he can start jesting for a bit since everyone has been found. 
 
    “Cello, right?” I grin. 
 
    “Definitely the cello.” He runs a finger across his lower lip. 
 
    Something about his expression, the way the sun hits his blond curls, the glint in his eyes… I don’t know exactly what does it, but my heart fills with so much emotion, tears threaten. Before I can talk myself out of it, I rush to Vale, practically tackling him to the ground. My arms wrap around his waist, squeezing him with all I have. “I love you.” 
 
    Vale freezes, then sighs softly above my head, like everything’s been set right with him. “I should have mentioned a long time ago how much I love that cello occupies my mind, then maybe you would have said those magical words sooner.” He laughs as he brushes a kiss right at my temple. 
 
    “That’s totally what would have made me say it sooner.” I smile while listening to the beautiful beat of his heart. 
 
    Life isn’t always straightforward, and immortal life is even less clear, but with Vale, Maisie, and Nev, we’ll continue to hold each other together and make sure the barrier remains sealed. 
 
    If it ever breaks, we’ll be ready. 
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