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      Blink. Blink. Blink.

      The cursor teased me from the blank page on the laptop screen, its silent repetitions counting the seconds of my productivity, or lack thereof. I rested my fingers on the keys and willed myself to type something, to write one paragraph—no, one sentence. Write one sentence.

      I’d done it a thousand times before, perhaps more. It used to come so easy. Ideas formed in my head without a crumb of effort, and I couldn’t wait to put them on paper. Stories went from my brain to a document in the blink of an eye. I’d filled pages and pages with vivid descriptions, story building, complex three-dimensional characters, and mind-bending plots. I’d written short stories, poems, and a single successful novel. Because I’d loved it, it was a simple task, but things had changed.

      Then, I immersed myself in my own imagination, escaping to other worlds. I put aside thoughts of deadlines, errands, and daily worries in favor of made-up languages, fantasy lands, and beautiful creatures with deadly features. It helped me get through reality. I preferred the places and people that lived inside my head, much to the chagrin of my friends and family.

      Blink. Blink. Blink.

      A single successful novel. If I looked at it from one perspective, I had achieved my childhood dream to become an author. From another perspective, an author was defined by their body of work. One novel did not a body make, no matter how well the novel had performed on its first run. No matter that it had sat at the top of the New York Times bestseller list for an inordinate number of weeks. No matter that people who hadn’t spoken to me in years sought me out to shower me with praise. One novel was not a body of work. My publisher, Byron Barnett of Barnett Publishing, knew this particularly well.

      Byron loved two things: taking the Lord’s name in vain, and never using my first name at all. He couldn’t take anyone christened Daisy seriously. That’s why he hadn’t printed it on the cover of my books either. Every single copy bore my middle and last name. In the literary industry, everyone knew me as Devin Dawkins. Byron always said my books would sell better if my name sounded more masculine, so he simply erased half of my identity to suit his business model.

      “God damn it, Dawkins,” began every voicemail he left for me. “Banks says you haven’t written any new pages yet. What the hell am I supposed to sell? Your goddamned doodles?”

      Blink. Blink. Blink.

      I pushed myself away from the desk, stretched, and looked out the window. Brooklyn looked back. It wasn’t mine or my family’s city. I had grown up in the backwoods of Indiana. Here, the locals made fun of what lingered of my Midwestern accent and crafted inappropriate jokes about cornfields. Regardless, I liked Brooklyn, if only for the fact that it wasn’t my hometown.

      Tulip, my tortoiseshell cat, wound herself around my legs, purring like a motor propelled her. I picked her up and cradled her like a baby, but she pushed her paws against my cheeks in protest and leapt away.

      “Fine,” I said. “Don’t cuddle with me. See if you get any treats.”

      She meowed with obvious indignity and followed me to the kitchen, where I threw a few cat treats across the floor to watch her chase them. My brain whirred as Tulip bounced off the far wall and caught a treat beneath her paw. Should I write a story about a cat? It could be a children’s book… but children’s books didn’t sell, according to Byron. Perhaps I could appeal to fans of fur suits instead. After all, everyone needed accurate representation.

      The afternoon sun lowered itself into my window, filling the apartment with shocking rays of orange light. When I’d first moved here, I thought it was beautiful to see my things painted with the colors of the atmosphere. As the years wore on and my lease got more expensive for the south-facing windows, the bright palette lost its allure. I returned to the small office, where the angle of the building protected my books from the sun’s fading power.

      My library included a few of the greats, but I had a particular soft spot for the Lost Generation. Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Gertrude Stein sat beside each other on the shelves. My other favorites included the ladies of horror: Shirley Jackson, Anne Rice, and Mary Shelley. No one knew quite how to weave a story of terror like a repressed woman.

      Laughably, twenty-five copies of my own novel occupied the bottom shelf like cheap booze beneath expensive liquors. The garish orange spine and green-lettered title—The Heirs of Earth—mocked me twenty-five times. No matter where I stood in the room, the row of books drew my eye. I couldn’t write without last year’s success reminding me of this year’s failure.

      The Heirs of Earth earned me one hundred thousand dollars before it was even published. My agent, Monica, had shopped my debut novel to several different publishers, which resulted in a bidding war. Byron, who had never met me, believed he’d snapped up the next great American science fiction author for a bargain. Little did he know my talent would dry up after one bestseller.

      The doorbell for the lobby buzzed. Someone had come to see me. One thing I loved about living in an apartment building was that no one could find my door unless I admitted them downstairs first. I ignored the visitor.

      My phone rang as yet another call came in. I stared at the name and number until the phone went silent again. The voicemail indication chimed. I clicked the play button.

      “Daisy, this is getting ridiculous.” My editor, Kiara Banks, sounded weary and impatient in her most recent message. Her slight Jamaican accent almost always gave her an air of sunny light-heartedness, but I proved to challenge this tone frequently. “I know you’re home. I saw you through the window of your kitchen a minute ago. Let me in, so we can talk about your next step.”

      My next step was to write the sequel to The Heirs of Earth, like I’d promised Byron I would do when I signed a three-book deal two years ago. Unfortunately, I was having trouble finding the courage or motivation to step in any direction at all.

      I deleted Kiara’s voicemail, so it wouldn’t serve as yet another reminder of my poor work ethic. As soon as I did, she texted me:

      Let me in, came the first message.

      Buzz me up, came the second.

      The phone rang incessantly as Kiara bombarded me with additional texts. She knew I hated that.

      Daisy, let me inside.

      Let’s work on your book.

      We can spitball ideas.

      Let me help you.

      Answer the door.

      The phone fell silent when she realized I wouldn’t reply. I settled in my desk chair and let the hug of fake leather comfort and soothe me. My eyes drifted shut. Perhaps an afternoon nap would help jumpstart my artistic abilities. Tulip agreed. She leapt into my lap and kneaded my legs with her paws.

      A sharp rap at the apartment door startled both of us. Tulip dug her claws through my sweatpants and pricked my skin as she jumped off of me and dove beneath the desk, trembling with fear. She hated almost everyone except for me and my sister.

      I went to the door and checked the peephole. A single dark-brown eye peered back, magnified by the distorted glass image. I tugged the handle.

      “How’d you get in?” I asked.

      Kiara strolled right past me, as if she did not require an invitation to enter my home. Her samba-worthy hips bumped into a side table as she swung her enormous purse off her shoulder and onto the couch.

      “Someone in the building ordered pizza,” she declared. “I slipped in after the delivery guy. Why are you avoiding me?”

      “Why do you carry such a large purse?” Without shame, I unzipped her bag and rifled through. “What could you possibly need to bring with you at all times? Tampons? Lip balm? Nuclear weapons?”

      She swiped the purse away. “Be serious, Daisy. You can’t act like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re throwing away your advance for your sequel.”

      I flopped onto the sofa and propped my feet onto the coffee table. “I haven’t spent a cent of my advance. All that money is sitting in the bank, waiting for me to figure out what to do with it.”

      “You haven’t written any pages either,” Kiara reminded me. “You signed a contract. If you don’t produce a second book, all that money in the bank goes bye-bye.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Are you sure?” She knocked my feet off the coffee table. “Because I’ve had to beg Byron to extend your deadline twice. If we don’t have something to show him soon, it’s going to be bad news.”

      “What is he going to do?” I asked, raising my legs again. “Drop me? The Heirs of Earth made him more money last year than any other title.”

      “That doesn’t matter if you can’t do it again,” she shot back. “By the way, that’s why I’m here. Byron wants to meet with you.”

      My feet thunked to the floor. “Why?”

      “Why do you think, genius? He wants to know why you haven’t written anything.”

      “But that’s what you’re for,” I said stupidly. “You’re my editor.”

      Kiara sank onto the sofa beside me. “I can’t edit nothing, Daisy. I’ve been begging you for pages for months. Byron’s been riding me hard, and I couldn’t come up with any more excuses for you. If you’d written something—anything—we wouldn’t be in this position.”

      My fairest friend, guilt, crept up my spine, vertebra by vertebra. This was why I hadn’t answered the messages on my phone. This was the exact conversation I’d been hoping to avoid. I had let everyone down, including Kiara. Including myself.

      “Is this it?” I asked. “Is this all I’m good for? One novel and it’s over?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Girl, you think this is over? We’re far from it. Let me put it this way. Your easiest path is to write the damn book. If you don’t, Barnett will sue you for breach of contract. Your career as an author will be ruined. Your agent will likely drop you, and no one else in the industry will agree to represent you. You’ll never publish another title through a major house again or any smaller affiliates. Then you’ll eventually turn to self-publishing, where the Internet trolls will make fun of your plot holes and poorly-developed characters because you didn’t have an excellent editor like myself to iron out those details. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled.

      She yanked a towel from my linen closet and tossed it into my lap. “Take a shower and get dressed. Wear something nice. You need to make a good impression.”

      “A good impression to Byron is a dropped top button,” I muttered.

      “Honey, your cleavage isn’t enough to get you by in this industry.” Kiara’s eyes dipped to my chest. “Actually, yours aren’t enough to get you by in any industry.”

      “Totally beside the point.”

      

      Kiara sat on the toilet while I showered, like a prison guard supervising a high-security inmate. I turned the water temperature up nice and high, filling the room with hot steam. As the mirror fogged, beads of sweat and condensation gathered on her temple. Every few minutes, she shook her blouse to allow more airflow.

      “I swear, if I show up to the office with pit stains, I’ll never let you hear the end of it,” she said.

      “You don’t have to sit in here,” I countered. “I’m not going to escape through the bathroom window.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past you,” she replied. “Besides, artists get some of their best ideas in the shower. I thought we could brainstorm while you’re in there.” She took out a notepad and pen. “Okay, hit me with what ya got.”

      I squirted shampoo into the palm of my hand in the shape of a frowny face. “Uh, I got The Heirs of Earth book two.”

      “That’s it?”

      “So far.”

      “What about characters?” she asked. “You must have an idea of where you’d like to take them in the sequel.”

      “Actually, I tied up all the storylines pretty nicely in the first book,” I said. “I told Byron then. I never planned to write a sequel.”

      “When you sign a three-book deal, it means you have to write three books,” Kiara said dryly. “I’m sure your agent explained that to you.”

      Lathering shampoo through my hair, I wished Kiara was right. If an idea hit me out of the blue in the shower, it could save me from this meeting with Byron. “I never told Byron I had ideas for sequels. He pressured me to sign that contract.”

      “Regardless, you signed it,” she replied, ever the hardass. “You must have had some idea of where you wanted to take the sequel. Let’s start with Moof. She had quite a journey in the first book, but I don’t think it’s over yet. You hinted she had a troubled relationship with her mother. What if you explored that in the next book?”

      “I also implied that her mother was dead, so she would never have closure,” I said. “Moof is a complicated character. She has things she can’t come to terms with.”

      Kiara tapped her pen against the toilet tank. “Is that the sort of message we want to send to your readers? That there are some things you can never overcome?”

      “It’s true.” I let the water run over me, long after the soap had rinsed from my hair. “Why lie to the readers?”

      “But if you wrote another character to give Moof a different perspective, she might learn to accept the things that have happened to her,” Kiara pressed. “What if you added a therapist character who encouraged her to seek out her past?”

      “No,” I said sharply.

      Kiara whipped the shower curtain back, purely to give me the stink eye. “Do not use that tone with me.”

      “What are you, my mother?”

      “I’m trying to help you,” she said. “If you don’t want my help, fine. I’ll back off. But I need—”

      “Pages,” I finished, turning my back on her. “Do you hunt all of your authors down in the shower? I could sue you for sexual harassment.”

      She withdrew her head from the shower. “Oh, please. Like I wasn’t there when you flashed an entire bar.”

      “That was right after my book hit the bestseller list,” I reminded her. “I was drunk and celebrating. Besides, that was a gay bar. No man in there cared about my titties. And if I recall correctly, you cheered for me louder than anyone else.”

      Kiara scoffed. “So what if I did? You deserved that moment. I’d never seen you let loose like that. Hell, I haven’t seen you let loose since.”

      “I haven’t had much reason to.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Kiara abandoned her notes and dug through my bathroom supplies. When she found my expensive perfume, she spritzed some on her wrist. “Heirs of Earth is still doing well. Electronic sales are up, and the paperback edition is being released on the anniversary of the original publishing date next week. That’ll give Barnett another push in revenue.” She waited for me to respond, but I didn’t have much to say. “Is something holding you back, Daisy? Other than a lack of ideas, is there a reason you don’t want to write this book? Your tour went so well. The fans love you—”

      The fans love you.

      Your tour went so well.

      Take it off, Dawkins! Show me who you really are!

      I shook my head, splattering memories and water droplets across the shower curtain. Silently, I told the distorted voice that haunted my waking dreams to shut up. I didn’t want to hear its stupid demands.

      “Daisy? You okay in there?”

      I lifted my gaze from the floor of the tub. “Yes. I’m almost done.”

      

      “God damn it, Dawkins!”

      Byron stood against the wide windows of his office, forcing me to squint against the setting sun to face him. My eyes watered, but I refused to look away. The tiny rolling chair across from his massive desk was meant to make anyone who sat in it feel less than him. I purposely stayed on my feet.

      Byron planted his hands on his hips and squared himself toward me. His gut protruded, hanging over the belt tightened around his waist. The rest of his physique—skinny shoulders, thin legs, and weak chin—was rather small and unimpressive. The contrast gave him a shape generally found in the reflection of a funhouse mirror.

      “Sit down,” he ordered.

      “No, thank you.”

      He glared at me, then at Kiara, who had taken a position near the door. She shrugged, as if to say she didn’t have control over my defiance issues.

      “Run it by me again,” Byron said.

      “I don’t have pages written.”

      He threw his hands in the air. “God damn it, Dawkins!”

      I mouthed the expletive along with him. Kiara prodded me in the back, a warning to keep my composure. Thankfully, Byron hadn’t seen my mocking impression of him.

      He braced his knuckles, like a gorilla, against his desk. “Here’s the deal, Dawkins. I want the first five chapters of your next book, edited and on my desk, in four weeks. One more month.”

      “That’s a lot to write in one month,” I countered. “Maybe an outline instead.”

      “No, we’re past outlines,” he said. “I don’t give a damn about your ideas. Give me something I can sell. Kiara?”

      She stepped forward. “Yes, sir?”

      “I’m counting on you to keep Dawkins on track,” Byron told her. “Your sole responsibility for the next month is to make sure she gets those chapters done. If she doesn’t…well, I guess that will reflect poorly on you too, won’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Guilt crunched like broken glass in my stomach again. “It’s not Kiara’s fault. I’m the one who hasn’t put in the work.”

      “You’re right about that,” Byron spat. “Which is why you leave me no choice. Get me the chapters I want or we’re done. I’ll drop you from Barnett for breach of contract.”

      My insides curdled and roared, surging into my throat and threatening to cover Byron in acid and bile. I swallowed my worthlessness and waited for the nausea to pass. I knew the threat was coming, but it didn’t make it hurt any less.

      “I understand,” I told Byron. “I’ll do my best, but I want one thing in return.”

      He looked astonished, shocked that I dared to request anything from him. “What could you possibly want from me?”

      “My first name,” I replied. “On the cover of The Heirs of Earth sequel. Daisy Dawkins. Not Devin.”

      Byron gaped at me like a beached shark. “I can’t change your name halfway through a series. It would confuse the readers.”

      “Would it confuse them or lower your sales?” I challenged. “People are only as smart as you ask them to be.”

      He took a deep, settling breath and ran his hand through what was left of his thin gray hair, as if my request was the most tiresome part of his day. “You’re a writer, so I don’t expect you to understand how marketing works. The reason we use your middle name is because—”

      “You think a man’s name appeals to wider audiences,” I finished. “I know. It’s the same reason you refused to include my author details in the book jacket. You didn’t want fans of a male-dominated genre to know your best writer was a woman.”

      “Best writer is a bit of a stretch.”

      “I agreed to your plan because I wanted Heirs of Earth to sell too,” I told him. “That was before I realized the kind of crap I’d have to deal with on the book tour.”

      Byron grasped the back of his leather chair with tight fingers. I imagined my neck clamped between his fists instead.

      “I told you a hundred times,” he said. “Every author has to deal with belligerent fans who weren’t happy with the ending of the story. If you can’t deal with that, maybe it’s another reason to drop your contract.”

      “You know that’s not why the fans attacked me,” I snapped. “They harassed me because you made them believe I was a man. When I showed up to every book signing, I was met with a sea of angry sci-fi nerds who believed they’d been duped. Half of them left before I got to the reading. Those who stayed made it clear to me that I hadn’t met their expectations. That doesn’t include the multiple times a ‘fan’ harassed me outside of the signings. For Pete’s sake, the police had to intervene more than once.”

      Byron’s eyes moved skyward, but he prevented himself from rolling them completely. “You’re blowing all of this far out of proportion. Men don’t care that their favorite science fiction book was written by a woman.”

      “Then put my name on the cover and my picture in the jacket,” I challenged. “I want it in every reprint of Heirs of Earth, and in the paperback version too.”

      Byron stuttered uselessly. “That’s not possible. The paperback version is already finalized. The copies have already been printed.”

      “So un-finalize them.”

      “I can’t do that,” he said. “Thousands of people have already preordered the paperback. I won’t risk the riot it will cause if I reprint this version. Not to mention the cost of trashing the first run and reprinting. Sorry, Dawkins. Not happening.”

      “Then it sounds like you might not have a sequel to sell to my adoring fans,” I said. “I wonder how much that will affect your sales.”

      I turned my back on him and strolled toward the exit, only to see the hurt and worry on Kiara’s face. I remembered I wasn’t the only one who bore the consequences of my actions.

      “Dawkins!” Byron barked, stopping me in my tracks. “Without Barnett Publishing, you are nothing. There are plenty of other sci-fi writers begging us to put their books out. I can find another bestseller. Can you find someone else to take a chance on your precious little stories?”

      Baring my teeth, I fled from his office.
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      “He said that? He actually said you’re nothing without him?”

      Rose, my older sister, cradled a cup of coffee in her lap as she sat on the terrace of my apartment. She perched her feet on the railing and gazed across the community garden. Everything was green and in bloom. Springtime in Brooklyn delivered pink and white blossoms on the cherry trees and fresh buds everywhere else. Rose’s strawberry-blonde hair and peachy-cream skin fit right in.

      “He said I’m nothing without his company,” I replied, sinking my nose into my own coffee mug. I inhaled deeply, letting the rich scent of Hawaiian roasted beans subdue the stress of yesterday’s office visit. “But it’s basically the same thing.”

      “And he refused to put your first name on the books.”

      “Yup.”

      Rose blew out a long breath of disbelief. “He is such an inconsiderate jerk. I don’t know why you ever signed a contract with him.”

      “He was nice at first,” I said. “He made it sound like he could give me everything I wanted. He was right. It’s pretty rare for a debut novel to stay on the bestseller list for as long as Heirs of Earth has.”

      “You did that,” she reminded me. “You wrote the book. You’re the one who brought in all those readers.”

      “You’d be surprised how many other elements go into selling a book,” I told her. “And how many other people are involved to help it sell well. I had Kiara to edit, graphic artists to design the cover, proofreaders, beta readers, marketing teams, et cetera. All Byron does is run the company.”

      Rose stomped her foot, causing the railing to shake. “Unbelievable. Does he know what happened to you during the book tour?”

      “I’ve told him a hundred times,” I said. “He doesn’t care. I’m wasting my breath.”

      “You told him everything?”

      Quiet, I cast my gaze across the garden. If I concentrated hard enough, my mind wouldn’t travel to the dark events of last year’s book tour. I could block it out. Cherry blossoms. Sunshine. Grass blowing in the breeze.

      My cheek pressed against the gravel of a bookstore parking lot.

      “Cherry blossoms,” I choked.

      “What?”

      I regained my composure. “The cherry blossoms are really beautiful this year. We didn’t get nearly as many blooms last year.”

      Rose knew me too well to let my avoidance of the question go by. “You changed the subject. Does that mean Byron doesn’t know what happened?”

      “He knows,” I said, and only a glimmer of guilt tickled my conscience at vocalizing this half-truth. “He just doesn’t care.”

      Tulip, sensing my discomfort, wound herself around my legs and purred. I stroked her back and focused on the pattern of her fur as it shone under the morning light. Slowly, my mind eased its frantic racing.

      Rose, unfortunately, wouldn’t give up the conversation so easily. She was not the type of sister to abandon a subject because it made me uncomfortable. She liked to confront her problems head-on and get them over with. That method might have worked for her, but I found myself on a verge of a breakdown every time I dared to revisit past events.

      “Maybe you should let Byron have his way,” she suggested.

      That caught me by surprise. “What? Let him keep publishing my books under my middle name? Take the heat from the jerks at every book signing?”

      “No, no,” she replied. “I meant don’t write the book, so Barnett drops you. Byron’s a crappy publisher anyway. Why work for a guy like that?”

      “Because he knows what he’s doing.” I picked up Tulip and set her on my lap. She promptly stuck her nose in my coffee cup and sneezed. “If he hadn’t taken a chance on my book, I wouldn’t have sold so many copies. Heirs of Earth might not have been published at all.”

      Rose dug into a second helping of the coffee cake she’d brought over for breakfast. “I don’t agree with that at all. Remember how many publishing houses put in a bid for your book? They all wanted you, Daisy.”

      “They wanted the book,” I countered. “Not me.”

      “It’s kind of a package deal,” she said. “But you don’t need Barnett. You could write for another publishing company.”

      I picked a huge chunk of streusel off the top of the cake and popped it into my mouth. The sweet taste of butter and cinnamon melted on my tongue. “Both Byron and Kiara made it clear that no other publishing house would take me if I breached my contract with Barnett. They wouldn’t trust me to deliver a novel on time. If I’m honest, I don’t trust myself either.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Because I was worthless. Because I’d run out of ideas after a single book. Because no one would ever accept me as a successful writer if I used my own name. Because I’d never be good enough.

      “I can’t write,” I said, instead of voicing the other thoughts that ricocheted around my brain at any given time of day. “I’ve tried. Ever since the tour ended, I’ve sat at my desk every day. Nothing comes out.”

      Rose set her feet down. “So you have writer’s block?”

      “Writer’s block doesn’t exist. This is different.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      I watched a crow fly by overhead and desperately wished to join it. The crow looped through the air, aimless and carefree. With no deadlines to meet and nowhere to be, the bird simply enjoyed riding the wind. What a dream.

      “It’s not that I’m blocked,” I tried to explain. “It’s that I literally can’t write. I sit in front of the computer and nothing happens. I have no ideas.”

      “Isn’t that basically the definition of writer’s block?”

      I sank into the chair. “You don’t understand.”

      “Are you afraid?” Rose asked.

      “Of what?”

      She lifted her shoulders. “If you write another book, you have to go on another book tour, which means possibly enduring more crap from disgruntled boy-men. Maybe you’re scared of what happened to you happening again.”

      Despite the warm spring air, a chill crept up my spine and tickled my scalp. Mindlessly, I picked apart a slice of crumb cake and tossed the bits over the railing for the sparrows to catch. Rose studied me but didn’t push the subject, for which I was grateful.

      “For what it’s worth, I think it’ll be different when you publish the sequel,” she said gently. “There are plenty of men who admired your work and didn’t care about your gender. Furthermore, think of all the women who read Heirs of Earth and were elated to see that you had written it. Women love science fiction too. If Byron knew a damn thing about marketing to them, he would use your real name as an asset.”

      “He doesn’t want to put my bio in the second book either,” I told her. “He still thinks the sequel will sell better if no one knows who I am.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Rose declared. “The first thing I do after reading a good book is look up the author. Anyone with a brain will figure out who you really are.”

      “I deleted my Twitter account,” I said. “Too many jerks in my mentions.”

      “But you still have your author’s website, right?”

      “I suppose, but it hasn’t been updated.”

      Rose brushed her silky hair away from her neck. “Give it an update. If Byron won’t put your bio out there, do it yourself. Let everyone know who the real Daisy Dawkins is.”

      “I suppose.”

      She tapped a rhythm against my leg. Tap, tap, tap-tap-tap. Repeat. It was something we used to do as kids when our parents would get into one of their horrible fights, a way to ground ourselves and let the other know we were in this together.

      “You know what I think you need?” she said. “A new place to write. This tiny apartment is not helping you.”

      “I wrote the entire first book here,” I protested.

      “Exactly! Maybe that’s why you’re blocked,” she said. “All your past success is weighing on your shoulders here. You need somewhere else to go.”

      “I always get distracted in cafes and libraries,” I replied. “It feels like people are watching me, and then I drink a ton of coffee and have to pee every ten minutes. Not exactly conducive to efficient writing.”

      Rose poked her tongue through her cheek. “I’m not talking about a cafe. What’s it called when research professors go on a really long vacation?”

      “Sabbatical?”

      “Yes! Maybe you should take a sabbatical.”

      I chuckled humorlessly, unable to entertain the idea of escaping Barnett Publishing and New York for an entire year. “That’s not the way this works. I have a month to prove I can write this sequel. Otherwise, it’s all over.”

      “Then go away for a month,” Rose advised. “Go to some mountain-side resort or camping ground. Get rid of the distractions. Make it so it’s just you and your writing.”

      “You mean like a retreat?”

      She snapped her fingers in triumph. “That’s what it’s called! A writer’s retreat. You should try one of those. They have them all over the country.”

      Another sparrow swooped down, hoping for a bit of coffee cake. As I tossed more crumbs, I pondered Rose’s suggestion. “That’s not a bad idea. Writer’s retreats usually provide mentors and workshops. That might help me get my sequel off the ground.”

      “You should do it,” she encouraged. “Get out of Brooklyn. Get out of this apartment. Go somewhere completely different and write your next bestseller. I believe in you.”

      It was a good thing someone did.

      

      For the next day, I researched writer’s retreats all over the globe. Though it didn’t seem reasonable to travel across the ocean before my deadline, I couldn’t help but entertain the idea of four weeks in the Swiss Alps or Italian countryside to write my next novel. I pored over pictures of Parisian rooftop apartments, swanky Austrian hotels, and gorgeous Grecian getaways with sweeping ocean views. The retreat websites offered luxurious amenities with access to the industry’s best writers and teachers, all for the low, low price of—

      “Ten thousand dollars?” I muttered murderously, scrolling through yet another dreamy writing location. “That’s like three months’ rent. These people must be on drugs.”

      To make matters worse, the “all-inclusive” price often neglected to include airfare or meals. If I picked any of these global adventures, I’d be spending more money than I could afford to bargain with. The money I’d made from the Heirs of Earth sales was long gone—due to emergency circumstances I’d rather not dwell on—and all I had left was the advance for the sequel. That money wasn’t exactly mine until I wrote the book.

      In the end, I narrowed my search to retreats on my own continent. A few Canadian ones caught my eyes, though I didn’t know enough French to get by in Quebec and the ones in Vancouver were similarly out of my price range. New York hosted a few retreats upstate, but I wanted to get a little farther away from familiar territory. Finally, I happened upon something that looked promising in Michigan.

      Coyote Island, read the website, is a private getaway for promising writers. At our lakeside retreat, you will work one on one with an assigned mentor, attend workshops to deepen your creative understanding, and present your work at a local reading at the end of your four-week journey here. Our remote location allows you to unplug from the distractions of everyday life and focus on honing your craft.

      I clicked through the gallery. Coyote Island was mostly woods and water, but smack in the middle of the wilderness sat an enormous mansion with several wings. I read on:

      Writers on retreat at Coyote Island will be accommodated at the Bregoli Estate. Enjoy your own room, a lake view from every window, and personalized meals made fresh by our private chefs. For additional needs, the mainland is only a short boat ride away.

      “But how much is it?” I murmured, clicking on the pricing page. The answer shocked me. It was half as much as the other retreats I’d researched, and it included everything except airfare. As far as gambling went, the Coyote Island retreat was a much safer bet.

      It felt too good to be true. Was this retreat a dud? Did anyone of actual importance or success attend the “four-week journey” or did Coyote Island cater to beginners and hopefuls who had yet to learn the basics of sentence structure? If it was the latter, I certainly wasn’t interested. I navigated to the About page and read more.

      The Coyote Island Writer’s Retreat is sponsored by Bregoli Publishing. We are a prominent name in the publishing industry, and we consider all of our authors to be part of our family. At our retreat, you will have the opportunity to network with and learn from seasoned writers. They will guide you on your journey to greatness. Many bestselling authors have written their most notable works here at the Bregoli Estate.

      For grins, I searched for the Bregoli Publishing Group on the web. They were a private publishing house, which was rare in this day and age. Almost every publishing sect was owned by one of the big five. The Bregoli Group had evaded capture by a larger business since its conception in the early thirties, which meant whoever owned it had enough money and clout to keep their smaller group afloat. That alone was a significant feat.

      With further research, I discovered that Bregoli was still owned by the family who’d started it. Greg Bregoli had faded from the limelight several years prior and acquired a mysterious reputation as a shy and strange recluse. According to the biography on Bregoli’s website, he lived in his own wing of the estate on Coyote Island. No one had seen him in years, and rumors flew that he’d died inside his mansion. I doubted this, considering Bregoli’s authors spoke highly of him on a regular basis.

      I scrolled through the list of writers who had previously published with the Bregoli Group. Quite a few names jogged my memory, but one in particular made me squeal with joy. Dean Dimarco, one of my absolute favorite authors, was a member of the Bregoli family. Better yet, he would be at this year’s retreat to mentor and teach the visiting writers. More eager than ever, I checked the dates.

      My shoulders sagged. The retreat began tomorrow, and the lengthy application process was long over. I wouldn’t be able to attend unless a small miracle occurred. An idea formed in my head. Who said I couldn’t enable my own miracle? I dialed Kiara’s number and waited for her to answer.

      “You better be calling to tell me you finally started writing.”

      “No, but I think I can make it happen.”

      “You think?”

      “I want to go on a writer’s retreat,” I declared. “I found one, but it starts tomorrow and I missed the deadline to apply. Can you pull some strings for me?”

      Kiara’s answering sigh blew static through the phone. “A writer’s retreat, huh? You think that’s going to help?”

      “Dean Dimarco is one of the mentors.”

      “Dean Dimarco? As in The Man in the Mist Dean Dimarco?”

      “The very same.”

      Kiara whistled. “I don’t suppose I can keep you from that. You do realize Dimarco hasn’t written a book in years though, right? He might have lost his touch.”

      “I don’t care,” I replied. “If I get paired with him, I’ll have five chapters on your desk in no time.”

      “Relax, I have to get you in first,” she said. “Besides, there’s no guarantee you’ll get Dimarco as your mentor. What happens then?”

      “The other mentors are just as prolific,” I told her. “Any one of them could help me with my sequel.”

      She clicked her tongue. “If I get you a spot at this thing, do you promise to get your pages done? I’m not going to make a ton of phone calls if you’re going to leave me hanging after all this is over.”

      “I promise,” I said, holding up the Scout’s honor even though she couldn’t see it. “Give me four weeks on Coyote Island and I will have the first five chapters of the Heirs of Earth sequel to you by the end of the retreat.”

      “Uh-huh. Give me the info so I can call.”

      She hung up on me, so I emailed her the link to the retreat’s website, then waited in earnest. A solid half hour passed before she called me back.

      “Well?” I demanded. “Am I in? Can I go?”

      “You’re lucky,” she replied. “They only accept twenty-five writers a year, and they had an extra spot open. Apparently, the other applicants didn’t impress them. They’d be pleased to have Devin Dawkins attend their retreat.”

      My face fell. “They know who I am?”

      “How else was I supposed to get you in?” Kiara asked. “Don’t worry, though. I told them you wanted discretion. You can introduce yourself as Daisy. No one but the retreat leaders and your mentor will know who you are.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Kiara. Hey, can I ask for one more favor?”

      “No, I won’t tell Byron about this,” she said, reading my mind.

      “I just figure he won’t be pleased if he hears I’m at a retreat run by a rival publishing house,” I said. “Especially if I end up sharing my work with their authors.”

      “You’re right about that. I’ll make sure he doesn’t find out.” Kiara hesitated before asking her next question. “Daisy, this retreat costs five thousand dollars, and it’s non-refundable. How exactly do you intend to pay for it?”

      “Well—”

      “You’re going to use some of your advance, aren’t you?”

      “How else would I afford it?”

      Kiara groaned. “This damn retreat better be worth your while. If you don’t come home with the start to your next book, I won’t be able to help you anymore.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “The only help I need from you is your excellent editing skills.”

      

      Kiara booked an early morning flight to Michigan, so Rose came over to help me pack that night. She neatly folded and rolled my clothes, then set them in my suitcase with impeccable organizational skills. Every few minutes, Tulip hopped into the suitcase and made a small nest, only to be displaced when Rose gently removed her.

      “She wants to come,” I said, stroking Tulip’s soft ears. She chirruped and pressed her face against my fingers. “What are the chances I can sneak her into the retreat?”

      “I’ll take good care of her while you’re away,” Rose promised as she picked pieces of Tulip’s fur off my clean clothes. “She’ll be fat and happy when you return.”

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      She cast a curious glance over the sweater she was folding. “What do you mean?”

      “You have no friends, so how will you fill your time without me?”

      Rose shotput the sweater at me, smacking me in the face. “I have plenty of friends, little sister. Thank you very much.”

      I chuckled, rolled the sweater in a messy ball, and tossed it into the suitcase. Rose patiently refolded it and placed it alongside my bathroom bag.

      “What about you?” she questioned in a serious yet soft tone. “Will you be okay on your own? I know you’ve been having some trouble lately.”

      “I won’t be alone,” I replied. “There will be plenty of other people there.”

      “People you don’t know,” she countered. “Strangers. You don’t have the best track record with strangers.”

      A shudder raced up my back, but I hid it with a pretend cough. Once I finished my performance, I waved aside Rose’s worry. “I’ll be fine. I’m over it.”

      Rose eyed me with apprehension, and I knew she didn’t entirely believe me. Thankfully, she let it go. “I’m glad you’re doing this. I think it’ll be good for you.”

      “I’m glad you suggested it.”

      She flipped her hair. “What can I say? I’m the best.”

      I unfurled the sweater once more, just to have the last metaphorical word.
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      Take it off, Dawkins!

      I gasped for air. Asphalt crunched beneath my cheek. A bony knee landed in the small of my back, pushing my spine out of alignment.

      Show me who you really are.

      

      I woke up cold and alone. Facedown in bed, I briefly thought I might still be in that alleyway. I peeled my cheek from the sweaty sheets and sat up, breathing deeply. Tulip, who usually slept on my feet at night, perched on the windowsill to watch the birds flit by. When she noticed I was awake, she jumped to the ground with a chirp and stretched her front paws in front of her. Then she sauntered from the bedroom with her tail high in the air, as if to say, It’s breakfast time, follow me.

      I rolled out of bed. My alarm hadn’t gone off yet, which meant I had plenty of time to make it to the airport before my flight. Hazy pink light reflected off the horizon. The sun hadn’t quite reached this side of the earth yet. I padded out of the bedroom and spotted my luggage for the trip stacked near the door. My stomach lurched. One whole month away from Tulip, Rose, and my comfortable apartment wasn’t sounding like such a good idea anymore.

      Tulip meowed impatiently and pawed at the fridge. I pulled her fresh cat food—only the best for Tulip—from its container and dumped a small portion into her bowl. She mauled it in five seconds flat then lifted her nose to me and meowed again.

      “No way,” I said, putting the rest of the food away. “It’s not my fault you eat so quickly. Maybe you should learn to savor your food.”

      I lazily prepared breakfast and coffee then pulled on my plane outfit: comfortable sweatpants, a sweat-wicking T-shirt, and a cozy jacket to keep me warm. I would never be one of those fashionable ladies who wore jeans and heels on a cross-country trip. As much as I admired them for their commitment to the “look,” I favored comfort over style. I completed my outfit with a White Sox ball cap that hid most of my face. Since hardly any of my readers knew what I looked like, it wasn’t likely I’d run into fans at the airport. Still, it didn’t hurt to take precautions.

      When it was time to go, I expected Tulip to wind around my legs and beg for me not to leave, like she did every time I picked up my keys and phone. Instead, she sat on the arm of the sofa with her paws folded royally and slow-blinked at me. I’ll be here when you get back, she seemed to say.

      I gave her one last nuzzle between the ears, then gathered my bags and left the apartment. With a deep breath, I headed for the elevator. The only place left to go was forward.

      

      I fell asleep before the plane took off, so I missed the entire trip from New York to Michigan. Kiara had hired a company car to pick me up from the airport and drop me off in Fishtown, a tiny collection of shops and restaurants in Leland with historical charm. From there, I hopped on a small ferry boat, privately owned by the Bregoli Publishing Group, and enjoyed an hour-long ride to Coyote Island. Other than the boat captain and a few deckhands, three other people joined me on board. Assuming they were other writers, I nodded politely to them but didn’t bother to introduce myself. For a while longer, I wanted to be anonymous.

      As the ferry approached Coyote Island, I leaned as far as I dared over the railing for a better look. Dense trees created a natural wall at the edge of the island, shielding everything else from view. I couldn’t spot the Bregoli Estate.

      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I asked a deckhand as he expertly tossed a looped rope around a piling. “This is where the writer’s retreat is, correct?”

      “You got it.” The deckhand leapt from the boat to the dock, clearing a good five feet of open water, and tied a second rope to a cleat. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t look like much from the dock, but the estate will blow your mind when you finally see it.”

      As we disembarked and the deckhands helped unload everyone’s luggage, a large passenger van ambled out of the trees and parked near the dock. A man clambered out of the driver’s seat and strolled toward us.

      “Hello!” he called, waving cheerfully. “My name is Sawyer. I’m one of the retreat leaders here at Coyote Island.”

      I stopped short of Sawyer’s outstretched hand and looked him up and down. His scruffy beard, weathered orange baseball cap, and rugged knit sweater did not meet my expectations of “seasoned writer’s retreat leader.” He wore a boyish grin and boat shoes. Friggin’ boat shoes. What had I gotten myself into?

      Sawyer didn’t skip a beat. He accepted my suitcase from a deckhand and loaded it easily into the back of the passenger van. Then he consulted a clipboard in the front seat. “You must be Paige, Daisy, Tom, and Jeremy. Is that right?”

      Once we confirmed our identities, we piled into the passenger van. Tom and Jeremy, both in their forties, began chatting with Sawyer right away, asking about the retreat and accommodations. As I strapped my seatbelt across my chest, I caught Paige’s eye. Like me, she hadn’t said much other than her name. She gave me a small smile before turning her attention to the window, resting her chin in her palm to watch the trees rush by. I decided I liked her.

      As we drove farther inland, I began to wonder if the deckhand was pulling my leg. Coyote Island appeared to be nothing but trees. Then an enormous glistening lake appeared out of nowhere. I gaped at the view, then actually gasped when I caught sight of the mansion on the opposite side of the water. The deckhand wasn’t pulling my leg; the sheer size of the Bregoli Estate was mind-blowing.

      “Not too shabby, right?” Sawyer said, hearing my nonverbal pleasure. “Wait until we make it to that side of the lake.”

      The estate flitted in and out of view as the passenger van continued along the road that bordered the lake. After another fifteen minutes of driving, we finally emerged from the trees and pulled into a wide driveway, beautifully paved with different colored stones.

      The Bregoli Estate was so widespread that I couldn’t take it all in at once. The architecture managed to evoke the style of an Italian villa without blatantly copying it. Whoever designed the mansion had infused the building with their own original flair. Pale red stones created huge wings of the house. Landscaped courtyards, tall archways, and outdoor staircases came together in a graceful example of exemplary construction. I spotted a second-floor terrace with a wooden trellis for shade and a few lounge chairs. For the first time in months, my fingers itched to hold a pen. That terrace would be the perfect place to write.

      Before I could fully absorb the estate’s grandeur, Sawyer put the van in park and ushered us out of it. We entered the main wing of the mansion through a stone archway. Inside, I gazed at the tall ceilings, so distracted by the natural beauty of the wooden beams that I failed to notice the twenty-odd people who already occupied the room.

      They stared at me. I stared back, frozen in place.

      But they weren’t staring at all. The other writers milled about in a large seating area, nursing coffee and snacks. They chatted amiably, getting to know one another, and glanced casually at us newcomers with curiosity that my treacherous mind had interpreted as animosity. As reality set in, Sawyer handed my suitcase off to a woman wearing a polo shirt with the Bregoli crest embroidered on the chest.

      “Welcome to the Coyote Island Writer’s Retreat,” he said proudly, spreading his arms. “You four are the last to arrive. Maria will take your things to your rooms. You can check them out now or later. Today is a free day. Take a walk and a gander. Explore the estate and get to know your fellow writers. You’ll be working very closely with them for the next four weeks. If you need anything, you can let me or any of the staff members know. We’ll get you squared away in an instant. Any questions?”

      When no one voiced any concerns, Sawyer clapped his hands together. “Great! You’re free to do whatever you like. Later tonight, we have an optional mixer for you all to attend if you’re feeling up to it. I highly recommend you swing by. It’ll give you the opportunity to mingle with the writers and mentors here. Other than that, be free!”

      Maria, the small woman in the polo shirt, smiled softly as she placed a heavy brass key in my palm. “Margarita,” she said in a heavy Colombian accent. “Second floor, third door on the left.”

      “Oh, my name is Daisy.”

      “Mm-hmm, Margarita.”

      One of the other writers, a spindly man with a smug grin, spoke over my shoulder. “Margarita means daisy in Spanish,” he said importantly. If I had to guess, he didn’t know many other words in Spanish.

      I stepped out of the man’s personal space. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m going to find my room.”

      But Maria was long gone, lugging my suitcase up a steep staircase with surprising strength for such a petite lady. I almost followed her, but the thought of being penned inside a small room upstairs made my lungs tighten.

      Conversation buzzed around the room. Several pairs of eyes darted toward me, sizing me up. Did they know who I was? Did they read my book? Everyone else smiled and chatted so easily. They were casual and composed, already comfortable with the people around them. Snippets of conversation met my ears:

      “…was interviewed by the Times last year…”

      “…had my story published in the New Yorker…”

      “I heard Stephen King shows up to this retreat sometimes…”

      Inadequate. Worthless. Never enough. The words echoed inside my head until they drowned out the other writers’ babble. My breath shortened and my vision blurred at the edges. When someone approached me, I stumbled backward.

      “Are you okay?”

      I ignored the question, turned on my heel, and fled outside. I ran straight into the sunshine, tearing through a short alley and emerging in a large courtyard. Narrowly avoiding a beautiful pool, I leapt over a lounge chair and kept running. The longer I ran, the calmer I became.

      Eventually, I stopped to catch my breath. When I looked up, I was completely lost. I had no idea which path led back to the main area of the estate. This part looked less prepared for visitors. Wild vines snaked up the brick walls, and the cobblestones hadn’t been pressure washed to perfection like the ones in the front driveway.

      A gentle stream trickled through a stone bed, no doubt leading to the nearby lake. Above the stream stretched a covered bridge.

      “Bridge of Sighs,” I said breathlessly. Such designs were named after the Ponte dei Sospiri, a covered bridge that connected the New Prison in Venice, Italy to interrogation rooms in the adjoining building. The bridge was named for the prisoners who received their sentences there and sighed at their last view of Venice before incarceration. Similar bridges had popped up at universities like Oxford and Cambridge, but named for the students sighing over their final exams instead. Regardless of the reason, I loved the romance of the concept.

      Unable to resist, I climbed the stairs and made my way onto the bridge. Leaning through the open windows, I gazed at the stream below and got lost in the unpredictable patterns of the bubbling water.

      A loud meow interrupted my musings, and I jumped when a huge orange tabby cat leapt up to the window beside me. He stared right at me and meowed again, as if to say, What are you doing here, human?

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to disrupt you.”

      The cat narrowed his eyes, but lifted his nose toward me. With respect, I offered my hand. He sniffed my fingers with an air of dignified importance, like he had the final say on whether or not I should be allowed on the bridge. Finally, he butted his head against my palm, and I took that as permission to stay.

      A bell on his collar jingled as I rubbed his ears. I grasped the tag and read the inscribed name. “Apollo. So you’re the sun god of Bregoli Estate, huh?”

      Apollo purred, jumped off the window sill, and trotted away. At the other side of the bridge, he paused and looked over his shoulder. Are you coming or what?

      Since I had no desire to return to the pulse-pounding panic of meeting new people at the retreat, I followed the cat. He jauntily held his tail aloft as he led me through a large archway and sat in front of a closed double door. He meowed and pawed at the polished wood.

      “You want to go inside?” I guessed.

      “Mrow.”

      Taking that as a yes, I pushed open the door. Apollo slipped inside, but I wavered on the threshold. I wasn’t sure if I should follow, though Sawyer had encouraged us to explore the estate. My resolve solidified, and I stepped inside.

      This part of the estate was different from the rest. Though equally elegant, the interior was less showy and refined. It smelled distinctively of someone’s home, as all homes had a scent that seemed to reflect the owner’s personality. Here, a certain undefinable spice reached my nose, pleasant and welcoming.

      Apollo flicked his tail and led me deeper inside. We passed through a cozy living area lined with puffy leather chairs and throw rugs before we reached the most gorgeous kitchen I’d ever seen. The stainless steel appliances, expansive granite counters, and shining collection of utensils spoke of professional level skill. A basket of summer fruits hung from the ceiling, and a bowl of avocados waited for someone to pit and slice them. The spice smell was stronger here, accompanied by the scent of freshly-squeezed lemons.

      “Mrow!”

      Apollo pawed at the fridge. Laughing, I pulled open the door and peered inside, but there was no cat food visible for the taking.

      “Hey!”

      I leapt away from the fridge, clutching my heart as I spun to face the voice. A woman with a mop in hand stood at the entrance to the luxurious kitchen.

      “Who are you?” she asked, neither friendly nor threatening. “What are you doing here?”

      I raised my hands like a criminal. “I’m sorry. I’m here for the writer’s retreat. The cat led me in—”

      But when I pointed, Apollo was nowhere to be found.

      “He was just here,” I muttered.

      The woman relaxed. “This is Mr. Bregoli’s private wing of the house. Visitors aren’t allowed in here.”

      “I’m sorry. I really didn’t know.”

      “That’s all right. Come with me. I’ll take you back.”

      

      The woman, Eileen, was one of Mr. Bregoli’s personal staff. She knew the estate better than anyone else, so when I asked to avoid the main meeting area where the writers were gathered, she considerately obliged. We took a back staircase up to the second floor, where Eileen left me to my own devices.

      When I entered my room, disappointment colored my emotions first. I had not won the second-floor terrace above the pool as I had hoped. The accommodations were perfectly acceptable—a king-sized bed with luscious linens beckoned me toward it for a nap and a pair of French doors opened to a small balcony outside. However, the windows faced the side of the estate, and the view only afforded me a wide green lawn, a sea of trees, and a small snippet of the lake. So much for a guaranteed waterfront experience.

      Additionally, there was no en-suite bathroom. I should have expected this, considering the estate was not a hotel, but I hadn’t anticipated sharing such a private space with the other writers. The last time I’d used a common bathroom was during freshman year of college. Since then, I preferred having unlimited access to my own sink, shower, and toilet.

      On the upside, the room received a beautiful amount of daylight without directly showering me with the sun’s hot rays. Maria had set my suitcase near a tall wardrobe, which had more than enough space to hang my clothes. A wide open stretch of wood floor in the middle of the room looked like the perfect place to stretch, meditate, or even write. Sometimes, I did my best work from a spot on the floor.

      On the opposite side of the bed, a lovely writing desk and comfortable rolling chair had been set up in a small home office sort of way. A vintage typewriter sat atop the desk with a blank sheet of paper set up inside. Though I’d never use it, I liked the look of it.

      A wall of books stood behind the desk. Most of the titles had been published by the Bregoli Group. Dean Dimarco’s name jumped out at me. I pulled a dusty copy of The Man in the Mist from the shelf, curled up on the bed, and began to read.

      

      By dusk, excited voices gathered in the corridor beyond my room as the other writers headed to the mixer downstairs. Nerves gathered in the pit of my stomach. Rose’s voice echoed in my head: You don’t have the best track record with strangers.

      I stared into Dimarco’s most famous novel, reading a single sentence over and over again: Strangers, in fact, can know you better than anyone else, purely because they’ve never met you before.

      Swallowing my anxiety, I set aside The Man in the Mist and got to my feet. When the time was right and most of the voices had faded from the hallway, I left the safety of my room.

      About forty people mingled in the common room on the first floor, roughly twenty-five writers, twelve mentors, and a few retreat leaders. Soft jazz music played over the speakers as the estate visitors filled small plates from a delicious buffet. A bartender poured champagne and mixed drinks from behind a quaint counter. My stomach rumbled as the smell of food wafted up to the staircase. Steeling myself, I headed into the fray.

      At the buffet, I loaded a plate with bacon-wrapped scallops, chicken skewers, and freshly-roasted vegetables. There were options for every diet, including those who had to eat vegan or gluten-free. As I ate, keeping to a secluded corner, I read the room.

      The writers were predominantly middle-aged men. They introduced themselves to each other without hesitation, chewed and spoke at the same time, and left empty glasses of watery ice in their wake. Most of them had tracked down their preferred mentors already, hoping to establish a connection with the more experienced writers. I scanned the room for Dean Dimarco and found him nowhere. Perhaps he’d changed his mind about attending the retreat at the last minute.

      “Daisy, right?”

      Paige, the woman who’d arrived on the same ferry, made her way over to me. She wore baggy jeans, a stylish V-neck, and a man’s suit jacket with the sleeves rolled up. Her hair, intentionally dyed bright white, was buzzed short on the sides but left long on top. From appearance alone, she seemed far more sophisticated than I ever hoped to be. When she offered me a fresh glass of champagne, I gratefully accepted.

      “Yes. Paige, right? It’s nice to meet you.”

      She nodded and leaned next to me, melting into the shadows too. “Are you okay? I saw you run out earlier. You looked kind of pale.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I said, blushing deeply. “Just getting used to a new environment. That’s all.”

      “You’re telling me,” she muttered. Her shoulders straightened as she spotted a gray-haired woman come into the room. “Will you excuse me? That’s Gloria Sterling. I’m dying to get her as my mentor.”

      “Sure.”

      Paige gracefully wove between the other writers and offered her hand to Gloria Sterling without hesitation. I wished for that kind of confidence.

      “All alone over here, huh?”

      The slippery voice breathed hot hair on my ear. I spun away from it and found myself uncomfortably close to the spindly man from earlier that day. He wore the same pompous smile beneath glimmering dark eyes and slick black hair.

      “I’m Zachary,” he said in a low tone that sounded intentionally raspy, like he wanted me to think he’d just finished smoking an expensive cigar. “Nice to meet you, Margarita.”

      The Spanish version of my name sounded far less enticing in his rough American accent that it did in Maria’s native language. I ignored the hand he held out for me to shake.

      “My name is Daisy.”

      “I know. Can I get you a drink?”

      I lifted the full glass of champagne. “I have one.”

      Zachary tugged the glass from my fingers and set it on a side table out of my reach. “Now you don’t. Let’s try again. Can I get you a drink?”

      I stepped around him, deliberately giving him a wide berth, and rescued my champagne. “No, thank you,” I said and walked off.

      

      Show me who you really are.

      The slippery voice whispered against my ear. Hot, moist lips pressed themselves to my cheek. All the while, my breath hung in my lungs without moving. Cold rainwater soaked through my shirt as clammy fingers wandered across my skin without permission.

      Show me, Dawkins.

      

      Tip, tip, tip, tap. Tip, tip, tip, tap. Zing!

      The sound of a typewriter in use woke me from the nightmare. Oddly relieved, I listened to the pattern without opening my eyes.

      Tip, tip, tip, tap.

      My eyes flew open, but I didn’t roll over, suddenly terrified to face the desk. If someone was using the typewriter, that meant they had broken into my room to do so. I was sure I’d locked the door before falling into bed.

      Tip, tip, tip, tap. Zing!

      I braced myself and turned toward that side of the room, ready to leap out of bed and berate the intruder for encroaching on my private area. But when I faced the desk, the chair was empty.

      And the typewriter was silent.
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      Freshly showered, dressed, and ready for my first official day of retreat activities, I stood above the desk in my room and examined the typewriter. I was so sure I’d heard someone using it last night. I’d heard the keys clacking and the roll resetting, but it remained in the exact position as I had first seen it, with a blank page waiting to be written on.

      Experimentally, I pressed the F key. It resisted against my finger, and the machine refused to stamp the letter onto the paper. I tried the G next, but it wouldn’t depress either. The typewriter was jammed. No one could have used it. Last night’s event must have been a figment of my imagination.

      Shrugging, I joined the other writers downstairs. Breakfast was served in a large dining hall with a low ceiling, filled with mismatched tables and chairs. Despite the contrasting styles, each piece of furniture complemented the homey feel of the room.

      Sawyer greeted me at the entrance. This morning, he wore a black-and-white buffalo plaid flannel shirt over baggy khakis and those damned boat shoes. Instead of a ball cap, he sported a slouchy hand-knit beanie. I wondered what his actual hair looked like. “Good morning, Daisy!” he said brightly. “Have a seat anywhere you like. One of our chefs will come over to get your order in a moment.”

      Delighted by the level of service, I settled in a comfortable armchair near the window set at the top of the ceiling. The view, surprisingly, was level with the landscaping and lawn outside. As a beetle crawled across the glass, I realized the dining room must be partially underground. No wonder it seemed so snug and welcoming inside.

      As Sawyer said, a chef soon came to my table to ask what I’d like for breakfast. There was no menu. When I requested stuffed French toast with a side of fresh fruit, the chef gleefully began creating a recipe tailored to my specific tastes. As he scurried away, genuinely excited to make my breakfast, I wondered what kind of success I’d have to achieve to afford a personal chef for myself.

      When Paige arrived at breakfast, she scanned the occupied tables with an apprehensive expression. Her eyes landed on me, and she made her way toward my seat at the window.

      “Do you mind if I sit here?” she asked, gesturing toward the other empty armchair. “I’m not sure I like anyone else enough to share a table with them.”

      That drew a laugh from me. “I know what you mean. By all means, keep me company.”

      She settled in with a long, drawn-out sigh. “Sawyer said the chefs take your order. This place is crazy, don’t you think? I feel like a celebrity.”

      “I’m certainly not used to this kind of treatment.”

      Paige rested her elbows on her knees and wryly examined the other writers. “Comes with a price though, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      She pursed her lips. “Did you speak to anyone last night? Almost everyone here has already been published. I feel like a fraud.”

      “You haven’t been published?”

      “Not unless you count a single poem in my college’s zine,” she replied. “Have you?”

      “Once.”

      Her shoulders slumped as she groaned. “Oh, God. I’m out of my league.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry. I’m feeling pretty inadequate about myself too. I heard one of the guys say he got a story published in the New Yorker. The New Yorker! Can you imagine?”

      “I can only dream of getting published in the New Yorker,” she agreed. “I can only dream of getting published at all. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” I leaned across the table to create a bubble of privacy between us. “What do you know about this retreat? I signed up at the last minute, and I’m not so sure I made the right decision.”

      Paige fiddled with a gold ring on her left hand. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about Coyote Island. Apparently, a bunch of agents turn up to the reading at the end of the month and pick which writers they want to represent. They say between seven and ten attending writers from each year’s retreat get their work published by the Bregoli Group. I’m determined to be one of them. What about you?”

      “I’m not looking for an agent or a publisher,” I said. “I needed a place to get started on my next book. I’ve been stuck in limbo for far too long.”

      “How did your first book do?” Paige asked. “Who published it? Did you do it yourself? Do you think self-publishing is a valid way to go if you can’t find representation elsewhere?”

      “Um, well—”

      The chef saved me from having to answer as he returned to our table with a mountainous stack of French toast. The sweet scent of fresh whipped cream, cinnamon, and strawberries had me digging in before he’d even set a knife and fork down for me. Thankfully, the chef took Paige’s order too, distracting her from the list of questions she had for me.

      “Anyway,” she went on, after requesting a vegan breakfast bowl. “I guess I’m just nervous I won’t do well here. It’s not that I can’t write. It’s that no one believes my books have an audience.”

      “Why not?” I asked, with my mouth shamelessly full of toast.

      Paige shot me a wry look. “You’ll find out during the workshops.”

      I wiped a dollop of whipped cream from my chin and took a breather. “Take comfort in knowing you’re not alone. I don’t feel like I fit in here at all. Pretty sure we’ll be reading a lot of crime novels this month.”

      “With alcoholic ex-detectives for protagonists,” Paige added with a diabolical chuckle. “You’re right. All these guys are going to pen the exact same novel and think it’s the most original piece of work to ever exist.”

      “Maybe we’re too quick to judge,” I said. “We should give them the benefit of the doubt.”

      Zachary walked by and dropped a heavy wink at our table. Paige’s upper lip curled, and a shiver of disgust ran through me.

      “Then again,” I muttered. “Maybe not.”

      

      After breakfast, we joined the other writers in a small auditorium, complete with angled seating and a stage. As everyone settled in, it became clear who would associate with who during the course of the retreat. Paige and I sat in the middle of the room but off to the side, slightly separated from the others. Zachary and Silas—a guy in his late twenties with a handlebar mustache and an air of superiority—took the seats right in front of the stage. Tom and Jeremy, the guys we’d ridden the ferry with, had joined the largest group of middle-aged authors in the back center of the room. They were the loudest out of everyone. Lastly, near the front right side of the room were three older women, so wizened and poised that I wouldn’t have been surprised if they revealed themselves to be the Fates from Greek mythology.

      Sawyer walked to the podium on stage, but when we applauded politely, he waved aside the gesture. He pushed the microphone away from his lips and spoke to us without it, impressively projecting his voice across the auditorium.

      “This,” he began, sweeping his arms across the stage, “is just a formality to get everything started. Our retreat isn’t about posturing and presentation. We’re here to dive deep into our craft: the craft of writing.”

      “Hear, hear!” Zachary said, lifting an invisible glass in a hypothetical toast. While some of the other writers echoed his sentiment, Paige and I exchanged a judgmental glance. Naturally, Zachary would be the first writer to suck up to the retreat leaders.

      “Anyway, we won’t be spending a whole lot of time in this room,” Sawyer went on. “For workshops, we’ll utilize a nice big conference room so we can have more of a round table discussion. Additionally, each of your mentors has their own private office in which to meet with you.” Sawyer came around to the front of the podium. “Most of the estate is available for your use. As you might have noticed on your way in, this place is full of beautiful nooks for you to get your writing juices flowing.”

      “Why does anyone use the word ‘juices’ for anything other than actual juice?” Paige muttered in my ear.

      “We do have some housekeeping requests,” Sawyer said. “Though you paid to be here, we are still guests at this estate. Mister Bregoli has been so kind to host us, so please respect the buildings, the property, and all of the staff. Leave things better than the way you found them.” He paused to let this sink in. “We also have a strict behavioral policy. We do not condone any illicit activities or any type of harassment. We will not hesitate to excuse you from the retreat early if you violate our conditions, and your money will not be refunded to you. So please respect your fellow writers, your mentors, and the wonderful people on the estate staff who make it so lovely for us to stay here.”

      Up front, Zachary whispered something in Silas’s ear. When Silas laughed under his breath, Zachary pulled away with a satisfied smirk. A sour taste coated my tongue at the sight of their exchange.

      “One more thing,” Sawyer said. “The east wing of the estate is Mr. Bregoli’s private residence. While the rest of the property is yours to explore, we ask you to please refrain from entering the east wing.” He clapped his hands and excitedly rubbed them together. “Okay! Now that we have all the rules out of the way, let’s get started. Who wants to meet this year’s Coyote Island mentors?”

      The writers cheered and clapped. Silas and Zachary snapped their fingers as if they were at a poetry reading in a hookah bar.

      “Alrighty,” Sawyer said. “First up, we have Harry Alcott, author of New York Times bestseller View From Yesterday.”

      Harry Alcott, a plump man with a port-wine stain on his forehead, emerged from the stage wings and waved to the writers. As Sawyer read off his bio and credentials, I felt like we were at an auction, where the grand prize was the best writing mentor.

      “Next up is Gloria Sterling,” Sawyer announced, and Paige sat up a little straighter as her preferred mentor came into view. “Gloria has written several number one books for the Bregoli Group, including Three Nights in the Philippines and Unwanted. She has been a member of the Bregoli family for over twenty years and is currently working on her tenth novel, which will be released next spring.”

      “I love her,” Paige declared in a guttural tone as she furiously clapped for Gloria. “I would get down on my knees and shine her shoes with a toothbrush if she asked me to.”

      I laughed quietly at Paige’s declaration. On stage, Gloria swept her silvery hair over one shoulder and adjusted her fashionable sweater to sit more jauntily upon her shoulders.

      “I’m serious,” Paige said. “Have you read any of her stuff?”

      “I read Philippines,” I told her as Sawyer introduced the next mentor. “It was a bit out of my wheelhouse, but I loved it anyway.”

      “That’s her best book,” she replied. “So underrated.”

      Each mentor got a miniature cheer as he or she came across the stage. I waited on tenterhooks for Dean Dimarco to appear. While the other authors were just as distinguished, I couldn’t imagine working with any one of them. As the line of mentors elongated and Dean Dimarco still wasn’t introduced, my excitement diminished. I recalled his absence from the mixer last night. Maybe my hunch was correct, and he’d abandoned his mentor duties at the last minute.

      “And last but not least,” Sawyer boomed. “The bestselling author of The Man in the Mist, What We Did at Mount Etna, and The Impending Execution of Atticus Trent: ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to introduce Dean Dimarco.”

      Agog for his entrance, my stomach flipped over, but when Dean Dimarco shuffled into view, my fanciful bubble of illusion popped. This was not the Dean Dimarco I’d come to recognize from talk shows, recorded guest lectures at prestigious universities, and the online masterclass I’d spent way too much money on simply because he taught it. Gone were his jolly cheeks, shock of shiny black hair, and pleasantly plump figure. He had lost a significant amount of weight in a short amount of time, evidenced by the skin that hung loosely from his jaw and neck. In prior years, he sported a thick, neatly-trimmed beard that helped shape his face. All that remained of it was an uneven layer of peppery gray stubble that made his skin look dirty.

      The other mentors had all given a brief speech on how happy and excited they were to be a part of the retreat. Dean, however, shook his head and quickly moved off to the side when Sawyer offered him the space at center stage.

      Sawyer cleared his throat. “Well, that’s everyone. The mentors have already made their choice of authors, so I will cede the floor to them.”

      One by one, the mentors claimed their students. Each teacher would work with two aspiring writers over the course of the next month. Harry Alcott chose two of the men from the large group in the middle of the auditorium. An older female mentor picked two of the Fates, leaving the last one looking disgruntled. Zachary and Silas were both acquired by Elliot Ellis, a science fiction writer who would have been my first choice of mentor if Dean Dimarco wasn’t there. When Gloria Sterling stepped forward to announce her choices, Paige practically whimpered with poorly-disguised desperation.

      “I’ve decided to mentor Luella Graft,” she announced, claiming the last Fate. “And Paige Owens.”

      Paige could not conceal her triumph, though she tried mightily, bowing her head all the way to her knees and hiding behind the seat in front of her to let out a suppressed squawk of pure glee. When she rose, she regained her composure and waved a thanks to Gloria.

      After a few more selections, I was the only writer left without a mentor and starting to feel like the last kid to get picked for dodgeball. When Dean stepped to the front of the stage, I already knew what was coming. Despite his distressed appearance, excitement bubbled in my stomach.

      “Daisy Dawkins,” Dean announced gruffly. “You’re with me.”

      Paige squeezed my knee and rocked my leg back and forth. We both got the mentors we wished for. As Dean stepped back into line, Sawyer took center stage again.

      “Today, we will not have any group workshops,” he said. “Each of you will have an hour alone with your mentor. Use this time to get to know one another and talk about the skills you might like to work on during this retreat. Over the next few weeks, you will be spending a great deal of time with your mentor, so today’s the day to make an excellent first impression. Your mentors will come find you when it’s time for your meeting with them. Until then, stay close and make yourselves comfortable.”

      As the meeting came to an end, the mentors left the stage and approached the writers they wished to meet with first. Paige watched hungrily as Gloria Sterling tapped Luella Graft on the shoulder and beckoned her away.

      “Well, that’s that,” Paige said. “Guess she liked Luella’s portfolio better than mine.”

      “Or she’s saving the best for last,” I suggested.

      “You’re lucky,” she replied. “You’re the only writer who gets a mentor all to herself. Odd man out, eh?”

      Across the room, Dean Dimarco stared at me. When I caught his eye, he pointed a stern finger right at my chest then at the door. Without another word, he left the auditorium.

      “I think he wants you to follow him,” Paige said.

      We shared a reassuring high-five then I rushed from the room to go after Dean. In the hallway beyond, he had already disappeared, but heavy footsteps echoed to my right. I jogged in that direction and finally spotted Dean as he clambered up a set of stairs.

      “Mr. Dimarco!” I called, taking the steps two at a time to catch up. “Do you mind—?”

      “Keep up. Let’s go.”

      I saved my breath and ran after him. He led me to a secluded corner of the north wing, up an ornate spiral staircase, and into a circular tower room. The room was practically empty, except for a large desk and an even larger armchair. Dean lowered himself into the chair with a groan and pointed to a folding chair resting against the opposite wall.

      “That one’s for you,” he said.

      His eyes bore into me as I struggled to unfold the rusty aluminum chair. When I sat, my position was significantly lower than his. I felt like a child in the principal’s office, awaiting punishment for a crime I didn’t commit.

      Dean pressed his fingertips together and studied me over the top of them. For several minutes, he said nothing at all. When I opened my mouth to speak, he shook his head. I remained silent.

      “Devin Dawkins,” he said at last. “Heirs of Earth.”

      I shifted in my seat, trying to get my hips to fit more comfortably within the confines of the metal chair. “Yes, I’m a big fan of yours, Mr. Dimarco.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Sorry, do you prefer—?”

      “A lot of the other mentors wanted you,” he interrupted. “Most of the writers who show up to this retreat don’t have a complete awareness of their craft like you do. They don’t know what success looks like.”

      “I’m not sure I do either,” I admitted.

      “That’s crap,” Dean said. “I dug up the stats for your book. They were impressive for a debut author. Regardless, there are ways for you to improve.”

      “I know. I think I need—”

      He cut me off again. “What are you doing here?”

      Caught off guard by the question, I stammered, “I thought we were supposed to be getting to know our mentors.”

      “I meant at this retreat,” he clarified. “Most of the people who come to these things are desperate wannabes with hardly two sub plots to rub together. They think they’re God’s gift to the publishing industry and just need a shot to prove themselves.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. “I read the website. A lot of writers who come to this retreat have gone on to publish successful books.”

      Dean rolled his eyes. “I said most of the people, didn’t I? We get a few talented writers every year. Are you one of them?”

      “I guess—”

      “It’s a yes or no question. Are you a talented writer?”

      No.

      “Yes,” I said out loud. That seemed to be the answer he wanted to hear, but when he cast a bitter look at me, I wondered if I should have given him the truth instead.

      “So what are you doing here?” he asked again.

      “I can’t write,” I blurted out.

      “You can’t write.”

      “No,” I said. “I signed a three-book deal for Heirs of Earth. I’m supposed to be halfway through the sequel, but I can’t come up with anything.”

      Dean opened the desk drawer. He set a plastic baggie of weed and a pack of rolling papers on the blotter. As I watched, he broke apart a thick bud into smaller segments with his fingers then layered the grinds into one of the papers.

      “I didn’t read your book,” he said, carefully rolling the paper around the pulverized weed. “I don’t care what you wrote in the past. The only thing that matters to me is what you write during this retreat.” He licked the edge of the paper and sealed the joint. “That being said, I’m gonna need you to write something for me to analyze. So—”

      He offered me the completed joint.

      “Take it,” he said, when I made no motion to accept it.

      “I don’t smoke.”

      “You don’t write. You don’t smoke. Do you do anything at all, Devin?”

      “It’s Daisy.”

      Dean held the joint aloft and examined his handiwork. “Okay, Daisy. You wanna write? You gotta free your mind. Sometimes, stress and pressure makes it impossible for a writer to do that. That’s where this lovely little herb comes in.” He brandished the weed again. “Just take it. You don’t have to smoke it if you don’t want to, but you should. You’re too uptight. You need to release some of that crap holding you back. Otherwise—” He shrugged and scoffed. “What are you doing here?”

      When he offered the joint once more, I took it.
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      “If you don’t smoke it, I will.”

      Without much effort, Paige and I had become each other’s shoulder to lean on at Coyote Island. She had an easygoing attitude and a dry humor that I greatly appreciated. While the other writers made me nervous, prying into my personal and professional life at every opportunity, Paige treated me as if we’d known each other for years. If we shared personal details, they came up naturally in conversation, not because we were intentionally scoping out the theoretical competition.

      “I just don’t get it,” I told Paige as we circled the conference room for good seats. That morning, the writers were scheduled to attend our first official workshop. “What kind of teacher tells their student to get high in order to work? Isn’t that counter-productive?”

      Paige hip-checked Zachary’s chair as we passed behind him. He glared at her, but she pretended not to notice. “He’s trying to get you to loosen up. You said yourself you were having trouble getting past a mental block. Have you ever smoked weed before anyway?”

      “Nope. Recreational drugs aren’t my thing.”

      “You never tried it in college?”

      “I spent most of my college career in the library,” I told her as we settled into a pair of chairs at the far end of the elongated, oval-shaped conference table. “I hated the frat parties, and none of my friends smoked either.”

      “Did you have friends?” Paige teased, stretching her arms above her head.

      I shoved my pen into her exposed belly button, and she doubled over to protect herself. As we swatted each other playfully, Zachary smirked at us.

      “That’s cute,” he said. “Why don’t the two of you get a room?”

      Paige turned bright red and pivoted away from me, putting a solid foot of distance between us. I threw Zachary a dirty look, but it only seemed to please him more.

      “Sorry,” Paige muttered. “I didn’t mean to put you in that position.”

      “What position?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      She twirled the gold ring around her finger. “I was being friendly. I didn’t mean for things to look romantic or weird.”

      “We were goofing off,” I said. “It wasn’t weird at all. Don’t listen to Zachary. He’s upset that the only two women his age haven’t glanced his way yet.”

      She smiled softly, but her anxious mood hadn’t fully faded. I tapped her pretty gold band.

      “What’s she like?” I asked. “Your wife.”

      “How do you figure I have a wife?”

      “You rock menswear better than a dude and you have an ‘alternative lifestyle’ haircut,” I pointed out. “On the not-so-obvious side of things, you have the type of confidence that only comes from having to prove yourself to various jerks over the years. You seem content to be yourself, and I’ve noticed that more in members of your community than in any others.”

      “Those are some of the best compliments I’ve received in a while,” she said. “And my wife is great. We met in high school, but we didn’t know the other was gay until way later.”

      “Does she inspire you to write?”

      Paige’s eyes glazed over as she lost herself in private memories. “She does indeed. She inspires me more than anyone else.”

      “That’s nice,” I said, somewhat sadly.

      She nudged me with her elbow. “What about you? Dating? Married?”

      “No,” I replied hastily. “Dating has never been my thing. I hate meeting new people and I don’t like small talk, so dating is torture.”

      “You met me,” she said. “We’re small talking.”

      “But there’s no precedent for anything more.” I twirled my pen in the palm of my hand, waited until it stopped spinning, then twirled it again. “It’s easy to talk to you. Men are—”

      “Gross?” Paige suggested wryly. She crossed her arms as she gazed across the table at Zachary and Silas, who were engaged in a loud conversation about facial hair care.

      Take it off, Dawkins.

      “They aren’t often pleasant,” I murmured. “Though I can’t judge all of them by my limited interactions with their gender.”

      “No one ever can,” Paige agreed. “Did you try dating apps?”

      “Hate them,” I declared.

      “All of them?”

      “I signed up for enough to decide I didn’t like them.” I opened a fresh notebook to the first page and smoothed the binding down. “I keep thinking there has to be one person out there who gets me. All those dating apps proved me wrong. Now I think maybe I’m not meant to be with anyone else. Maybe writing is my true love.”

      Paige chewed on the inside of her cheek, processing this. “Are you lonely?”

      “No, not really. I have my cat, my friends, and my sister.”

      “But do you want someone to hold you when you’re sad?” she asked. “Do you want to fall asleep next to someone, knowing they’ll be there for you in the morning?”

      I thought of my parents, who were still married yet slept in different rooms of their house. They would rather live with someone they hated than bear the shame of divorce. What I wanted least of all was a relationship to mimic theirs.

      “It would be nice to have those things,” I told Paige. “But the cost is too high.”

      “What cost is that?”

      “Giving yourself to somebody else,” I explained. “Trusting another person with every emotion you’ve ever had or will experience. Legally binding yourself to each other, knowing there’s a good chance you’ll grow apart at some point.”

      Paige studied me with furrowed eyebrows. “That’s a pretty bleak outlook on love.”

      Before I could reply, Sawyer stepped to the head of the table and clapped his hands together. In our short time on Coyote Island, we had already learned this meant he was ready for our undivided attention.

      “Welcome to your first Coyote Island workshop,” he began. “Each workshop will have a defined goal. Some of them, like today’s event, explore the broader aspects of our craft. Others, which will be optional to attend, focus on more specific tools. Each workshop will be taught by one of our fantastic mentors. And on that note, let me re-introduce Gloria Sterling.”

      Gloria came in from the hallway. Up close, she reminded me of a seasoned fortune teller. Her thick-rimmed glasses magnified her gray eyes, and the shawl flung around her neck featured a disorienting pattern the likes of an Andy Warhol painting. I expected her to read my palm in a dramatic voice, not teach me how to pen a bestseller.

      “Hello, everyone.”

      Gloria spoke softly, and everyone craned forward to hear her better. Beside me, Paige’s leg bounced anxiously. I set a hand on her knee to keep it in place.

      “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting a few of you already,” Gloria went on. “I’ve read the rest of your portfolios, and it seems like we have quite the talented group gathered this year. Today’s workshop is a crash course on outlines.”

      A few groans echoed through the room, and I didn’t blame them. While outlining worked for some writers, others like myself preferred to write without boundaries. My last book had flowed naturally without a guide, and Kiara had helped me rearrange events for the most lasting effect.

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t call it outlining,” Gloria went on with a sly grin. “Let’s call it laying the foundation. Before you build a house, you need a strong foundation upon which to build, right?”

      Most of us nodded, trying to absorb the lesson even if we didn’t agree with it. Gloria drew a piece of chalk from a fresh box and began writing on the board at the front of the room.

      “Let’s begin, shall we?”

      

      For the first hour of the workshop, Gloria gave us a fresh perspective on what it meant to outline a book. She taught us different ways to craft a story from the ground up and gave us examples of various starting points to jump off from. However, when it came time to put principle into practice, Gloria envisioned a specific assignment for us.

      “I believe the most intriguing stories come from well-rounded, complex characters,” she said. “You can put any old protagonist in a fantasy land, give them a MacGuffin to chase, and make a plot out of it, but the story will feel empty in the end. Start with a character, on the other hand,” she continued, clenching her fist as if grabbing an invisible pen, “give him a flaw, then put him to the test. Every time, you’ll find yourself digging deep into the psyche of that character, trying to figure out what makes him tick.”

      She erased the notes on the chalkboard to start fresh, then began writing the requirements for the exercise.

      “Name your character,” she said, listing that first. “Then identify their fatal flaw. Based on that flaw, what is the worst possible situation your character might face?”

      As Gloria listed additional steps to add to the outline, my head whirled with possibilities. I thought back to Heirs of Earth and asked myself why my first book had done so well with the readers. It had to be because of the main character, right?

      “You have thirty minutes,” Gloria announced. “When time is up, we’ll share our outlines and discuss improvements.”

      Half an hour did not seem like enough time to come up with the premise for an entire book. Thankfully, I had the first Heirs of Earth novel to start with. I jotted down the character’s name, Moof, at the top of the page and pondered her potential flaw. In her first journey, she had harbored some pretty intense trust issues, but as she reluctantly learned to rely on her friends for support, she mostly got over it. What was left to do with her character?

      To my left, Paige scribbled without pause, her scratchy handwriting too chaotic for me to decode. She’d written half a page already. Meanwhile, all I had was my character’s name.

      I glanced around the room and found everyone else with their heads bent over their notebooks. For once, Zachary didn’t look like a complete creep. He kept his tongue between his lips as his dark eyes darted across the page on the desk below. Silas covered his journal with his hand, as if afraid someone might steal his idea. The Fates wrote calmly and coolly. The trio of older women looked as if they’d done this before. Perhaps they had used the power of three to read the future and get the assignment in advance.

      When I looked at Gloria, I found her looking back at me. I smiled hastily and bowed my head to the paper. What could Moof’s new flaw be? The minutes ticked on.

      

      “What kind of name is Moof?”

      Zachary reclined lazily in his seat and stuck his pen behind his ear. It was anybody’s guess how the writing utensil didn’t get permanently sucked into his greased-back hair. I pressed my lips together and willed myself not to reply with a sharp-tongued retort.

      “Let’s give Daisy the opportunity to share her entire outline before we critique,” Gloria said, saving me from having to explain myself. “Please continue, Daisy.”

      I cleared my throat and tried again. “Anyway, I decided my character’s flaw is sloth. After her previous adventures, she believes she deserves a rest, so she refuses to do any jobs with her team. Then her team receives a job that she can’t refuse, so Moof—”

      “Let me stop you right there,” Gloria said. “What previous adventure has Moof been on?”

      “She posed as a pilot for an interstellar spaceship.” As I replied, I hoped no one would recognize the plot from Heirs of Earth. What were the chances any of the people in this room had read my book? “So she had to lead a team of professionals on a dangerous mission without knowing what she was doing.”

      “So this is a character you’ve written about before?”

      “Yes.”

      Gloria adjusted her shawl. “You might have misunderstood the assignment, Daisy. I wanted everyone here to start with a fresh idea.”

      Heat crept up my neck and into my face. “Sorry, you didn’t mention it had to be a brand-new character.”

      “That’s my mistake,” Gloria said kindly. “What you choose to work on during this retreat is your own decision. You can certainly attend to Moof. However, for the purposes of the workshop, I require ideas you haven’t used before. I’ve found it helps to cement the lesson.”

      “Of course,” I muttered, closing my notebook. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

      Blessedly, Gloria moved on. “Who’s next? Paige, what did you come up with?”

      Paige shakily opened her notebook and made a strange noise in the back of her throat. “My character’s name is Alex. Her flaw is internalized homophobia. She has trouble accepting herself because of her Catholic background and traditional parents. The worst situation I thought she might face is meeting a woman who she’s undeniably attracted to, both mentally and physically. This is Alex’s deepest fear, because it means she has to face who she truly is inside.”

      Gloria stroked her chin. “Not a bad start, but it’s a story we’ve seen one too many times. What makes Alex’s coming-out story different from the other ones we’ve already seen in the media?”

      “This isn’t exactly a coming-out story,” Paige said. “This is about a gay woman coming to terms with who she really is.”

      “Isn’t it the same thing?” Zachary chimed in.

      “Regardless, most coming-out stories on TV and in books today feature teenage protagonists,” Paige continued, ignoring Zachary. “Those of us who came out later in life don’t have many stories to read.”

      “But is your character as relatable as you perceive her to be?” Zachary pressed. “Or are you so ensconced in your own community that you just think people like you need more representation?”

      Paige’s cheeks turned red, but unlike my embarrassment, the color in her face seemed more due to rage. “I thought this workshop was about building strength in story and character. I didn’t realize we’d be discussing marketing too.”

      “What’s the point of writing a story if it won’t sell?”

      “Because some people are in need of stories like these,” Paige shot back.

      “Some people,” Zachary replied. “Can we really build good stories around characters that only some people can relate to?”

      Paige looked near the point of implosion. She mouthed wordlessly at Zachary, too stunned by his statements to defend her idea.

      “Let’s take a step back,” Gloria suggested, attempting to defuse the obvious tension in the room. “First off, Zachary, every story has its place in the world. Secondly, I wanted to hear why Paige thought she could make this story a profound, original piece. Paige?”

      Paige struggled to regain her composure, so she spoke tightly. “Despite common misconceptions, these stories are not told nearly as often as you think. Just because LGBTQ stories are more commonly accepted in the media than they used to be, it doesn’t mean the representation is equal. Alex’s character would allow thousands of women a chance to connect with each other, and that’s all that matters to me.”

      Gloria clapped politely. “Well said. Thank you, Paige. Please continue to develop your story, so we can go over your full outline later. Zachary?” She stared pointedly at the slouched boy. “Would you like to go next, since you’re so eager to share?”

      Zachary stood up and buttoned his wrinkled jacket. Without referencing his notes, he said, “I’m writing about Daniel Miller. He’s a detective in his thirties with a dark past, and his fatal flaw is alcoholism.”

      Paige turned her snigger into a cough. Burying my own amusement, I knocked her leg to get her to shut up. Zachary pretended not to notice our fit of suppressed laughter.

      “Miller is on the brink of being fired for his poor behavior at work,” he went on. “But he doesn’t care as long as he can numb his feelings with more booze. Then a case lands on his desk that he can’t resist. In order to do the case justice, he has to be sober. The story focuses on his struggle with sobriety and how, most times, the only person who can save you is yourself.”

      “Great theme,” Gloria said, and the ends of Zachary’s lips curled upward. “Again, be careful not to trap yourself with overused tropes. Other than that, you have my permission to continue working on that story. Next?”

      

      “I hate him,” I grumbled to Paige an hour later, after the workshop had ended and everyone filed out of the conference room. Zachary lingered behind to further discuss his outline with Gloria. He stroked the stubble on his chin in a show of deep thought, and Gloria appeared to eat up every bit of it.

      “He’s a challenge, for sure,” Paige agreed, guiding me away from the conference room before I could throw more daggers at Zachary from my eyes.

      “That’s what you meant before, right?” I asked. “About your books not having an audience. You think no one will buy them because they’re about gay people?”

      “It’s not that no one will buy them,” she explained. “It’s that publishing companies consider it a risk to sell them. There are plenty of queer people dying to read these stories, but we’re not a big enough sect of the population to prove our need for it.”

      “Not to mention the publishers’ reputations,” I added. “They probably don’t want to upset longtime readers who might boycott their books if they start putting out controversial stories.”

      Paige let out a long sigh and slung her arm around my shoulder. “That’s the whole point, darling. Love shouldn’t be controversial. What should we have for lunch? Zachary’s head on a platter?”

      I slipped out of her grasp. “Actually, I’m going to spend some time alone in my room. I’m not really in the mood to be and about right now.”

      “Is this because of your outline?” she asked. “Don’t worry about it. Gloria didn’t say anything bad about it, just that you should work with a fresh idea.”

      “She didn’t say anything good about it either,” I grumbled. “Besides, this is the idea I need to work on.”

      “Why?”

      “Never mind.” I separated from Paige at the bottom of the stairs. “See you at dinner later?”

      “Sure. And Daisy? Try not to beat yourself up. It’s only the second day.”

      

      Despite Paige’s encouragement, I replayed that moment in the workshop over and over in my head. I sat on the small balcony attached to my room and gazed across the green landscape, though in my mind, all I could see was Gloria’s disappointed face.

      I was so absorbed with the day’s events that when an elderly man ambled out of the woods and stared up at my balcony, I didn’t notice him. When I finally realized he was standing there, I couldn’t recall how long he’d been stationary.

      From such a long distance, I couldn’t make out his features, but somehow I knew he was looking right at me. He stared and stared, never glancing away. Fear struck a match at the base of my spine. I went inside, closed the double French doors, and drew the curtains.

      My phone’s shrill ringtone made me jump. I hastened to answer, if only to stop the noise, and found Kiara on the other end of the line.

      “Well?” she prompted. “How’s the retreat so far? Feeling inspired?”

      From behind the safety of the heavy fabric, I peeked outside. The man was gone.

      “Totally inspired,” I told Kiara. “These first few days have been a whirlwind.”

      “Good. Got any pages written yet?”

      “A few,” I lied through my teeth. “But I don’t want to send them over yet. We’re in the beginning stages of everything. I need more time to work on them.”

      “That’s fine, as long as you’re working on something,” Kiara replied. She sounded distracted. “Glad to hear you’re doing well. Call me when you have more pages.”

      “Sure. Kiara, do you think—?”

      She hung up before I could finish my question, so I set my phone aside with the hope that it wouldn’t ring for the rest of the day.

      

      After dinner with Paige, I went for a walk around the estate grounds by myself, hoping to clear my mind. I strolled to the lake, sat on the dock, and dangled my feet over the water. After a while, my anxiety faded. Thoughts of inadequacy and failure floated off, carried away by the gentle rippling tide. I let myself fully appreciate the scent of the trees, the setting sun’s pink and purple streaks, and the subtle breeze lifting my hair from my scalp.

      “Mrow!”

      Apollo the cat butted his head against my back then ducked beneath my elbow to plant himself in my lap. Purring like a buzz saw, he curled his tail around and rested his chin on my thigh.

      “You’re a funny boy,” I murmured, feeling myself relax even more as I stroked Apollo’s fluffy head. “How’d you find me, huh?”

      Since he was a cat, he gave no answer other than a flick of his tail. The evening wore on, and I stayed at the lakeside until darkness made it difficult to see the path back to the estate.

      When I finally stretched my legs and stood up, Apollo happily trotted after me. He followed me all the way to the door of the estate, and since no one was around to judge me, I let him follow me inside too. He led the way to my room on the second floor, as if he already knew where it was. There, he hopped onto the desk, next to the typewriter, and promptly fell asleep.

      Since the desk was occupied, I settled on the bed and flipped open my notebook to the work I’d done earlier. Gloria hadn’t been satisfied with it, but maybe Kiara and Byron would be. Tomorrow, I had another meeting with Dean to discuss my idea. I’d given his joint to Paige, unable to find the courage to light it myself. Whatever Dean said, I didn’t need drugs to access my creative brain. Chewing on the end of my pen, I began to expand what I already had, working off Moof’s flaw of laziness.

      

      When I looked up again, it was well past midnight. Apollo lay on his back, paws in the air, snoring as loudly as I’d ever heard a cat snore. I rubbed my eyes. I’d been so wrapped up with writing that I hadn’t brushed my teeth or washed my face or done anything to get ready for bed. Yawning, I grabbed my toiletry bag and a towel and trudged to the bathroom.

      I left the light off, unwilling to burn my sensitive retinas so late. Leaning tiredly over the sink, I scrubbed my face with rosewater wash that reminded me of my sister. I rinsed with warm water, patted my face dry, and glanced into the dark mirror.

      Someone stood behind me.

      Heart pounding, I flipped on the light switch, eyes watering, and whirled around. The bathroom was empty. Shuddering, I faced the mirror again. The only reflection looking back at me was my own.
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      As Dean Dimarco flipped through my handwritten notes, he sipped from a coffee thermos that smelled strongly of spirits. He hadn’t bothered to open the shades in his office. We sat in relative darkness while he silently looked over my work. How he could read my writing in such low light was beyond me, though I wished he would at least switch on a lamp. After last night’s strange occurrence in the bathroom, every shadow made me shiver.

      When I returned to my room, Apollo had gone. I lay in bed, silence pressing in on me, and missed the friendly cat’s comforting snores. I could not forget the shape in the mirror that stood over my shoulder and watched me with quiet audacity. Each time I closed my eyes, I saw it again. Sleep only reached me at the point of absolute exhaustion.

      I’d woken late and rushed to Dean’s office in the spiral tower, with no time to put the final touches on my work. It mattered not. When I’d reached him, he snored heavily, feet propped on his desk, head tipped back on his chair. He’d covered his eyes with an old motorcycle magazine and hadn’t woken until I shouted in his ear.

      Now, he ate glazed donuts fresh from the kitchen and turned the clean pages of my notebook with his sugar-coated fingertips. After every bite, he took another swig from his thermos. The scent wafted toward me once again.

      “What are you drinking?” I asked, not bothered enough to conceal the judgement in my voice. The warning to never meet your heroes didn’t make sense to me until I’d become acquainted with Dean Dimarco. “It’s nine o’clock in the morning.”

      Dean popped the top of the thermos and tilted it toward me so I could see the contents. “It’s okolehao,” he said. “Hawaiian moonshine made from the root of the ti plant. My family has been making it for generations. Makes me feel like I’m home.”

      “You’re Hawaiian?” I asked. “Why didn’t I know that?”

      “I’m watered-down Hawaiian,” he replied. “My mother is American. That’s why I look like this.” He gestured to his face, which did not include many classically Hawaiian features. “Anyway, when I first started publishing, the industry was pretty strict. My agent sold me to Bregoli as a white dude. At the time, I let it slide. Do what you can to get published, right?”

      “I know the feeling,” I muttered. Perhaps Dean and I had more in common than I’d anticipated. We’d both been victims of a vicious industry. At least, he’d managed to make a successful career out of it though.

      He tossed my notebook onto the desk. “So this sucks.”

      My mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for air, but I couldn’t remember how my voice worked. Dean licked sticky sugar off his fingers.

      “What do you mean it sucks?” I finally choked out.

      “Exactly what it sounds like,” he replied. “It sucks. The characters suck. The motivation sucks. The story sucks. This dumb MacGuffin you have in here sucks—”

      “Okay, I get it.” I crossed my arms and slumped in my seat. “You don’t have anything good to say about it?”

      “Do you want me to coddle you or do you want me to teach you how to write?” Dean demanded. “Because I’m not in the business of babying full-grown women. If you want to be coddled, go find another mentor.”

      “Maybe I will,” I shot back.

      “Go right ahead. There’s the door.”

      I glared at him, determined to make him feel my wrath with just the power of my eyes. He stared right back, and the upward tilt of his lips and one cocked eyebrow made it clear how amusing he found me to be. I had no power here.

      “You can’t say it sucks and not tell me why.”

      At my reply, he immediately dropped his smug smile and transferred into work mode. “Where’s the passion?” he asked. “Where’s the originality? The entire story is driven by the need to find this” —he smacked the notebook with obvious distaste— “‘golden regulator’ or whatever the hell it is. Why does it matter? Why do the characters need to find it?”

      “Moof has to find the regulator to complete the job,” I said. “Without it, she goes bankrupt.”

      “So? Wasn’t she bankrupt before?”

      “No, at the beginning of this book, she’s earned a place with the crew—”

      “I’m talking about the first Heirs of Earth book,” Dean interrupted. “At the start of that novel, Moof was a ragamuffin and a grifter. She lied about her identity to get some petty cash and win renown within the galaxy. It’s basically the sci-fi version of Aladdin, but without the romance.”

      “Readers really liked that I kept romance out of it.”

      “We’re not talking about that.”

      I crossed my arms again. “I thought you didn’t read my book?”

      “I glanced at the Wikipedia page because I figured you’d be bringing me a decent idea for a follow-up,” Dean said. “I didn’t expect this pile of hot garbage.”

      My chin trembled and warm tears puddled on my lashes, but I refused to cry in front of this man. He waited for the sobs to start, but I held them back. When my breath settled, Dean offered me a box of tissues.

      “Take care of that,” he said, waving at my moist nostrils. “I don’t like snot.”

      “Sorry. Allergies.”

      He ignored me as I blew my nose, instead skimming through my notebook once more. “Let’s talk about Moof’s flaw. She’s lazy. Why?”

      “Does it need an explanation?” I asked. “She finished her adventure from the first book. She’s sitting on a pile of money and a half-repaired reputation. Why work more jobs with her crew if she’s set for life?”

      “From my understanding, she built quite a relationship with that crew,” Dean replied. “They became a family to her, did they not?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “So she’s forgotten about all of that,” he said. “She has absolutely no loyalty to the people who afforded her so much support and friendship.”

      “No, but—”

      “Why do you say her reputation is only half-repaired?”

      This time, he let me get out a full sentence. “Because everyone found out she wasn’t a real pilot in book one. She was arrested for identity fraud and public endangerment. Even though she is awarded with accolades at the end of the book, she’ll always be that pretender. She’ll always be judged for half of who she is.”

      “And she’s content with that?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then why would she sit at home and accept her fate?” Dean said. “Is she truly lazy or is she frightened of what the galaxy will do to her if she goes off on another public adventure?”

      “She—” I stuttered, trying to come up with something to say, because I had never considered Moof’s character arc from this perspective. “Yeah, I guess she’s scared.”

      “So then laziness isn’t her flaw,” Dean said. “Something else is holding her back. Laziness is your flaw, it seems.”

      I went right back to being offended. “I worked all night on this outline.”

      “Maybe you should’ve gotten some sleep instead,” he said. “Clearly, you needed the rest if this is the only crap you could come up with. I mean, what is this?” He flipped to a page in the notebook on which I’d drawn a detailed model of the regulator in question. “You can draw this stupid regulator, but guess what? The drawing won’t be in the book. You have to describe it, so the reader can see the item in their mind’s eye.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      He consulted my notes and read aloud: “‘Clunky, metal machinery. Not golden.’ That’s all you got? Why do these people want it so badly anyway?”

      “It can increase the speed of their ship tenfold,” I explained.

      “That’s it? You built your entire story on a gas pedal?”

      “No, but it ties into—”

      Dean waved his hands to shut me up. “I don’t want to hear your explanations. The outline should speak for itself. Let’s see.” He held my notes to his ear and spoke in an annoying high-pitched voice. “Help me, Dean! I suck so much!” Returning to his normal voice, he shrugged and said, “See? The outline speaks.”

      Fuming, I feared the reply that might leave my mouth if I parted my lips, so I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the chair until the sharp aluminum bit into my skin. Dean flipped through the pages once more, shaking his head until it seemed in danger of falling off. Finally, he dropped the notebook into the trash can.

      “Don’t reach for it,” he warned as I shot forward to rescue my work. “That’s where it belongs.”

      I yanked the notebook out of the can and clutched it to my chest. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Plenty of things, but that doesn’t have to do with your book,” Dean said. “Can I give you some advice? While you’re at Coyote Island, forget about your sequel. The story’s not working out for you anyway. Use this time to learn more about your craft.”

      “You don’t understand,” I said. “I have to write this book.”

      “I’m not reading that crap,” he replied. “I don’t care if you’ve written a bestseller. None of that matters if you can’t produce another story.”

      I stood abruptly, kicking the aluminum chair over. “You know what? I can’t be bothered to take advice from some washed-up jerk who hasn’t published in seven years. When was the last time you wrote something good and relevant?”

      Before he had the chance to answer, I stormed out, carrying my dirty, sugar-stained pages with me.

      

      In one of the Bregoli Estate’s massive courtyards, I hunted pebbles in the landscaping for the purpose of tossing them into a huge stone fountain nearby. When I ran out of pebbles, I stood at the edge of the fountain and stared in. I couldn’t see my reflection in the rippling water, so the option to have a cheesy rumination about the person looking back at me was out. Sitting on the fountain’s edge, I ripped the first page from my notebook, crumpled it, and tossed it into the water.

      Blue ink bled from the page as it grew soggy and went under. Satisfaction flowed like a drug through my veins. Eagerly, I tore another page and drowned that one too. The bubbling fountain water ate it like a ravenous beast. I fed it another page, then another, until the outline I’d worked so hard to write no longer existed.

      “You’ll clog the fountain doing that.”

      At the sound of Zachary’s slippery tone, my body tensed as if preparing for a fight or flight decision. When he sat next to me, I kept my gaze on the water, though I was acutely aware of his presence. He smelled overwhelmingly of cheap cologne and hair gel.

      Zachary fished the last piece of paper from the water and examined the bleeding ink. “This is your outline? Damn, no wonder you trashed it.”

      I walked away. Unfortunately, he followed me.

      “Whoa, wait up! It was a joke.”

      He jogged to catch up with me as I crossed into the adjacent courtyard, where the pool shimmered in the late morning light. I wished to dive in and never emerge from its cool depths.

      “Come on, Dawkins,” Zachary said, catching me by the elbow to stop me in my tracks. “Seriously, I was joking. Do you want some help with your outline? I’m happy to be of service.”

      I tugged free of his grip. “No, thank you.”

      Still, he kept pace with me. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I didn’t mean to offend you or anything. If we work together, we could bounce ideas off each other and come out of this retreat with twice the prize.”

      “I came to Coyote Island to get advice from the top writers in the industry,” I replied. “Not random boys who think their MFA degrees make them good storytellers.”

      Zachary laughed, immune to criticism. “Ouch, that was harsh. Fine, then. I won’t help you. What if I take you to lunch instead? I hear there’s an excellent restaurant called Martin’s on the mainland. What do you say? It’s on me.”

      “How many times do I have to say I don’t want to hang out with you before you get the point?” I asked.

      We neared the back entrance to my room, but I didn’t want to show Zachary my secret way of getting in, so I lingered outside. He took this as an invitation to keep talking. He braced his hand against the wall behind me and leaned in.

      “I think you do want to hang out with me,” he said in a poor imitation of seduction. “But you’re scared to let someone in. Why is that, Dawkins? I’m a friendly guy, and you need a friend.”

      I stepped further away from him. “I didn’t come here to make friends.”

      “Did you tell Paige the same thing?” he asked, coming toward me again. “Because you seem to be totally fine being friends with her.”

      “Can you leave me alone please?”

      “Aw, you said please.”

      “Zachary, I’m serious—”

      “One lunch,” he pressed. “Then I’ll never bother you again.”

      “No, I don’t want to.”

      Somehow, he’d trapped me in the corner of the courtyard. My back pressed against the cold bricks behind me as Zachary loomed overhead.

      “You want to,” he crooned. “You just don’t know that you want to.”

      As he leaned in and panic flooded my body, Paige’s voice rang out.

      “There you are, Daisy!”

      With a crafty move that almost looked like a boxing slip, Paige slid herself between me and Zachary, forcing him to back off.

      “Are you ready for lunch?” she asked me, pretending Zachary was invisible.

      “Actually,” Zachary butt in, “Dawkins and I already have plans to go to the mainland for lunch.”

      Paige wore a look of confusion. “Oh, really? That’s weird because Daisy and I planned lunch on the mainland yesterday. Didn’t change your mind, did you, Daisy?”

      I shook my head.

      “That’s what I figured.” Paige threw a casual, comforting arm around my shoulders and steered me away from Zachary. “Maybe some other time, Silas.”

      “It’s Zach,” he called.

      “Sorry!”

      I giggled. Paige did not sound very apologetic at all.

      

      “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      At Martin’s Dock on the mainland, Paige and I shared a booth for two outside with an extraordinary view of Lake Michigan. As pretty boats floated by, white sails catching the wind, we devoured fried fish sandwiches with fries and homemade coleslaw. While the meals on Coyote Island were flawless and healthy, it was nice to eat something so greasy and sinfully delicious.

      “No problem,” Paige said, dumping seasoned salt on her fries. She ate with the gusto and urgency of someone who hadn’t seen food in a while. “It was pretty obvious you didn’t want to be there. That guy’s a creep.”

      “He pulled the whole ‘friendly guy’ shtick,” I said.

      Paige rolled her eyes. “Why do dudes do that? It has the exact opposite effect. If you have to convince another person you mean well, it means your actions don’t prove it.”

      “Relevant regardless of gender,” I added. “Women do it too. They pretend to be your friend if they want something from you. Then as soon as they get it, they act like they never knew you.”

      “It’s difficult to find decent human beings in general,” she commented. “These days, I rarely feel like I form genuine connections with anyone.”

      “You don’t think we’re genuinely connected?” I joked.

      She laughed, threw a fry in the air, and caught it with her mouth. “I was pretty scared I’d be alone here. I’m glad you came too.”

      “Where are you from anyway?” I said, realizing I hadn’t asked it yet.

      “Washington State. Go Seahawks!”

      A few other people mockingly booed as Paige punched her fist into the air. After a collective laugh, everyone settled back into their lunch.

      “Born and raised there,” Paige said. “It’s a good place for people like me.”

      “Why’d you come to Coyote Island?” I dipped a fry into a ramekin of cocktail sauce. “Aren’t there writer’s retreats where you’re from?”

      She swept her hands together to knock off the crumbs. “Plenty, but I wanted to get out of my comfort zone. I was blocked at home.”

      “Me too!” I said, eager to have this in common as well. “I haven’t been able to write a word since my book tour.”

      Paige’s lips parted in barely camouflaged surprise. “You went on a book tour for a debut novel? You never told me that.”

      “It never came up,” I stuttered.

      “What was the name of your book? I want to read it.”

      I hesitated to answer. The whole point of coming to Coyote Island was to remain anonymous. If I told Paige, would the news spread to the rest of the writers?

      “Will you keep it to yourself?” I asked her. “If I tell you what I wrote?”

      She cast a pretend paranoid glance over her shoulder. “Is this ‘if I tell you, I’d have to kill you’ information?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “All right, I won’t tell anyone.” She held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      “Scout’s honor is three fingers.”

      “Not in my community.” She ran her fingers through her windswept hair. “I promise to keep this information to myself. What’s the scoop?”

      I inhaled deeply. “I wrote Heirs of Earth.”

      Paige didn’t gasp or throw herself into the nearby lake in shock, so that was a good start. She simply appeared puzzled. “Heirs of Earth… the sci-fi book that everyone was talking about for a while? I thought that was written by a dude. Devin something.” She scrunched her nose trying to remember. “Devin Davis?”

      “Devin Dawkins.” I pointed to myself. “That’s me. Devin is my middle name. My publisher wanted to make it look like a man had written the book, so it might sell better.”

      Now, Paige gasped. “You wrote Heirs of Earth?”

      I nodded, clenching my teeth in anticipation of her next reaction.

      She gazed at the sky as a seagull floated by and squawked loudly. “Wasn’t that book at the top of the bestseller list for a while?”

      “It’s still sitting somewhere near the top.”

      “Holy crap. That’s amazing!” Paige clapped her hands gleefully, then reached across to squeeze my knee. “I read about Heirs of Earth in almost every lit mag. Sci-fi isn’t my thing, but those reviews made me reconsider. Wait—” She withdrew from my side of the table. “Why wouldn’t you want anyone at Coyote Island to know you wrote it?”

      Cheek, pavement, hospital, nightmares. Take it off, Dawkins!

      I clamped my hands in my lap, holding tightly to myself. “I’d just rather remain anonymous. Dean knows, and that’s all that matters.”

      “But think of the look on Zachary’s face if he knew—”

      “No!”

      Paige’s brows lifted at the sharpness of my tone.

      In answer to her unasked question, I said, “When I went on my book tour, there were complications.”

      “What kind of complications?”

      “The male fans expected a man to show up.”

      Paige’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. So what happened?”

      “I got heckled a lot,” I explained. “A few times, we had to end the signing early because the guys would say inappropriate things or threaten you.”

      “Threaten you?” Her hands curled into fists.

      I swallowed a lump of nerves in my throat. “Yes. Not all of them were bad, but enough of them were angry enough to cause problems. I was attacked—”

      She bowed her head, hiding her eyes from me, but waved for me to continue my story.

      “I was attacked in a parking lot behind a bookstore after a signing in Philadelphia,” I went on in a small, broken voice. “The guy ripped off my clothes and told me to show him who I really was. He did enough damage to put me in the hospital for a few days. I had a concussion and several contusions, and I contracted HSV.”

      “Oh, God.” Paige sank deeper in her chair. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Somehow, telling Paige wasn’t as horrible as I thought it would be. Other than my therapist, I hadn’t told anyone about this voluntarily. Rose only knew because she had been my emergency contact when the hospital called. I hadn’t talked about it all, deeply ashamed of what had happened to me.

      “Please tell me you reported it,” Paige said. “Please tell me the police got the guy.”

      “I did report it,” I replied. “But I hardly saw his face during the attack, so I couldn’t give the police an accurate description. They never found him, but I know he was one of the guys who heckled me at the reading in Philly. I’ve had nightmares about their faces ever since.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Paige muttered. She wouldn’t look up at me. Teardrops splattered the pavement beneath her seat. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I mean, I’m dealing with it. You know?”

      “You shouldn’t have to.” Finally, she looked up, wearing her emotions freely. “I won’t tell anyone. Keep your secret, Daisy.” She wiped her face and let out a thick laugh. “But I am going to read your book now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      On the ferry back to Coyote Island, Paige and I enjoyed the spring wind in relative silence. As I watched the boat cut through the water below, I reflected on my behavior in Dean’s office that morning. Though he hadn’t been kind or even professional, it was no excuse for me to act as immaturely as I had. Furthermore, he was right about my outline. It was poor, boring work, and I had borrowed tropes from past stories to craft an imitation of good storytelling. Dean, with so many years of experience, had seen right through my sad attempt. Unfortunately, this left me right back at square one, with nothing to show Kiara.

      When we made it back to the estate, Paige headed toward the main wing. “I’m going to check out the lake this afternoon,” she said. “Maybe take a canoe out. Want to come? Some light exercise might help with your writer’s block.”

      “Actually, I’m going to find Dean,” I replied. “I need to apologize for what happened this morning.”

      “Do you?” Paige had gotten the story of my meeting with Dean during lunch. “Sounds like he was being a complete jerk.”

      “He was,” I agreed. “But I think he’s trying to push me out of my comfort zone for a reason. Besides, I have nothing to work on, and if I don’t come out of this retreat with five chapters written, I’m done for.”

      Paige pressed her palms together at her chest and bowed over them, a somewhat mocking yet simultaneously genuine gesture. “Godspeed, padawan.”

      We split paths in the main wing. Paige went to her room to change, and I proceeded past mine to find Dean. I checked his office first, but the high room in the spiral tower was empty. At the window, I pushed the curtains aside and surveyed the estate below. No wonder Dean had chosen this location for his office. The view looked out on the rest of the massive house. From here, I could see three different courtyards, the pool, and several private terraces that extended from other rooms.

      On one of those terraces directly across from me, I spotted Dean’s familiar figure. He lay on the hot tile pavers, shirtless, with one arm slung over his eyes to block the sun. A forgotten book splayed across his stomach. Softly, ukulele music floated across the open air.

      I studied the estate, memorizing the layout from above, then left Dean’s office. Trying to find my way to the terrace, I wandered through the maze of hallways. After several wrong turns, I finally found the right room, recognizing the music from the other side. I knocked, but no answer came, so I turned the knob and went inside.

      Since Dean was practically Bregoli royalty, his room was more of a private suite. It was twice the size of my room with an attached bathroom and a walk-in closet. Though I expected Dean’s private area to be a complete wreck, everything remained perfectly in place. There were no dirty clothes on the floor or things strewn about. Perhaps the maid service had just been here.

      I stepped onto the terrace, but Dean didn’t notice. Stunned by the perfect view, I let him lie there a moment longer, taking the time to admire the sparkling lake and surrounding trees. Then I spotted the book on Dean’s stomach: Heirs of Earth.

      “Dean, are you awake?” I nudged the bottom of his foot. “Hey, Dean!”

      He snorted and let his arm flop away from his face. Squinting into the sun, he groaned at the sight of me. “Oh, God. Am I having a nightmare? How’d you get in here?”

      “Your door was unlocked.”

      Dean rolled up to a seated position. His shoulders were tanner than they had been this morning. I wondered how long he’d been sitting in the sun. He wiped sweat from his forehead with a fresh towel.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “To apologize,” I said. “I acted like a child this morning. I should have taken your criticisms more seriously.”

      Dean brandished my book. “This is really good.”

      “I know.”

      “So what gives?”

      I shielded my face from the sun. “What do you mean?”

      He beckoned for me to follow him inside, where he sat at the breakfast table with my book in hand. “I mean you have endearing, likeable characters with relatable problems and flaws. The characters’ decisions feed the plot, not the other way around. The writing flows, the dialogue is excellent, and the entire book explores deep, emotional themes. It really is a fantastic book.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “But?”

      “I don’t understand how you can go from this” —he lifted Heirs of Earth— “to that outline you gave me yesterday. This is full of passion and grief and adventure. It wraps up so wonderfully, yet gives the reader something to look forward to. Why are you having so much trouble giving the readers what they want?”

      I couldn’t answer, and to my utter humiliation, tears began welling on my lashes again. “I don’t know.”

      “Why do you want to write sci-fi?” Dean asked. If he noticed I was crying, he didn’t bring attention to it. “Why do you like the genre?”

      I dabbed my eyes with my shirt collar. “It was one of my favorites growing up. I mostly read science fiction and fantasy books as a kid.”

      “Why did you choose those genres? What about them made you like them so much?”

      “My parents fought a lot.” I sank into the chair Dean offered me at his table. “They were constantly yelling at each other, threatening to do horrible things, but they were both too stubborn to get a divorce. My sister and I grew up in that environment, and it was exhausting to be stuck there. My only escapes were school and books. I liked fantasy and sci-fi because the stories didn’t have anything to do with real life. There was always a prophecy to fulfill or an alien to kill. I didn’t have to think about my mother and father’s crappy parenting skills.”

      Dean leaned backward, pulled open a minifridge, and offered me bottled water without interrupting me. I took a sip and kept speaking.

      “I came up with the concept for Heirs of Earth in tenth grade,” I said. “Through high school, undergrad, and grad school, I kept developing and adding to it. Suddenly, I had the whole thing written. It happened so organically. I didn’t have to work for it. I wanted to write it.”

      “You don’t want to write the sequel?” Dean asked.

      “I do,” I said. “But I can’t think of any good ideas. I’m starting to believe I don’t have any good ideas left in me.”

      “There’s your number one problem,” he replied. “You don’t believe in yourself. You think you spent all your brainpower on the first book, and you don’t have any left for this one. That’s crap.”

      “Do you have advice for me?” I asked wryly. “Or will you continue to insult me for the next three and a half weeks?”

      “I’ll probably keep insulting you.” Dean drummed his fingers on Heirs of Earth. “Here’s what I want you to do. Write two short stories, one in the horror genre, the other in romance.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Why?”

      “Because you need to branch out,” he said. “Every genre has its own rules and limitations, but by learning to write in several different styles, you can bring a little bit of everything to your own books. So that’s what I want from you: a horror story and a romance story. A thousand words each. Nice and short. Make something happen.”

      “But I have to write my sequel,” I said. “That was the whole point of this trip for me.”

      “This will help you to do it,” Dean replied. “I’m not stopping you from working on your book, Daisy, but I’m not helping you with it either. At least, not yet.”

      

      Later, I joined Paige at the lake. She coaxed me into a canoe and paddled us to the middle of the body of water. While she seemed at ease to float aimlessly atop the dark tide, I couldn’t quite relax. A sense of foreboding came over me every time I glanced into the glassy, reflective water. It almost looked black.

      Paige reclined in the canoe and rested her arms behind her head. She wore khaki shorts and a short-sleeve button-up with palm patterns on it. A bucket hat and hiking boots completed her look. If I took a picture, I probably would have been able to sell it as an advertisement for camping equipment.

      “How’d it go with Dean?” she asked.

      “Better than I thought it would.” I dared myself to drag my fingers through the water but couldn’t bring myself to do it. “But he wants me to write two short stories. A romance and a horror. I have no idea where I’m supposed to start.”

      “I don’t know much about horror,” Paige admitted. “Other than Stephen King’s tips. I could help you with the romance, though. That’s my specialty.”

      “It is?”

      Paige flicked the brim of her hat out of her eyes. “Yeah, dude. I love writing romance, mostly because queer women don’t have a whole lot of literature to choose from, and most of us are dying for an epic romance. My friends were my beta readers, and they loved it because they couldn’t find the same type of stories in the bookstores.”

      “So where do I start?” I asked. “What are the genre rules of romance?”

      “First, every romance has to have a happily ever after,” Paige explained, ticking it off on her fingers. “Second, you can’t write a hero that cheats on their love interest or vice versa. And lastly, the relationship has to sit at the center of the story. It can’t be a sub-plot, or it doesn’t count as romance.”

      I tried to keep from frowning. “You like writing that stuff? I think it’s kind of boring.”

      “You write sci-fi to get away from the real world, right?” Paige asked, and I nodded. “I write romance because I spent most of my life pining for people I couldn’t have. We write the reality we want.”

      “I guess I never thought about it that way.”

      “Getting started with romance is so easy,” Paige said. “There’s a blueprint for it. Create two characters then make them fall in love. Voila!”

      I smirked. “Easy for you, maybe. I’ve never been in love.”

      She gaped at me. “Never? Not once? Not even high school puppy love?”

      “Nope.” I laughed at Paige’s utter horror. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Sorry, I just…” She trailed off, gazing into the lake. “I can’t imagine going thirty years without loving anyone.”

      “I love plenty of people,” I told her. “I love my friends and my sister. I love my cat, Tulip. I don’t feel like I’m missing out on anything.”

      Paige studied me as if I were a specimen in a lab. “Do you want someone to be with?”

      I thought about it. “Does someone platonic count? I could go for a platonic life partner, someone to enjoy the little things with. But I don’t want romance.”

      “Huh.” Paige leaned back to contemplate this. “I’ve never met anyone like that before.”

      “Maybe it’s because of my parents,” I suggested, though it was more for Paige’s benefit than mine. I knew who I was and what I wanted, and I did not want a relationship. “I didn’t have a healthy view of marriage growing up.”

      “I suppose,” she said. “I think Dean’s right. Trying other genres might be good for you.”

      “Can you help me brainstorm?” I begged. “At least for the romance story?”

      She tilted her head all the way back to rest it on the ledge of the canoe. “All right, pick a name.”

      “Um… Mildred.”

      She glanced up. “Mildred? What is this, a romance between eighty-year-olds?”

      “Why shouldn’t it be?” I challenged. “You’re the one who’s all about representation for every group.”

      “Fair point,” she said. “Mildred it is. What’s Mildred’s favorite thing to do?”

      “Crocheting,” I answered automatically. “She likes to crochet things for her grandchildren, but her rheumatoid arthritis makes it difficult. It takes her longer and longer to complete a project, and she knows she won’t be able to do it at all soon. Her shaky, painful hands remind her that death is near.”

      “You had me until the end there,” Paige said. “Remember, romance stories are supposed to end happily. Let’s give Mildred a love interest. Got another name?”

      “Earnest.”

      “Mildred and Ernest. Quite the pair. What does Earnest do?”

      “He’s a piano player,” I said. “He comes to the assisted living facility where Mildred lives to play in the common area. He was only scheduled to play there once, but when he saw Mildred, he made sure to come every week.”

      Paige rubbed her hands together. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Mildred and Ernest fall in love, so what’s next? What kind of challenges do they have to overcome to continue their relationship?”

      The answer to that didn’t come as easily. Paige paddled on one side only, turning the canoe in circles.

      “You’re making me sick,” I said, watching the water swirl.

      “I’m stimulating your brain.” She dipped her hand in the lake and flicked droplets at me. “Quick! First thing that comes to mind! Conflict, Daisy! Go!”

      “I don’t know!” I tried to dodge her attacks, but the canoe rocked side to side with any hasty movement. “Maybe Mildred’s daughter doesn’t approve! Or Earnest’s late wife is always on his mind! Maybe one’s a liberal and one’s conservative, and they fight over the next election! Stop doing that!”

      Paige dried her hand on her pants. “Those are pretty good actually. Let’s go with the first two. You can work with those. All that’s left is the ending. What do you got?”

      I dabbed my face with the hem of my shirt. “What if Mildred isn’t able to crochet anymore, and it makes her sad, so Earnest learns to crochet for her?”

      Paige’s lower lip jutted out. “That is so cute. See?”

      “See what?”

      “You can totally write romance,” she said. “You’ve got an outline. All you have to do is fill in the gaps.”

      “I suppose.” Once more, I wished I had the courage to put my hands in the water. Though, the bits Paige had splashed on me were quite smelly. “What about the horror story?”

      Her face lit up. “I have an idea.”

      “You do? Great!”

      “Yeah, but you have to promise not to kill me for it,” she said.

      “Why would I—?”

      She lunged across the canoe and tackled me into the water.

      

      Beneath the lake, everything was murky and dark. I sank into the deep, not swimming or struggling. Above, the sun beckoned me upward, but it was so lovely not to carry my own weight for once. I let the cold seep into my pores, soak my clothes, and drag me down, down, down…

      My head burst through the surface of the water, and I gasped for air. Paige was right there, supporting me from underneath.

      “I gotcha.” She hauled me toward the canoe and helped me clamber back inside. Without help, she got in too. As she swept the long bits of her hair out of her face, she gave me a tentative grin. “You’re scared of deep water, aren’t you?”

      Part of me wanted to kill her, but if it weren’t for her tactics, I never would have gotten into the lake. In the end, it wasn’t so frightening being under there. It was almost peaceful. I gazed past the canoe’s lip and dipped my fingers into the lake. When no monster or demon bit them off, I smiled.

      “I shouldn’t have done that,” Paige said, squeezing out her drenched shirt. “I have impulse control issues. I should have warned you. Are you okay? Do you want to go back to the estate? Are you ever going to speak to me again?”

      “Relax, Paige. I’m not mad.” I took off one shoe and poured the water from it. “But I do want to know what the point of that was.”

      With visible relief, she said, “I don’t know a lot about horror, except this. It’s always about coming face-to-face with your fears. I thought you needed some experience with that, but then I remembered—” She cut herself off. “You’ve had enough fear.”

      As I emptied my other shoe, I felt strangely calm. “Do you want to know why I’m scared of open water?”

      “Sure, if you want to tell me.”

      “Once, we were on a family vacation in Florida,” I said. “We went to the Gulf of Mexico, and I waded out into the shallows. I looked further out, and I saw a shark.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Was it really?”

      “No. It turned out to be a piece of weirdly-shaped seaweed, but the point is,” I said, “I always remembered it as a shark.”

      

      As the sun dropped low, Paige and I paddled back to shore. I helped her drag the canoe up the bank, feeling oddly accomplished as we hefted it onto a wooden storage rack. Dusting our hands, we walked along the lake’s edge, on the way back to the estate.

      Up ahead, a blurry figure stood at the edge of the woods. The hairs rose on the back of my neck, and I stopped short, pulling Paige to a halt as well.

      “Whoa.” She noticed the look on my face and stepped in front of me, blocking my view of the figure. “Daisy? What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “There was a man.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “What man?”

      “An old man,” I said, craning for a look around her broad shoulders. “I’ve seen him in the woods before. Who is he? Is he supposed to be here?”

      “Daisy, there’s no one there.”

      I ducked around Paige. Sure enough, the man had disappeared again.

      

      Long after I’d left Paige, the man’s figure lingered in my mind. When I returned to my room, I checked the grounds below for a sign of him. Every tree’s shadow mimicked the man’s spindly extremities, but there was nothing but grass underneath my window. Regardless, my breath came in short gasps. My heart pounded. Was I seeing things? Was this what true horror felt like?

      I sat at the desk. I picked up a pen. I began to write.
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      Taking Dean’s advice, I did not scribble furiously into the night as I had when penning my outline. When my eyes began to droop, I set aside my work and went to bed. The next morning, I felt refreshed and ready, for the first time since I’d arrived at Coyote Island.

      “Good morning!” I sang happily to Paige as we met in the breakfast hall. “How are you doing on this fine, sunny day?”

      “Did you check outside?” she grumbled. Her usually fantastic hair was not styled this morning, and large circles sat beneath her eyes. “It’s raining. Spring showers bring an attitude sour.”

      “Aw, I didn’t know you wrote poetry too.”

      She bumped her hip against mine, and I careened across the breakfast hall. “What’s gotten into you? Did someone spike the apple juice?”

      I bounced excitedly on my toes as Paige settled into our regular booth. “I wrote last night.”

      “Hang on.” Paige waited patiently as the chef poured her an enormous cup of coffee. Then she took a drink so long, she might have drowned herself in the caffeine. “Ahh. Okay, I’m ready to be excited.” She cleared her throat. “You wrote? That’s great! How’d it go?”

      “It went really well.” I restrained my enthusiasm and sat across from Paige, though my leg jostled, unable to keep still. “I started my horror story.”

      “Really?” Paige took another long sip from her mug, closing her eyes. “I thought it was giving you some trouble.”

      “It was until I saw that guy come out of the woods last night.”

      She flagged the chef for a coffee refill. He hurried over. “And waffles too, Henry,” she added with a flashy smile. “You can substitute flax seed for the eggs, right?”

      “Of course, madame.” Henry turned to me. “For you, Miss Dawkins?”

      “Waffles sound great.”

      As Henry bustled off, Paige leaned forward to speak. “Daisy, I was walking right beside you. There was no guy in the woods.”

      “I’m almost certain there was.”

      Even as I said it, I doubted myself. I’d only seen the strange elderly man twice, once when I caught him staring at my window, then again last night. Both times, he vanished in the time it took to blink.

      “I didn’t see anyone,” Paige said. “Maybe you should get your eyesight checked.”

      “Whatever. The point is I started my story.” I squirmed in my seat. “It’s about a woman who lives alone, and she begins to see a man in her house, but he keeps disappearing before she can get a good look.”

      “Sounds familiar,” she retorted.

      “They say write what you know,” I shot back. “That guy freaked me out, so it seemed like a good starting point.”

      Paige dumped a packet of sugar into her drink. “I agree. Will you let me read it when you’re done?”

      “As long as you don’t judge me.”

      “The whole point of this retreat is to judge each other,” she reminded me. “That’s why we’re about to sit in a room with twenty other losers and listen to someone tell us we’re not good enough to be there.”

      “You are lovely this morning.”

      “I hate rain.”

      

      The workshop of the day was led by a mentor I was not yet familiar with. His name was Abner Holland, and he dressed like a 1960s Harvard professor, complete with the oversized suit jacket and thick black glasses that connected his dark eyebrows into one fluid line. According to Paige, he’d been with Bregoli Publishing since the beginning of time. During his career, he’d penned eighteen plays and sixty-eight novels, a handsome sum. Also according to Paige, his books were droll and dry.

      “Good morning, students.” When Holland spoke, his lips hardly moved, and his voice came out in a long string of muted mutters. “I’m Abner Holland. Today’s workshop is about creating successful characters. We’ll begin with the most important concept to consider: the character’s choice.”

      As Holland droned on, Zachary, sitting across the way, jokingly yawned behind his hand. Silas, always the crony, let out an unattractive snort of laughter. Holland didn’t notice; he turned his back on his students to write notes on the chalkboard.

      I did my best to focus on Holland’s lecture, but his slow voice lulled me into quiet slumber. Shaking myself awake, I opened my notebook to a fresh page and kept writing what I’d started last night.

      

      “Miss Dawkins. Miss Dawkins?”

      Holland tapped the table with his chalk piece. I finally registered my name and looked up. I’d written six front and back pages, and it felt like no time had passed at all.

      “Would you like to share your character traits with the class?” Holland asked. “Or would you like to continue scribbling with enough force to dig to China?”

      “I’ll share.”

      I remained seated, flipped back a few pages, and cleared my throat. Across the table, Zachary caught my eye and smirked. My stomach flipped.

      “I only have one character so far,” I announced, surprised by how steady my voice sounded. “Her name is Georgina, but she hates when people call her that, so she goes by George. She has self-worth issues, because her parents never accepted mediocrity from her, and she struggles to feel deserving of love. What she wants the most is the strength to face herself in the mirror. The one person who helped George feel the way she wanted to was her husband, Noah. Through his admiration of her, George began to learn how to love herself. However, she became reliant on Noah. Without him, her thoughts of doubt creep back in. When Noah dies in a work-related accident, George has to accept herself without his help.”

      When I finished, the room remained silent. No one had anything to say.

      “I think that’s an excellent start,” Holland finally said. “It seems like you’ve done a lot of thinking about this character. Well done, Miss Dawkins.”

      Beaming, I closed my notebook. Paige grinned and high-fived me under the table. While the next writer presented their characters, I let myself enjoy the high of being praised. Damn, it felt good to get something right for once.

      After Paige, it was Zachary’s turn. He stood and straightened his tie.

      “My character is an alcoholic,” he said confidently. “That really defines him, because it affects every aspect of his life. It ruins his relationships with his wife and daughter. He goes to AA meetings and always tries to sober up, but it never sticks. He’s full of self-hatred.”

      Zachary fell silent, but Holland waited for more. None came.

      Holland spread his palms, like Oliver Twist asking for a second helping of porridge. “Where’s the arc?”

      “What arc?” Zachary said.

      “The character arc,” Holland replied. “Every character has to move through a journey as the story progresses. Does your character recover from his alcoholism at the end of the story?”

      “Probably not,” Zachary said. “It seems unrealistic.”

      Holland drew an old-fashioned pipe from his breast pocket, put it between his lips, and took out a packet of matches. Halfway through lighting one, he seemed to remember it was no longer socially appropriate to smoke indoors. He settled for chewing on the end of the pipe.

      “A character should not be defined by something like alcoholism or drug addiction,” Holland drawled, and suddenly, he didn’t seem so boring. “As writers of the modern age, it is our responsibility to rise above enabling such stigmas and tropes. Yes, you may have characters who are addicts, but that cannot be the only thing that makes them who they are. Think of all the reasons someone might become an alcoholic or addict of some kind. Any ideas?”

      “Poverty,” someone suggested.

      “Relationship troubles,” said one of the Fates.

      “To escape their problems,” Paige added.

      Holland snapped his fingers and pointed at Paige. “Bingo. To escape their problems. If your character is an addict, you damn well better tell me what made them one. Sit down, Zachary. Who’s next? Miss Owens, why don’t you show us how it’s done.”

      With a grin from ear to ear, Paige stood up.

      

      After the workshop, I sat by the pool and wrote the entire first draft of my horror story. In an hour, I put an entire thousand words on paper. As soon as I finished, I collected my things and scurried to Dean’s office.

      “We’re closed,” he said when I knocked. “Come back later.”

      “I wrote the horror story.”

      Dean glanced up. “You were supposed to write two stories. Come back when you have both.”

      “I really want you to read this one.”

      He took in my flushed, semi-sunburnt appearance and waved me inside. “Fine, hand it over. Sit down, would you? You look like an infected boil.”

      Ignoring the gross comparison, I handed over the notebook and sank into my usual aluminum chair, grateful for its cool metal surface against the backs of my thighs.

      “Lord, your handwriting is atrocious when you’re rushing,” Dean muttered, skimming the pages. “You spelled disastrous wrong.”

      “I had to get it out before I forgot all of it,” I blabbered. “I don’t know what happened. The idea struck me like a bolt of lightning.”

      “Don’t get all burning bush on me.”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “This thing happened to me and Paige at the lake yesterday—”

      Dean smirked. “Oh, really?”

      “Not like that. She pushed me out of the canoe.” Breathless, I powered through the story. “And I saw this weird old guy come out of the woods, but Paige couldn’t see him! Anyway, I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and then the idea for the story hit me.”

      He licked his finger to turn another page. “A weird old guy in the woods, huh? If I had a nickel…”

      Dean grew quiet as his eyes darted across the first paragraph of my story. I watched as he read, but other than his conjoined eyebrows, he gave no indication of his opinion. Finally, he looked up.

      “You wrote this?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “This is really good.”

      I grinned so widely that I could feel the muscles in my cheeks work.

      “I mean, it’s rough,” Dean added quickly. “But it’s good for a first draft. This is what I wanted to see from you.”

      “What’s next?” I asked, eager to keep the momentum going.

      “It’s clear you have a knack for horror,” he said. “This has the potential to be absolutely terrifying. I want plans to expand this story to novella length. Twenty-five thousand words or so. If you can do that, maybe we’ll talk about writing a full novel.”

      “Oh.”

      “Not what you were wanting to hear?” Dean asked. “I thought you’d be excited about not having to write the romance.”

      “I am, and I want to expand the horror story,” I said. “But I’m here to write my sequel. My editor is expecting pages from me.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before.”

      “I know.” I linked my fingers to stop my hands from fidgeting. “I want to do this, the horror, but my career is at stake.”

      Dean let out a long exhale, as if purifying himself of toxins. “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Stop letting your publisher boss you around,” he said anyway. “You made Barnett a crapload of money in the last year, and Heirs of Earth is still going strong, especially now that the paperback version is out. Barnett is making bank on you, Daisy, and you’re one of the few authors they’ve got with a bestseller. They want your sequel, and they’ll probably do anything to get it. Haggle with them. Don’t give up until you get what you want.”

      “That doesn’t solve my problem.”

      “It does if you know how to play your cards,” Dean advised. “Barnett wants you to think they have the upper hand, but you have the control, Daisy. If they lose you, they lose thousands of dollars, possibly millions, if your next two books do as well as the first one did. Not to mention, a studio will likely option the movie rights. Hell, they probably already have and Barnett hasn’t bothered to tell you.”

      “Really?”

      “Studios move quickly.” He took out a red pen and began making notes on my story. “As soon as they hear a potential bestseller is in the works, they contact the publisher and ask to buy the movie rights. I want you to work on something for your next draft,” he added. “Horror is all about building suspense. Don’t show your hand too early in the game. In other words, don’t show your monster too early in the story. Your main character shouldn’t see this strange man out of the blue. Give her some hints first. Let her wonder if she’s crazy.”

      Dean’s advice made perfect sense, especially since I was starting to wonder if I was losing my mind. Ever since I’d arrived at Coyote Island, I’d heard and seen strange things: the tapping typewriter, the face in the bathroom mirror, and the old man who didn’t seem to actually exist.

      “As for your sequel, I told you before,” Dean went on. “You’re more than welcome to work on it while you’re here, but I’m not interested in looking it over. This” —he lifted the notebook— “is where your talent and focus currently lies. My advice is to go with it. You’d be surprised how far good writers can push themselves out of their comfort zones.”

      

      With Dean’s advice echoing in my ears, I spent the rest of the day in my room, trying to decide which writing task to pursue. The answer seemed obvious; I could do both. During my meetings with Dean and the workshops with the other mentors, I would write my horror novella. At night or during free time, I would work on the Heirs of Earth sequel. Balancing the two would require organization skills I did not necessarily possess. Furthermore, I wouldn’t have much time to do anything else on Coyote Island, like canoe with Paige.

      I set two notebooks side by side. The first one contained my short horror story. The second had carried my sequel outline until I tore out the pages and threw them in the fountain. Then I stopped thinking. I opened my mind and let my subconscious decide which project I wanted to work on. Automatically, I drifted toward the horror story.

      Without further ado, I picked up that notebook, went out to the balcony, and began to work.

      

      An owl hooted from far away. The moon cast silvery streaks across the balcony. I blinked and looked around, unaware that so much time had passed. The white curtains on the French doors fluttered, but no wind tickled my cheeks or brushed my hair aside. A door creaked open, and my pulse quickened as I listened for hints of who had entered.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Mrow.”

      Apollo the cat wound himself around my legs, purring insistently. Instantly, I let my guard down.

      “Hi, buddy,” I murmured as he butt his head against my hands. “You know how to open doors, huh? That’s pretty impressive.”

      Apollo trotted inside, did a lap through the doors, and came back to the balcony. He looked over his shoulder. “Mrow.”

      I stood and followed him inside. “What is it?”

      He sauntered off, through the open door, and into the hallway. When I didn’t go after him, he meowed once more. I stepped into the corridor and spotted him waiting for me.

      “You want me to follow you?”

      The end of his tail flicked as he continued on. With a sigh, I went too. He led me to the bathroom, sat, and meowed at the closed door. I opened it for him, and he slipped inside.

      “Weirdo,” I said.

      Since I didn’t remember getting ready for bed, I washed my face. After, I braced my hands on the sink and studied my reflection in the mirror. Water dripped from my eyelashes and chin. I stared intently into my own eyes.

      A woman’s face appeared next to my own. Her mouth dropped, far wider than human anatomy would suggest, and she let out a shrill, ear-splitting scream.

      I exploded away from the sink and knocked over a decorative vase. It crashed to the floor and shattered. The woman’s scream echoed in my ears as I catapulted myself from the bathroom, ran down the hallway, and barricaded myself in my bedroom.

      My chest heaved. Water soaked into my shirt collar. I hadn’t managed to dry my face before a second one had occupied the mirror. The image of the woman, her mouth ajar as she shrieked, would not leave my mind. Each time I closed my eyes, I saw her in the black space beyond.

      Was she really there or had my mind played another trick on me? I once read about an experiment where a group of people were instructed to stare into a mirror in a dark room for several minutes. Most of them had conjured images from their own imaginations, regardless of the empty room. The brain was complex enough to account for such oddities.

      I steeled myself and returned to the bathroom. I had to know what I’d seen. Apollo was gone, no doubt scared off by the broken glass. With a shaking breath, I turned to face the mirror once again.

      The light from the hallway shone across the glass. I didn’t have the nerve to plunge myself into complete darkness again. No woman appeared in the mirror, though I averted my eyes every few seconds in anticipation of her visit. After a minute or so, I couldn’t take the stress anymore, and I left the bathroom once again.

      In my room, a subtle breeze lifted the white curtains. I had forgotten to close the doors to the balcony. Quickly, I shut and locked every entrance to the room. As I did so, an earthy scent filled my nostrils.

      A vase of freshly-picked daisies sat on the desk, next to the typewriter.
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      A phone call woke me. Groggy and disoriented from last night’s adventure, I rolled over to answer.

      “Hello?” I croaked.

      “Daisy? You sound awful. Are you sick?”

      It seemed as if I hadn’t seen Rose in several months. Time passed differently on Coyote Island. Hearing her voice alone felt jarring, as if I’d been living in a different dimension for the last few days.

      I coughed to clear the phlegm from my throat. “No, I had a late night. What’s up?”

      “I hadn’t heard from you,” she said. “I was worried.”

      “I’m fine.” I sat up and massaged my temples. The thick scent of daisies permeated the entire room. It filled my nose and made my head heavy. The vase on the desk was still there. I grabbed the flowers by the stems and tossed them over the balcony railing. “How are you? How’s Tulip?”

      “She misses you,” Rose said. “She keeps meowing at your bedroom door. I miss you too. How much longer will you be gone?”

      “The dates are written on the fridge calendar,” I reminded her. “You can check yourself. I haven’t been gone that long.”

      “It feels long. Do you think the retreat is helping?”

      Flipping through my notebook, I got a sense of how much I’d written last night. Nearly three-quarters of the pages were filled with my messy handwriting, detailing everything from the plot of my horror novella to the characters’ significant traits. It reminded me of when I used to ignore my high school classes in favor of writing Heirs of Earth, and it felt good.

      “It’s definitely helping.”

      “That’s great! So the sequel’s coming along?”

      “Not quite,” I admitted, and my heart plunged into my stomach as I remembered why I was here to begin with. “But I’m way less blocked. I’ll work on the sequel soon.”

      Even to me, it felt like an empty promise. Rose was quiet for a few seconds. As the big sister, her duty was to warn me of less-than-stellar behavior, but she had always made a point of letting me learn my lessons on my own.

      “What?” I asked, when she didn’t say anything.

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me what you were going to say.”

      Rose sighed. “I thought the whole point of going on this retreat was to save your job with Barnett. I know Byron’s a jerk and he won’t publish your first name and all of that, but Kiara treats you well. Her career is on the line too.”

      “I know that,” I said stiffly.

      “You’re not acting like it.”

      “I don’t want to fight,” I declared. “Remember the rules. Never yell, never fight, never be like Mom and Dad.”

      “We made that rule twenty years ago,” Rose reminded me. “We’re adults. Besides, we’re not fighting. We’re having a mature conversation.”

      I leaned over the balcony and gazed at the mess of fallen daisies below. The rest of the estate had not woken up yet, and I envied those who savored their slumber.

      “Anyway, I didn’t call to scold you about your job,” she said. “Someone keeps calling your apartment.”

      “My apartment?”

      “Yes, the phone here rings almost every day.”

      I’d almost forgotten that I had a real telephone in my apartment. These days, you didn’t need one, but I kept the line in for work-related calls. “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know,” Rose said. “They call, I answer, they hang up. Or they leave a long, empty message on your answering machine.”

      “It must be a solicitor or something,” I suggested. “Don’t worry about it. If they keep calling, unplug the phone. Barnett always calls my cell anyway.”

      “Will do.” She mumbled something under her breath then added, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Just a feeling.”

      

      As usual, I met Paige at our regular booth in the dining hall. Our breakfast chat had become one of my favorite parts of the day. As we enjoyed pancakes, protein bowls, fresh fruit, and smoothies, we compared notes on the workshops and our mentors. Paige was particularly pleased with Gloria’s mentorship so far.

      “She’s amazing,” Paige gushed. “It’s so nice to work with someone who sees what I’m trying to do. She told me Bregoli is trying to pick up more diverse content, so if she likes my writing enough, she might recommend that the company pick me up as an author.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I said. “I’m so happy for you.”

      She tossed a blueberry into the air and caught it in her mouth, her favored method of eating small foods. “What did Dean think of your horror story?”

      “He liked it.”

      “Shocking.”

      “Yeah, he thinks I should pursue horror right now, instead of sci-fi.”

      Paige wiped blue juice from her fingers onto a white napkin. “Are you going to do it?”

      “I already started.”

      “Nice!” She offered me a high-five. “What about your sequel though?”

      “It’s on the back burner, but I’m still working on it.”

      “Well, give me the deets on your horror story,” she said. “What’s it about? The creepy guy you think you saw in the woods?”

      I squished a banana beneath my fork then spread it across a pancake. “He inspired it. Other weird stuff has been happening to me too.”

      “Like what?”

      Let her wonder if she’s going crazy.

      “You’re going to think I’m insane,” I told Paige.

      “Nah. This place has mad vibes.” She wiggled her fingers as if to indicate the voodoo within the estate. “I can feel it too.”

      “You can?”

      “Sure. Energy leaves a mark. Tell me about your weird stuff.”

      I stabbed a strawberry. “You know that typewriter on the desk in my room?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s broken,” I said. “But the first night I was here, I heard someone typing on it loud and clear. When I looked, no one was there.”

      Paige widened her eyes. “Spooky.”

      “Twice, when I’ve gone to the bathroom, I’ve seen a face in the mirror. A woman who looks sick.” I went on. “The second time, she screamed bloody murder, like someone was trying to kill her.”

      “At night?”

      “Yes.”

      “I haven’t heard any screaming,” she said. “My guess is this. You’re in a new place with a lot of history. The estate was built years ago. I’m sure plenty of people have died here.”

      “Gee, that makes me feel so much better.”

      Paige smirked. “I just mean it’s easy to let your imagination get out of control at a place like this. That’s probably all it is.”

      “You don’t think I’m nuts?”

      “Nope. Use all that stuff to your advantage,” she suggested. “Put it in your story. Really dive in.”

      Zachary arrived at breakfast, and I pointedly averted my gaze. He had a bad habit of coming over to force conversation on us, though Paige and I made it clear we didn’t care to associate.

      “Oh, boy,” Paige muttered, noticing Zachary too. “Here we go again.”

      But as Zachary passed our booth, he gave us a quick glance and continued on without saying anything. He sat with Silas at their regular table nearby and ignored us.

      “Did that just happen?” Paige asked.

      “Maybe he finally got the hint.”

      Zachary’s lip curled, and I wondered if he had heard our comments. Fortunately, Paige distracted me from paying him further attention.

      “So today’s our first free day,” she said, leaning back to cross one foot over the opposite knee. “No workshops. No mentor meetings. What should we do? Head to the mainland?”

      “Actually, I might explore the estate,” I told her. “It’s like you said. There’s a lot of history here. Maybe I’ll find some more inspiration in the other wings.”

      “Ooh, tell me what you find,” Paige replied. “As for me, I’m heading into the woods for a good old-fashioned hike. Maybe I’ll run into your mysterious old man friend.”

      As she waggled her eyebrows mischievously, I shook my head.

      

      After breakfast, Paige and I parted ways. I watched her disappear into the woods, hoping she wouldn’t run into any trouble, before studying the estate from the outside. Greg Bregoli’s east wing was off limits, and I had seen most of the south wing since that’s where the writers stayed and worked. That left two entire portions of the estate to explore. The west wing featured a row of enormous windows on the second floor. Eager to discover the rooms beyond, I headed there first.

      When I stepped inside, it became clear that this part of the estate had not been updated. Where we stayed, there were hardy wood floors and modern touches, but the west wing looked as if it had been waiting for someone to come rescue it from the past. Dust covered every surface. An outdated crystal chandelier hung in the main living space. The furniture featured garish colors and patterns, as did the area rugs. Every table and chair had clawed feet, and the layout of the architecture was far more cramped than today’s favored open concept spaces.

      I trailed my fingers across the cherry wood-paneled walls, collecting years of disuse. I wondered how long the Bregoli family had owned the estate. Who had built such a big, beautiful maze, and what was its original purpose? Several families could live in each wing. It seemed impossible that the entire property belonged only to one man.

      I received part of my answer in one of the dark stairways leading to the second floor. A series of picture frames hung on the forest-green wallpaper. Each one showcased a member of the Bregoli family, with the name, birthdate, and death date inscribed on a brass tab. The dates went all the way back to the twenties. The Bregoli family had apparently emigrated from Italy in the early 1900s and started their business shortly after.

      I continued on. The main purpose of the west wing was to entertain. I wandered through several dining rooms, a library, an indoor swimming pool, and a cigar lounge on the first floor alone. After browsing through the books and sneaking a few leftover cigars into my pocket to bring to Paige, I made my way to the second floor. The stairs creaked ominously below my sneakers. When was the last time an inspector deemed this wing safe to inhabit?

      The second floor was made for one action: to dance. The single room was entirely open, with the huge windows I’d seen from the outside lining both walls all the way down. It was almost church-like, with tall ornate ceilings and a stage at the front that resembled an altar. The sun came in through the diamond-shaped glass, sending thousands of prisms across the dusty dance floor.

      My footsteps echoed as I moved to the middle of the expansive room. Several round tables and matching chairs were stacked against the walls, prepared for duty should the Bregoli family decide to host a ball or gala this decade. If I let my imagination take over, I could picture guests in tuxedos and gowns, dancing the night away on Coyote Island.

      I spread my arms and spun in the middle of the dance floor, having my own private Sound of Music moment. This place had stories. If I could access them, it would certainly revive my career.

      A draft rippled through the ballroom, sending a chill down my spine. With reluctance, I left the west wing and returned to the spring’s warmth outside. On my way to the north wing, I crossed through the pool courtyard, where many of the other writers had decided to spend their free day.

      The Fates shared the shade beneath an umbrella. All three of them wore floppy black hats and silky cover dresses that further cemented their witchy status. Zachary and Silas raced each other in the pool. When they emerged, water drops glistened on their tanned, muscled chests. For once, Zachary’s smile seemed genuine and the pool water had loosened the gel in his hair. Of course, as soon as he noticed me looking at him, he winked with obvious subtext.

      I hurried on. Less than three minutes in the sun, and I had already begun to sweat. The main door to the north wing was locked, so I made my way around to the side of the building and found a back way in. After a brief fight with some rusted hinges, I got inside. Cool air soothed my hot skin. I savored the relief.

      This wing, like Bregoli’s private side, appeared geared toward living accommodations. I arrived in a comfortable living room with beautiful handmade furniture. Strangely, the place was covered in Christmas decorations. Faded garlands spiraled around the banisters and railings. Baubles hung with fishing line seemed to float in midair. An artificial tree, ten feet high, stood merrily beside a stone fireplace.

      Feeling as if I had infiltrated someone’s private memory, I moved silently on through a small dining room, a beautiful kitchen, and a cozy study with a grand piano. When I pressed a key, the note echoed so far that it lasted several seconds before fading away. As I left the study, the note followed me.

      Upstairs, I happened upon the most intimate arrangement of bedrooms I’d come across so far. The second floor was portioned off in a way to unite whatever family had lived here. Four bedrooms and two bathrooms encircled a wide common room area with another sitting area.

      I explored the largest bedroom first. Like the living room downstairs, it seemed like someone had left in a hurry. The bedsheets were unmade, a hamper held dirty clothing, and two dusty toothbrushes sat on the edge of the sink in the attached bathroom.

      The second and third bedrooms lacked personal touches. Decorated with generic patterns and solid colors, these rooms seemed assigned to close family guests. I didn’t linger and sought out the last bedroom instead.

      A baby lived here. Pretty blue walls. Paper trim near the ceiling featuring several iterations of the famous baby-delivering stork. A rocking chair for Mama to sit in and feed her child. A white crib in the center of the room.

      New cloth diapers sat next to the changing table. Baby bibs and onesies hung nearby, with the tags still attached. The mattress in the crib looked as though no baby had ever laid upon it.

      A sense of dread crept in as the meaning of these discoveries dawned on me. Whoever had so thoughtfully decorated this room had likely suffered a tremendous tragedy. Perhaps that was why the family had left this place in such a hurry; they could not remain where so many things reminded them of what they had lost.

      Overwhelmed, I sank into the rocking chair and let my emotions flow. When I was able, I took my notebook out and began jotting down the feelings that passed through my mind. This was real, this anguish and awareness of mortality. I needed to write about it.

      In silence, I scrawled notes and passages. As the minutes passed, my chest began to loosen its grip on my lungs. My breath came with less effort as I emptied more words onto the page. I lost myself, riding the wave of my pen ink on the paper. Then, movement at the corner of my eye caused my gaze to flicker up.

      The crib rocked to and fro. No breeze entered the room from open windows. No physical force had touched the baby’s bed. It moved on its own in gentle arcs, as if a mother guided it as she soothed her child to sleep.

      For several minutes, the crib did not lose its momentum. Frozen in place, all I could do was watch as it swayed. Finally, it settled quietly in its original position.

      I got to my feet. Calmly, quietly—so as to not disturb the baby—I left the room.

      

      My head needed a break from my story, so I set aside my notebook, put on a swimsuit, and joined the other writers at the pool. Paige wasn’t back from her hike, so I pulled a lounge chair off to the side and sat alone in the afternoon sun. But when Zachary was around, I could never stay alone for long.

      He lifted himself out of the pool, flipped his hair back, and strolled toward me. Water dripped off his swim shorts, on to the book I was reading.

      “Hey, Miss Daisy,” he said. “Want me to drive you somewhere?”

      I lifted the novel to block his face from view. “You don’t have a car.”

      Zachary sat on the end of my chair, forcing me to pull my feet in close to avoid his wet butt. “We could steal the passenger van and ride into the sunset.”

      “Do the words ‘no, thanks’ mean nothing to you?”

      “They go in one ear and out the other.”

      “You should probably get that checked out.”

      His stupid grin widened. “See? We have good banter. I don’t know why you’re playing hard to get.”

      “I’m not playing anything.”

      He rudely took the book from my hands and checked the title. “Frankenstein? Really? I figured you for more of a Nicholas Sparks kind of girl.”

      I snatched the novel back. “Can you go?”

      “Can I? Yes. Will I? That’s a different story.”

      He casually slung one leg over so he straddled the lounger, and I resisted the urge to stomp on his sensitive bits.

      “What are you going to do about it?” he asked.

      Paige came up behind Zachary, fresh from her hike, and dumped a handful of dirt on his head. He shot to his feet with a yelp, brushing at his shoulders and the back of his neck. The dirt stuck to his wet skin.

      “Dude,” Paige said. “She doesn’t want to hang out with you. Get the picture.”

      Zachary snarled and spat a nasty phrase at Paige.

      “Very creative,” she replied, unfazed. She waved him away. “Off you go now.”

      Paige remained standing until Zachary jumped back into the pool to wash the dirt off. Then she sat in the lounger next to me. “You okay?”

      “Totally. I love being harassed.”

      “You could report him,” Paige said. “Remember what Sawyer said when we first got here? Coyote Island has a no-tolerance policy. They’ll warn him, and if he keeps it up, he’ll get sent home.”

      “He’s not worth my time.”

      She sighed and began unlacing her hiking boots. “I thought you might say that. That’s why I dropped a tick in his hair.”

      My jaw dropped. “You didn’t.”

      “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. Who knows what was in that dirt?”

      She cast off her socks and, fully-clothed, dove into the pool, splashing Zachary and Silas in their faces as she kicked off to the other side.

      

      A soft cry echoed through the night. At first, I didn’t realize what had woken me. I lay in bed, the covers pushed down to my feet to combat the warmth of the evening, and listened. Crickets chirped outside, water dripped from the gutter, and something—a raccoon maybe—skittered along the roof tiles.

      I heard it again: the soft sob of a child from far away.

      Getting out of bed, I put on my slippers and ventured into the hallway. Using the moonlight as a guide, I crept toward the source of the sound, down the stairs and into the common area where we’d had our first writers’ mixer.

      There, in the middle of the room, was the same crib I’d seen in the north wing earlier. It was still and silent. I waited at the bottom of the stairs, watching the crib.

      The baby cried again.

      As I inched toward the crib, the hair on my arms rose. A feeling of wrongness seeped into my pores and lifted bumps from my skin. The baby’s cries intensified as I grew closer, a keening wail that penetrated past my ear drums and into my head. My throat tightened. One more step, and I’d be able to see inside. The baby screamed, in obvious pain. I leapt forward.

      All at once, everything fell silent. The crib was empty. My pulse raced as I backed away. Shaking, I turned my back on the crib and went upstairs. On the second floor, I checked behind me. The crib, like so many other things in the estate, had disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote voraciously, my hand flying across the page. I cramped hundreds of words onto one page and scribbled notes in the margins. I devoured and demolished the paper, tearing through the first notebook and moving onto another. Whatever the reason, I had to write. I had to write. I had to write.

      I wrote at night, when no one else was awake and the crickets sang songs to help me concentrate. I wrote during breakfast, until Paige came to my room to make sure I was okay. I wrote in the hallways, in the bathroom, and on the grounds. Words and phrases sprang to my mind, blooming out of nothing. If I didn’t have paper nearby, I wrote on my arms and hands.

      “This,” Paige said, lifting my ink-covered arm one afternoon, “is getting out of hand.”

      “I didn’t have my notebook with me. It’ll wash off.”

      Paige’s eyes flickered across my skin. “Uh-huh, sure.”

      “Are you reading me?”

      “No. Can you spin around so I can finish?”

      I rubbed the ink until it blurred while Paige made noises of protest. “Don’t worry. I already wrote this stuff down.”

      We reclined in the grass by the lake, working on our separate projects. While I had filled half of my second notebook, Paige was still writing in her first.

      “You’re suddenly so inspired,” she noted. “Did Dean give you another joint?”

      “No,” I said. “I guess this whole horror angle is more intriguing than I thought it would be.”

      She gestured to my arm. “It’s really good, by the way. I got kinda creeped out reading about the baby crib. How’d you come up with that?”

      Though Paige hadn’t judged me the first time I’d told her about my nighttime visions, I hesitated to mention them again. According to her, what I saw and heard at night were all figments of my imagination. To me, I was certain these things were real until, of course, they disappeared when my back was turned.

      “I dreamt about it,” I told Paige. It wasn’t exactly a lie. “It’s like my head comes up with this stuff while I’m sleeping.”

      “Lucky.” She leaned back on her hands and tipped her head back to look at the sky. “I wrote myself into a corner and Gloria won’t help me out of it.”

      “Why not?”

      “She says she wants me to figure it out by myself.”

      I plucked a blade of grass, placed it between my thumbs, and blew. A high-pitched whistle echoed across the lake.

      “That is not helping me think,” Paige said.

      “Isn’t Gloria supposed to help you? We’re here for the mentors’ help.”

      “I suppose she’s trying to teach me a lesson.” She plucked her own piece of grass and tried her luck, but no sound came from her thumbs. “She wants me to learn something from this. How the heck did you do that?”

      I showed her where to put the grass and place her hands to get the loudest whistle. After a few more failed attempts, she managed a weak squeak. It was enough for her eyes to light up.

      “I’m getting the hang of this!” she said and puffed her cheeks to try again. As she did so, she caught a glimpse of her watch. “Oh, crap. We’re late for the workshop. Who’s teaching today?”

      “Alcott, I think.”

      As she rolled up her towel, she groaned. “I heard he only talks about his own books and doesn’t teach a thing. Are you coming?”

      “I’m going to skip it actually,” I said. “Can you survive on your own?”

      “It will be excruciating, but I can manage.” She stood and tucked the towel beneath one arm. “You sure you want to stay out here on your own? You might get eaten by a lake monster.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Suit yourself. See you later.”

      Once Paige was out of sight, I opened my notebook and continued writing. Working on my horror story was a better use of my time than listening to Alcott drone on about his success. Besides, I had another mentor meeting with Dean today, and I wanted to finish as much of my story as possible. I wanted to make sure I was on the right track.

      The sun shone directly overhead. Without any shade, it burned my shoulders and the back of my neck. I draped a damp towel across my back, but it didn’t do much good. I needed to get out of the sun.

      Gathering my things, I walked around the enormous lake. On the opposite bank, the woods thickened, and there were plenty of places to sit in the shade, but it was quite a long trek to get there. As I stepped through tall grasses and wildflowers, I wished for Paige’s fancy hiking boots. She was far more prepared for this than I was.

      When I reached the other side, though, it was worth it. A half-moon of trees created a cool, shaded alcove. Someone had already cleared the space below of weeds, so I spread my towel and got comfortable. From where I sat, I had a beautiful view of the entire lake.

      I kept writing. The sun passed from one side of the sky to the other. Distant voices floated across the lake as the other writers left the workshop and spread out to continue their stories. Paige did not return, as if she sensed I needed time alone. Either that, or Gloria had given her new assignments to work on.

      In my seclusion, I did not immediately notice when a pair of boots whispered through the high grass in my direction. So as Zachary appeared in my private alcove, my heart rate jumped sky high.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, not looking sorry at all. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you even find me?”

      Without an invitation, Zachary sat uncomfortably close to me and dusted his hands. “I saw you and Paige out by the lake earlier and figured, since you missed the workshop, you must still be out here. Why’d you skip anyway? Alcott gave a good lesson.”

      Though his proximity worried me, this was the first time he’d made conversation about something other than his own greatness. Ever so slightly, I let my guard down.

      “I was on a roll,” I said. “I didn’t want to lose it.”

      “I totally get that.” Zachary leaned back and crossed one long leg over the other. Today, he hadn’t slicked his hair back in his usual greasy style. Instead, he bore a head full of wild curls. His natural hair made him look much less supercilious. “Once I get started on something good, I never want to stop.”

      “Yeah, it’s like a motor is powering you.”

      “Exactly!” He smiled. “I guess we’re more alike than you thought.”

      I shifted slightly away. “So what did Alcott talk about?”

      “Writing natural dialogue,” Zachary said. “Something I always struggled with. Alcott gave us some good pointers though.”

      “Are you going to share them?”

      “Don’t include pleasantries,” he replied. “It wastes time and eats up the page. Also, make use of punctuation and tags. Watch how many he-said, she-saids you include. There needs to be a rhythm.”

      Though I wouldn’t tell Zachary, these were simple concepts I had learned long ago. Heirs of Earth had been praised by multiple critics for its realistic dialogue.

      “Hmm,” I said.

      “What?” he asked, a little defensively. “You already knew that?”

      “For the most part,” I admitted. “I worked pretty closely with my edit—a beta reader to get the dialogue right for one of my projects.”

      Zachary looked me over. “What project?”

      “Oh, just something I’d been working on since high school that I wanted to expand,” I said casually, hoping he would drop it. “It didn’t go anywhere.”

      “Huh, that’s a shame.” He tapped my notebook. “I would have liked to hear more of your plans for this George character. You really impressed Holland at the last workshop.”

      I tucked the pages beneath my legs. “Character creation is one of my favorite things to do. It comes naturally to me.”

      “Dialogue, character creation,” Zachary said. “Everything seems to come naturally to you.”

      Maybe I was imagining it, or maybe there was an edge to his tone. He kept his expression light, but his lips had twisted into the lopsided smirk I’d come to know as a warning sign.

      “You still have to hone natural skills,” I said softly. “There’s always more to learn or ways to improve.”

      “I’d like to learn from you,” he replied. “You could teach a better class than most of the mentors at this retreat, don’t you think?”

      “Not at all.” I drew my knees into my chest and hugged myself. “I wish I had the kind of career that the writers here have had. Dean and Gloria” —I shook my head in pure admiration— “I’ve never had the pleasure of interacting with people like them before. It’s like working with royalty.”

      Zachary scoffed. “I wouldn’t go that far. Dimarco hasn’t released a book in years. I wonder why Bregoli even keeps him on as an author. And Gloria’s demographic is women between the ages of thirty and sixty. She doesn’t have a whole lot of reach.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “You’d be surprised how many women there are in this world between the ages of thirty and sixty.”

      “Totally,” he said. “But if we’re talking about numbers, it’s good to appeal to both genders. You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Zachary ran a hand through his curls, making them wilder. “As soon as I saw you, I thought you looked familiar. I couldn’t figure out why though. Then it hit me.” His smirk grew as he turned his dark, beady eyes on me. “I’ve read your book, Devin.”

      Ice shot through my veins, freezing me from head to toe. I could not move or speak. My breath punctured my lungs like icy shards. Zachary grinned wider. He knew who I was, and he liked it.

      “Devin Dawkins, famous author of Heirs of Earth,” he said. “Did you really think no one here would figure it out?”

      “Plenty of people here know who I am,” I told him, trying to sound like it didn’t matter. “Sawyer, the other leaders, and all of the mentors. I wasn’t hiding it.”

      “You weren’t?” he teased. “Then why go by Daisy? Why not tell everyone you’re already published?”

      I shrugged, playing up the nonchalance. “Daisy is my first name. My publisher is the one who decided to put my middle name on the book.”

      Zachary studied me, and the slight tilt in his eyebrows made me nauseous. “I think you were hiding it. You didn’t want anyone to know who you were, and I know why.”

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “You’re underestimating me. I don’t like that.”

      Again, I became aware of how close he was. A tingle of discomfort began at the base of my spine and made its way up my neck. He reclined in the grass, leaning on his elbows, so casual and unbothered. I hated him.

      “I loved Heirs of Earth.” The declaration was not said with love. Rather, Zachary sounded quite bitter about his admission. “I thought it was one of the best sci-fi books I’d read in a long time, even though the protagonist was a woman. I figured I could let it slide since Devin Dawkins knew what he was doing. Imagine my surprise when I figured out you were Devin Dawkins.”

      “You knew who I was from the first workshop,” I said. “As soon as I started talking about Moof. You questioned me anyway.”

      “I love a good game of chase.”

      He rested his hand on my leg, his thumb grazing the inside of my thigh. I closed my eyes as bile rose in my throat. I had been here before, with no one around to hear me scream.

      “I think you should make it up to me,” Zachary said in a low tone.

      “Make what up to you?”

      “The lie,” he replied. “You lied to all of your readers. The least you can do is apologize. Say you’re sorry.”

      “No,” I growled.

      His hand inched up my thigh. “Say you’re sorry.”

      “Get the hell off of me.”

      As soon as I whacked his hand away, he made his move. He flipped over and pinned me to the grass, his veiny forearms framing my face. With all of his weight on top of me, I could barely draw breath.

      “Say you’re sorry,” he hissed, his mouth inches from mine. He grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him. “Say you’re sorry for taking advantage of your readers, for deceiving the people who made your career. I made your career,” he added. “I’m one of the reasons why you’re so successful, Devin. I gave you my money so that you could be successful.”

      “You gave me nothing,” I choked.

      He straddled my hips, placing his legs on either side of my waist. His new position lifted some of his weight off my body, but with my wrists locked beneath his hands, he thought he still had control.

      “I gave you everything,” he said. “Say you’re sorry.”

      He was so preoccupied with forcing the words from me that he didn’t notice when I hooked one foot over his leg and locked it in place. With my own legs, I yanked Zachary out of position. With the weight shift, he lost his balance, and his torso toppled toward me. As he threw his hands out to steady himself, I used my elbows to pry myself out of the maze of limbs. Then I planted my feet on his quads and pushed off, shooting away from Zachary.

      Run south.

      A woman’s voice, clear as day, echoed in my head. I staggered to my feet and stumbled toward the trees, but Zachary grabbed my ankle. I fell hard, my stomach lurching as it met the hard earth. Without looking back, I gave a mighty kick, connecting with something hard. Zachary groaned and released me.

      Run now, the voice ordered. Into the trees.

      For the second time, I lurched to my feet. To my right, the pathway through the tall weeds led around the lake, back to the estate. My chances of reaching the estate before Zachary caught up with me were low, and I couldn’t risk it. Obeying the voice, I fled into the woods.

      “Devin!” Zachary’s low growl echoed through the trees as he thundered behind me. “You can’t hide from me!”

      I didn’t answer. Sprinting as fast as I could, I leapt over fallen logs and crashed through vines of ivy bound to cause rashes later. My lungs burned.

      Take a left at that rotting tree.

      I careened past the tree—its entire trunk was bent over due to root rot—and ripped through a thick wall of weeds. Twigs and branches lashed at my skin, but on the other side, I came upon a narrow, hidden pathway.

      Quickly. Don’t slow down.

      I was not a runner. My legs shook. My lungs burned. Behind me, Zachary’s heavy footsteps and muttered swear words told me he’d found the hidden pathway too.

      Do not slow down!

      Spurred on by the disembodied voice, I put on a burst of speed. Adrenaline burned white-hot through my body. Every breath felt like thousands of needles in my chest.

      “Devin!” Zachary called in a guttural voice, closer than I expected.

      Tears blurred my vision, but I kept running. I would not let another entitled jerk take advantage of me because he thought he deserved my success.

      Then I tripped, my toe caught beneath a root I hadn’t seen. I rolled forward, expecting to come to my feet again. Instead, the ground gave way beneath me.

      I plummeted down a muddy embankment, head over feet, and splashed into a murky creek. My head spun as I lay in the water, trying to figure out which way was up.

      On your feet! Get up!

      Somehow, I found my footing.

      To your right. Hide.

      I scurried along the edge of the tall embankment and soon found a small divot in the creek wall. I inserted myself into the space and sank behind a curtain of moss.

      Stay quiet.

      Rocks and dirt cascaded into the creek as Zachary slid down the embankment. When he landed in the slick mud, knees bent to absorb the impact, my stomach jumped into my throat. He was hardly ten feet away.

      “Devin,” he whispered coolly. “Where are you?”

      As he crept toward my hiding spot, my pulse accelerated to a frightening pace. I wrapped my arms as tightly as possible around my body, as if to stop Zachary from hearing the drum of my heart. He inched closer, until the only thing separating me and him was the thick moss curtain.

      Don’t breathe, warned the voice.

      I obeyed. The moss swayed as Zachary surveyed the creek. When his eyes came all the way around, my heart nearly stopped. But his gaze swept past my hiding spot. He crept onward.

      Zachary roved the creek for several minutes more, hunting me. Thankfully, the mud was wet enough to absorb my footprints. He had no trail to follow. He continued along the creek until he left my sight. I made to step out of my hiding place.

      Wait, warned the voice.

      Automatically, I stilled. Sure enough, Zachary doubled back the way he had come. He found a foothold in the embankment and pulled himself out of the creek. The crack of twigs beneath his feet faded into the distance.

      Follow the creek right.

      I slipped out from behind the moss curtain, checked above me to make sure Zachary was really gone, then began jogging in the mud. The creek widened and narrowed, but I kept a steady pace. My toes shriveled as the water soaked into my socks. My thighs chafed. I ignored the discomfort and kept running.

      The sun had lowered below the tree line by the time the creek curved around on itself and led me to the far side of the estate. I stumbled out of the woods and fell to my knees on the grassy knoll, gasping for breath.

      The adrenaline subsided and exhaustion took over. I bowed to the earth and cried, letting my emotions pour out of me. When I finished, I took my time climbing to my feet again. Shaking, I recognized this part of the estate. It was the view from my bedroom. Glancing up, I found the double French doors that led from my room.

      My eyes shifted to another part of the house. On a terrace in the east wing, the elderly man leaned over the railing, his gaze fixed upon me.

      I looked at the ground and jogged inside. I’d had enough excitement for one day.
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      “What the hell happened to you?”

      Paige stared, open-mouthed, as I trudged to our normal table and plunked into my seat. I’d been late to breakfast today, for obvious reasons. My trip through the woods had taken quite the toll on me, physically and mentally.

      In the mirror that morning, a defeated woman stared back at me. My face and arms were scratched from running through the trees, and I had a big bruise on my shin from where I’d fallen down the embankment. Furthermore, every muscle ached from the mile-long hike back to the estate. I was lucky I hadn’t broken any bones.

      “It’s a long story,” I told Paige. I hoped she wouldn’t push for an explanation, but the wish promptly disappeared like a popped balloon.

      “Don’t give me that,” she said, lifting the tablecloth to examine the rest of my wounds. “You look like you got attacked by wolves. What happened after I left you at the lake yesterday? Did you get lost?”

      “No, I went around to the far side for some shade.” A thin scab on my elbow cracked as I reached for the coffee pot. Carefully, I blotted it with a napkin. “Took a little jog through the trees—”

      Zachary’s appearance in the breakfast hall made me choke on my tongue. Paige reached for the coffee pot as I lost my grip on it. A few drops spilled into my lap, but it could have been worse.

      “You’re not well,” Paige said, placing the coffee pot a safe distance away from me. “You should go to first aid. They have a NP here in case of stuff like this. She’ll take care of you.”

      “No, I don’t want to go to first aid.”

      Though I tried to avert my eyes, I couldn’t help but check on Zachary. My anger mounted when I saw that he didn’t look half as bad as I expected him to. Apparently, I’d cleared the way for him in the woods, because he sported far fewer cuts from branches. A slight shadow on his forehead gave away the spot where I’d kicked him, but other than that, he appeared in perfect health and high spirits, as always.

      “Morning, ladies,” he said, stopping at our table. “Isn’t it a lovely day?” He smiled at me. “Daisy, did you fall? You really ought to watch your step.”

      I clenched my hands in my lap. Desperately, I wanted to stand up and punch him in the face, to break his nose as I should have done yesterday. Paige, who didn’t miss a beat, glanced at the shallow scratches on Zachary’s arms, matching them to mine.

      “Not feeling very conversational, eh?” he challenged. “Fair enough. See you at the next workshop.”

      Paige held herself together until he was out of earshot. Then she turned to me with a look of utter wrath. “Did he go after you?”

      In a low voice, I said, “He caught me on the edge of the lake. He knows who I am. He always knew because he read Heirs of Earth.”

      “What did he do to you?” Paige growled.

      “He pinned me down,” I reported. “Tried to make me apologize for taking advantage of him.”

      “I’ll kill him.”

      Paige stood, but I yanked her back into the booth.

      “Do not overreact,” I warned her. “I know guys like Zachary. If I piss him off, he’ll retaliate.”

      “Daisy, you have to tell someone,” she said. “Tell Sawyer! Zachary will get kicked out of the retreat, and you’ll never have to see him again.”

      “I can’t keep running away from my problems.”

      “He can’t get away with this.”

      Instead of coffee, I asked Henry for a cup of tea with honey. The morning warranted the soothing effects of chamomile. Paige couldn’t let go of the subject at hand.

      “Daisy, you have to do something,” she pushed.

      “It’s my problem, not yours,” I told her. “Let me handle it.”

      “I’ll let you handle it if you promise to tell Sawyer what happened.” She crossed her arms and threw a dirty look at Zachary. “How’d you get away? He’s, like, three times your size.”

      “After what happened in Philly, I started taking Brazilian Jiu jitsu classes with my sister to learn self-defense,” I said. “I’m only a white belt, but I’ve learned enough to get away from idiots like Zachary. He wasn’t expecting it.”

      Paige wore a surprised look. “Good for you. You should still report him though.”

      “Zachary will get his comeuppance,” I assured her. “For now, I’m not worried about him. He won’t try it again.”

      Though I spoke with confidence, it was all a show. In truth, Zachary terrified me. I wanted nothing more than to travel thousands of miles away from him, but wherever I went, there was sure to be another guy just like Zachary. I wanted to report him, but I feared what he might do in revenge.

      Paige watched Zachary with narrowed eyes. “I’ll follow your lead for now, but if he makes another boneheaded maneuver, I’m taking it to Sawyer. If you change your mind, let me know too. I’ll go with you to report him.”

      I began to thank her, but a familiar face appeared in the breakfast hall, distracting me. Kiara, my editor, gazed around the dining room, clearly searching for me. Beside her, she carried a wheelie travel bag and her signature large purse. I waved to catch her attention, but my stomach dropped as she came toward me. This could not be good.

      She sighed as she settled into the booth next to me. “It’s always so nice to sit somewhere that isn’t an airplane after flying, don’t you think?”

      “What are you doing here, Kiara?” I asked.

      “What, no welcome wagon?” She flagged down Henry and asked for an egg-white omelet. Henry, of course, happily obliged. Kiara made herself comfortable, stretching her legs across to rest her feet on Paige’s side of the booth. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Paige,” I said. “She’s one of the writers here. Paige, this is Kiara Banks, my editor.”

      Paige’s eyes widened. “You edited Heirs of Earth?”

      “I tried,” Kiara replied smartly. “Daisy was reluctant to make changes.”

      “I made tons of changes on your advice,” I countered.

      “After much arguing.”

      “It’s not my fault you don’t know what constructive criticism is.”

      “It’s not my fault you don’t know what a dangling modifier is.”

      Paige waved her hands to stop the conversational ping pong match between us. “Sorry, while we’re all here, I need to plug myself. Hi,” she added, leaning across the table to shake Kiara’s hand. “Paige Owens. Gay romance writer. I hear Barnett needs a lot more diversity on their table.”

      “I would love to have you,” Kiara said. “Unfortunately, I don’t make any final decisions. If you have a manuscript, I can give it a look though.”

      Paige leapt to her feet. “It’s in my room. I can go get it.”

      “Give it to me later,” Kiara replied. “I have a few things I need to discuss with Daisy. Do you mind giving us some space, Paige?”

      Paige nodded, wrapped what remained of her breakfast sandwich in a napkin, and took her leave. As she passed Zachary, she made sure to kick his chair.

      Kiara switched to the other side of the table for the pure purpose of observing me. Her gaze trailed to the scratches and marks all over my arms. “Did you get chased by a bear?”

      “Something like that. What are you doing here?” I asked again.

      “Byron sent me,” she said. “He wants pages.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m here. He’ll have them in three weeks, when the retreat is over.”

      Kiara pressed her lips together like she’d tasted something sour. “He wants chapter one now, to ensure you’re making progress.”

      Though I’d had nothing to eat yet, I felt my stomach churn. “He wants chapter one. When?”

      “I’m supposed to get it from you today.”

      A short laugh made its way out of my throat. “Today, huh? Don’t you think I could have emailed it to you?”

      “Byron wanted me to check on you in person,” Kiara said. “He’d like us to polish the first chapter before he reads it. What have you got so far?”

      I slid out of the booth and grabbed a bagel from the buffet. “You know what? Let’s take a walk, Kiara.”

      

      We circled the estate grounds, and I pointed out details of the architecture to distract Kiara from the real conversation she wanted to have. I took her through all three wings of the estate, but saved the best for last: the pool.

      Kiara’s jaw unhinged when she saw it. She danced forward, almost as if she had the urge to throw herself fully-clothed into the sparkling blue water, but stopped herself at the edge.

      “This is what you’ve been doing for the past week?” she said. “Sunning yourself at a resort-style pool in the middle of nowhere while the rest of us burn up in the New York smog?”

      “You could stay,” I offered. “Tell Byron we’re working on my book and stick around a little longer.”

      “A tempting offer,” she said, “but one I can’t accept. At least, not for long. Byron wants me back in New York by tomorrow night.” She knelt beside the pool and drew her fingers longingly through the water. “Speaking of your book, let’s see what you have. Where have you been working?”

      “In my room mostly or by the lake.”

      “I meant, where are your pages?”

      “Oh. Well, it’s a long story, but—”

      Dean emerged on his terrace above. “Dawkins!” he barked, scaring me half to death. “What the hell are you doing at the pool? I know you better have something to show me since you bailed on our meeting yesterday.”

      Kiara shielded her eyes to look up at Dean. “Who on earth is that bellowing man?”

      “Who am I?” Dean asked incredulously. “Who are you, and why are you distracting my mentee from her work?”

      Kiara puffed her chest. “I am her editor, you great buffoon!”

      “Oh.” Dean deflated slightly. “It’s nice to meet you. I guess we have something in common already. Neither one of us can get work out of Daisy.”

      “I have pages,” I shouted up to Dean.

      “You do?” Kiara asked.

      “Not for you.”

      “Then who?”

      “You have pages?” Dean yelled.

      I groaned and covered my ears. “Everyone shut up so I can think. Kiara, you stay here. Enjoy the pool, and when you’re ready, ask Sawyer if there’s an unoccupied room you can stay in. I’ll be back after I talk to Dean.”

      “You better have an explanation for me, Daisy!”

      I ignored her and went up the stairs to the second floor. When I reached Dean’s room, he pulled the door open before I could knock, just to give me a withering stare.

      “If you can’t be bothered to show up for our meetings, I don’t see the point of continuing this partnership,” he said. “You might as well head home with your editor.”

      “I didn’t skip the meeting,” I told him. “I had a run-in with one of the other writers.”

      He noticed my various scratches. “What kind of run-in?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “But I do have pages for you. I wrote for hours yesterday. Look.” I took my notebook from my bag and quickly flipped through it to show him the filled pages. “I’d let you read it, but I have to give it to Kiara.”

      “Why?” Dean asked. “Are you going to sell it?”

      “Maybe, if Kiara likes it.”

      He fixed me with a wry expression. “My girl, you are awfully naive sometimes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dean waved me off like he might swat at a fly. “Go talk to your editor. I’ll meet what’s left of you later.”

      

      Kiara had disappeared from the pool, so I wandered the estate until I found her in a room close to mine upstairs. She beckoned me inside as she hung her clothes in the wardrobe.

      “Well?” she asked. “Let’s see chapter one.”

      I placed my notebook in her outstretched hand. She began to read, but a few lines in, her brows furrowed in confusion.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “It’s the story I’ve been working on,” I said. “It’s horror.”

      Kiara shut the notebook and tossed it onto the bed. “Damn it, Daisy. On the plane ride, I kept telling myself you’d have pulled it together by now, that you were smart enough to know when you’d reached the end of the line.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need your sequel.” The back of her hand met the palm of her other. “Not some experimental novella in another genre. Damn it, Daisy!”

      “You’re starting to sound like Byron.”

      She tugged at her braids. “Maybe Byron has a point. You don’t know how to do what you’re told. How many times do I have to remind you that you signed a contract?”

      “I plan to honor that contract,” I promised. “But I need time. Let me write this horror story first. It’s helping me flush out ideas. Then I’ll write the sequel.”

      Kiara sat on the bed and squeezed her temples. “Maybe you’re not understanding how the publishing world works. You—have—a—deadline.” Each word was punctuated by another smack of her hands. “A deadline that has already been extended multiple times. If you miss it again, it’s done. I’m done with you.”

      “Byron promised me four weeks,” I bargained. “Not one. I haven’t missed my deadline yet.”

      “He wants to see work, Daisy.”

      “Send him the horror story,” I said. “Not to get ahead of myself, but it’s really good, maybe better than Heirs of Earth. He could publish—”

      “No,” Kiara said shortly. “I want your sequel. I’ll buy you a few more days with Byron, but that’s all I can spare.”

      “Send him the pages,” I pushed. “Once he sees how good they are, he’ll want to publish the story. I promise.”

      Kiara frowned at the notebook. “Type it up. I’ll go to the mainland to email it to him later. Daisy?” she added as I skipped off. “It better be good.”

      

      Later that night, I breathed relief as Kiara headed off to the mainland to find enough Wi-Fi to send my pages to Byron. I was sure the horror story would tide Byron over until I was able to write a few chapters of the sequel. Happy to have some of the weight off my chest, I joined the other writers downstairs for after-dinner drinks.

      It was the nicest evening at Coyote Island so far, perhaps because I’d finally touched base with Kiara. Paige and I ended up drinking bourbon flights with Gloria Sterling and Abner Holland, who was far more interesting when he was drunk. They told us stories of their early author days, and Paige and I spent most of the night in stitches.

      I took my leave after a sixth bourbon tasting, when the room began to spin. With a bottle of water in hand, I bid adieu to my friends and headed upstairs, feeling pleased with the night’s events.

      But after a visit to the bathroom, things took a turn for the worse. As I walked to my room, Zachary appeared at the top of the stairs. He, too, appeared unsteady on his feet, but he had enough of his faculties left to step right into my path.

      “Move,” I said with less conviction than I intended.

      Zachary remained where he stood. “Make me.”

      I tried to walk around him, but he stepped into my way again. It happened twice more, and it was making me dizzy.

      “Leave me alone,” I ordered.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      This time, I tried to push past him. He seized my arms and pressed me to the wall, making sure to pin my legs in place, so I couldn’t try any tricks. I was too drunk to remember any Jiu jitsu moves anyway.

      I shuddered in horror as his hot, wet lips found my neck. When I tried to scream, I realized he had put a hand over my mouth. He’d covered my nose too, either on purpose or by accident. In his state, it was hard to tell. I fought to free myself, losing air with every second. Zachary, oblivious, bit my earlobe hard enough to draw blood. I yelled into his palm, expelling what oxygen I had left.

      When my vision started fading, I panicked. Fight or flight took over, and I writhed in Zachary’s grasp with such ferocity that he must have mistaken my convulsions for a seizure. Since this was not sexy in the least, he withdrew immediately.

      “What the hell?” he slurred. “What’s wrong with you?”

      In reply, I punched him in the nose. The resulting snap wasn’t satisfying enough to chase away the fear he’d caused. As he doubled over, yelling as he held his bleeding nose together, I fled from the scene and ran into my room.

      Panting, I shoved the desk against the door to keep anyone from coming in. Then I collapsed on the floor.

      “Please,” I whispered to the spinning ceiling, as blood from my ear dribbled along my throat. “Please, someone help me.”

      

      Music—classical, waltz-like—floated through the air. Couples in extravagant tuxedos and beautiful ball gowns partnered up and performed the dances in three-four time. The dance floor spun and sparkled with kaleidoscope shapes. Lights bounced off champagne glasses and fancy silverware. The symphony levitated in midair above the dancers, strumming their violins with glittering, multi-colored bows.

      I waited off to the side, neither here nor there. I wished to be among the dancers but feared the moment someone asked me to dance. In the reflection of an enormous window, I caught sight of myself. Blood dripped from my mouth. A tooth broke and fell out.

      A piercing scream interrupted the music.
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      I leapt out of bed, shoved the desk out of the way, and crashed into the hallway. Other writers flooded the second-floor landing. They too had been roused from their beds by the scream that echoed from the main lobby. As I joined the crowd to see what the fuss was about, Paige emerged from her room, bleary-eyed.

      “What’s going on?” she asked me in a sleepy voice, tying the straps of her robe around her waist. “Who screamed?”

      I took her by the wrist and pulled her into the fray. Up ahead, the writers crowded at the top of the staircase, where the second floor looked over the first. More shouts and yells went up from the crowd. I pushed to the front, hauling Paige with me, for a better look.

      One of the Fates, Luella, sobbed uncontrollably on the top step. She had crumpled to the rug, too overcome with emotion to hold herself upright. I placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. “What happened?”

      She only cried with anguish.

      Paige tapped my back. “Daisy? Look.”

      I followed her gaze and finally noticed the reason for the chaos. By a length of nautical rope, a body hung from the decorative beams on the ceiling. It revolved slowly, but I did not need to see the purple, bloated face to know who it was. The wild curls were a dead giveaway.

      “Zachary,” I breathed.

      “I thought he was far too pompous to kill himself,” Paige muttered.

      The Fate let out another tormented howl. No doubt, we had all heard her scream. She must have been the first to discover Zachary.

      “Help me get her out of here,” I told Paige. “She doesn’t need to keep watching.”

      As Paige and I lifted the woman to her feet, Sawyer came to the front of the group.

      “Everybody step aside!” he called. “What’s all the fuss about—” He froze when he spotted Zachary’s revolving body. His throat bobbed, but it took him less than five seconds to switch into damage control mode. He clapped his hands. “All right, everyone! Back to your rooms. Paige, call 911. Daisy, help me get Luella to her room, please.”

      Paige and I leapt into action, but the other writers weren’t so eager to disperse. Sawyer put two fingers between his lips and made an ear-piercing whistle. That got everyone’s attention.

      “Back to your rooms!” Sawyer bellowed. It was shocking to hear the voice of a drill sergeant come from the body of a vegan mountain man. This time, the other writers scurried away to obey his instructions.

      Paige transferred her portion of Luella’s weight to Sawyer’s shoulder then dialed 911. “There’s been a death here,” she said to the operator. “We’re at Bregoli Estate on Coyote Island. No, he’s not breathing. He hung himself.”

      Sawyer and I lugged Luella to her room. She could not stand on her own, traumatized by the sight of Zachary’s body.

      “Help me get her to the bed,” Sawyer huffed.

      We settled Luella on the queen bed. I pulled off her shoes and tucked her beneath the covers. Her sobs subsided as shock began to set in. She gazed vaguely into the distance, unaware of the immediate space around her.

      “I’ll get the nurse practitioner,” I offered.

      Sawyer nodded and followed me out. The hallway had cleared. We met Paige at the top of the stairs. She hung up the phone.

      “The soonest they can get here is in thirty minutes,” she reported. “They have to take a helicopter from their flagship hospital on the mainland.”

      With dread, Sawyer looked up at Zachary. “I don’t suppose it matters. There’s not much they can do for him.” He planted his hands on his hips. “Should we get him down?”

      “911 said not to touch him,” Paige replied, to my great relief. “The police will want to do an investigation when they get here.”

      

      Half an hour felt much longer when you were in the presence of a dead body. The three of us waited on the second-floor landing. No one wanted to walk beneath Zachary’s hanging corpse.

      I studied the layout of the building and found Zachary’s path to the overhead beam. He must have climbed onto the railing of the stairs and reached for the beam that way, but I couldn’t imagine him completing the action. As Paige said earlier, he wasn’t the type to kill himself. He was far too egotistical.

      As the excitement faded, my hangover caught up to me. My head ached, and it cost me a great deal of effort to keep my eyelids open. Flashbacks from last night and the day before—when Zachary attacked and stalked me—kept coming to the front of my mind. Each time, I looked up at his body. Though disturbed by the sight, I did not feel remorse or pity for him.

      “Did the two of you talk to Zachary much?” Sawyer asked. “Did he mention being unhappy or anything like that?”

      “He only spoke to us when he had something to prove,” Paige said dryly, sparing me from answering. “We didn’t know he would try something like this.”

      Despite the obvious evidence, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Zachary hadn’t killed himself. It didn’t seem right. Why would such a swaggering, arrogant guy hang himself from the rafters?

      Outside, the unmistakable whir of helicopter blades increased in volume. The wind from the vehicle scattered dirt and leaves, blowing through the trees, as the helicopter lowered itself into the estate’s largest courtyard. As we watched through the windows of the second floor, none of us moved until the paramedics knocked on the front door. Sawyer, as if rising from a trance, shook his head and went to let them in.

      The next hour proceeded in a blur. Another helicopter landed in a nearby field to deliver more officials. Firefighters lowered Zachary from the ceiling. The paramedics attempted to revive him, out of procedure rather than hope. When they officially pronounced him dead, they loaded his body onto a stretcher and carried him from the estate. The rope lay in a coil on the floor like a dead snake.

      The police arrived next, sweeping the wing for clues. They studied Zachary’s path to the beams overhead and collected the nautical rope as evidence. Paige and I watched from a balcony upstairs as they examined Zachary’s body in the courtyard below, took extensive notes, and made several phone calls. At long last, one of the police officers returned to the lobby and beckoned Sawyer toward him. They spoke briefly.

      Afterward, Sawyer came up the stairs and began knocking on everyone’s doors. As the other writers came out, they automatically glanced at the ceiling, drawn to the potential horror. Once we were all present and accounted for, except for Luella, Sawyer clapped his hands for our attention.

      “I am very sorry for what you all had to witness this morning,” he began. “I can tell you nothing like this has ever happened in the history of Coyote Island’s writing events. We don’t have protocol for this type of thing, so please bear with me.” Sawyer took a deep breath. “Emergency services have arrived, and the scene has been cleared. The police would like to speak with each of you individually, in the hopes of ascertaining what happened.”

      A worried murmur circulated through the writers. Did the police think Zachary had been murdered?

      “I’ve been told this is standard procedure,” Sawyer called over the muttered conversations. “No one is being blamed for anything. Right now, they want us all to gather downstairs, so they can talk to us as a group.”

      Sawyer led the way, and we all filed into the sitting room beneath Zachary’s death scene. Every few minutes, someone looked up, as if expecting to see another body swinging there.

      The police officers gathered around us, a group of five. A particularly buff man stepped forward and spoke.

      “Hello, everyone,” he said in a gruff voice. “I’m Officer Truscott. I imagine none of you wanted to start your morning off this way, so let’s try to get through this as quickly as possible. Raise your hand if you talked to Zachary in the last twenty-four hours, please.”

      Silas and a few other writers lifted their hands in the air. With a sour taste on my tongue, I raised mine as well. After collecting our names, Officer Truscott cleared his throat.

      “The rest of you are dismissed for now,” he announced. “But stay close. We might need to talk to you later.”

      “All workshops and mentor meetings are cancelled for today,” Sawyer added, as the writers who had not been singled out dissipated.

      Paige lingered beside me, half out of her seat.

      “Did you speak to Zachary yesterday?” Officer Truscott asked her.

      “No, not directly—”

      “Then you’re dismissed,” Truscott said shortly.

      Paige’s expression hardened. I squeezed her hand and gave her a little push out of the room.

      “It’s fine,” I whispered. “I’ll be okay.”

      

      One at a time, Officer Truscott brought the rest of us to an unused office on the first floor. He questioned Silas first. Zachary’s friend emerged from the interview pale as a sheet and shaking from head to toe.

      “What happened?” another writer hissed, but Silas shook his head and ran outside.

      Truscott called in another writer. The clock over the mantel ticked and tocked at an excruciatingly slow tempo. The minutes dragged on, but each time Truscott emerged from the office, he called on another writer instead of me.

      At long last, I was the only one left. Truscott beckoned me into the office, where a female officer sat in the corner with a notebook. She waved and smiled softly.

      “This is Officer Grady,” Truscott said, beckoning to the woman. “She’s here to supervise and take notes.” He pulled out the chair behind the desk and offered it to me. “Full name, please?”

      “Daisy Dawkins.”

      Officer Grady began scribbling in her notebook.

      “How did you know Zachary, Miss Dawkins?” Truscott asked.

      I folded my hands in my lap. “We met here, at the retreat. I wasn’t acquainted with him before.”

      “When was the last time you spoke to Zachary?”

      “Last night, after the cocktail party.”

      “After the party?” Truscott asked. “Not during it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Where did you speak to him?”

      “In the hallway upstairs.”

      “And what did you say?”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Not much.”

      Truscott crossed his arms and leaned against the desk, hovering over me. “Miss Dawkins, when we examined Zachary’s body, we discovered his nose had been broken prior to his death. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      When I said nothing, Truscott beckoned to Officer Grady. She set her notebook aside, and Truscott stepped out of the way as she approached me.

      She knelt in front of my chair and gave me another gentle smile. “Hi, Daisy. I’m Lily.” She gestured to the scabs on my arms. “I couldn’t help but notice these marks on your arms when I first saw you. They look fairly recent. Did something happen?”

      “I fell in the woods two days ago,” I replied shortly.

      “You fell?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed.

      “Was Zachary there?”

      I closed my eyes, and the memory of that day washed over me. Running from Zachary, hiding in the creek, holding my breath as he came nearer. The voice in my head.

      Take it off, Dawkins.

      “Yes,” I said. “He attacked me and chased me. I got away.”

      “I’m very sorry to hear that,” Grady said quietly. “Was that the first time Zachary antagonized you?”

      “Physically, yes,” I answered. “But he’s been verbally harassing me since the very first night of the retreat. I told him multiple times to back off, but he refused to listen.”

      “So last night?” Grady prompted.

      I intertwined my fingers and held on to myself for self-provided emotional support. “I’d had a lot to drink, so I went upstairs early. He followed me. He was drunk too. I told him to leave me alone, but he stopped me from going to my room. He kissed my neck” —I shuddered at the taste of the words on my tongue— “and I freaked out. I shoved him away, then punched him. I didn’t break his nose. I ran into my room to get away from him.”

      “Did you see him after that?” Truscott asked, interrupting Grady’s next question.

      “The next time I saw Zachary, he was hanging from the ceiling.”

      “Did you leave your room last night?” Truscott demanded. “After the incident? Maybe you went downstairs to get a glass of water.”

      I made sure to maintain eye contact with him as I said, “I did not leave my room last night.”

      “Did you hear anything in the hallway?” he pressed.

      “No,” I replied shortly.

      Truscott stared me down, but I refused to look away. Finally, he blinked. “That’s all for now. You can go.”

      

      In the lobby, before I had the chance to recover from the stressful interview process, Kiara thundered down the stairs and called my name.

      “Thank goodness you’re okay,” she said, throwing her arms around my neck. “I overheard what happened. Someone died!” She guided me toward the stairs. “We have to get out of here. I want you to pack your stuff immediately. I’ve booked us a flight home.”

      I slipped out of Kiara’s grasp. “What are you talking about? I can’t go home.”

      “Half the writers are leaving,” she informed me. “No one wants to stay here after what happened.”

      “I do,” I said. “If the retreat continues, I want to stay.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Daisy. We’re getting out of here.”

      She reached for my arm again, but I deftly navigated away.

      “The police have reason to believe I had something to do with Zachary’s death,” I blurted out. “If I leave, it will make me look guilty.”

      Stunned, Kiara’s lips parted, though it took her a few seconds to find her voice. “What are you talking about?”

      “He harassed me,” I said, putting an additional pace between myself and Kiara. “Twice. The second time I broke his nose because I will not let what happened to me in Philly happen again. But because of that, the police probably think I had a motive to kill him.”

      “But you’re tiny!” Kiara said. “You couldn’t haul that man’s body along a ceiling rafter.”

      “Regardless, if I run off, they’ll think I had something to do with it,” I told her. “Not to mention, I spent five thousand dollars of my advance on this retreat. I won’t get it back if I leave, and I won’t finish the sequel either. I need to be here.”

      A ray of sunlight washed across the lobby as the front door opened. My eyes watered as someone new came inside: the elderly man I’d been seeing all over the estate.

      I spun Kiara around to face him. “Do you see that man?”

      “Of course I do,” Kiara said dryly. “That’s Greg Bregoli. He’s the head of Bregoli Publishing, and he owns the entire island.”

      “Oh.”

      “Who did you think he was?”

      “No one. Never mind.”

      Greg Bregoli nodded to me as he passed, perhaps recognizing me from all the times he’d watched me around the estate. Without a word, he continued on to meet with the police officers. They spoke quietly, but a few heated whispers from Officer Truscott made their way to my ears.

      “But how do we know?” he was saying. “She’s the only one with motive. We should bring her to the mainland for further questioning.”

      My throat tightened. Paige appeared from the breakfast hall. She offered me a donut wrapped in a napkin and a cup of coffee. I gratefully accepted.

      “What are they talking about?” Paige asked, nodding toward Bregoli and the officers.

      “Bringing me in for questioning,” I said.

      “What for?” Paige demanded. “You didn’t have anything to do with Zachary’s death.”

      Kiara cleared her throat. “This is why I want to get you out of here, Daisy. All these rumors will affect your career. It’ll be much harder to sell your books if everyone thinks you’ve murdered someone—”

      “I haven’t done anything wrong, and I’m not leaving,” I snapped. “That’s final. Unless the police escort me out, I’m staying on Coyote Island.”

      Paige linked her arm through mine in a show of solidarity. Kiara threw her hands into the air and stalked off, muttering under her breath.

      “Miss Dawkins!” Truscott called across the lobby. “Do you mind joining us for a minute?”

      I handed the donut and coffee back to Paige. “Take care of these for me. I trust you.”

      She took a giant bite out of the donut as I wiped my hands and walked to the officers.

      “What can I do for you, Officer Truscott?” I asked, aware that Bregoli’s keen gray eyes watched me with intense curiosity.

      “I’ve learned that Coyote Island has a strict no-tolerance policy,” Truscott said. “Why didn’t you report Zachary for his inappropriate behavior?”

      “Why does any woman keep that sort of thing private?” I asked. “Shame, fear, risk of being taunted—”

      “We’re not talking about any woman,” Truscott said. “We’re talking about you. Why didn’t you report him?”

      “Because the last time I reported a man for sexual assault, the police did nothing,” I spat. “They didn’t even collect a sample for a rape kit, even though I asked them to. Why would it be any different this time around?”

      That stunned Truscott into silence, but only for a few moments. When he spoke again, he used a softer tone. “Was anyone else aware that you were being harassed?”

      “I told Paige,” I said.

      “But no one witnessed either attack?”

      The veins in my neck bulged. “Does someone have to witness them to make you believe it’s true?”

      Truscott spread his hands innocently. “I’m just trying to get all the facts.”

      “Miss Dawkins is telling the truth.”

      Bregoli’s delicate, raspy voice was so quiet that everyone leaned in to listen to him.

      “I have kept an eye on Miss Dawkins since she arrived at my estate,” he warbled like an old owl. “I saw both her and Zachary emerge from the woods. She was clearly distraught.”

      Truscott exchanged glances with his other officers. “Even so, we’d like to take Miss Dawkins to the mainland—”

      “No,” Bregoli said. “If you have further questions, ask them here. I know Miss Dawkins does not have anything to do with Zachary’s death.”

      Truscott stepped between me and Bregoli in an attempt to preserve privacy. “Mister Bregoli,” he murmured. “This is your property. Since the death presents as a suicide, we don’t have to push this investigation further. However, I encourage you to explore all of your options. Someone dangerous could be on your island.”

      Bregoli planted his cane between his feet and looked up into Truscott’s face. “You may take your leave, Officer Truscott.”
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      That evening, after the police and the paramedics had left, Sawyer called a meeting for everyone at the retreat. We convened in the small auditorium after dinner, anxiously awaiting the announcement.

      “They’re going to cancel the rest of the retreat,” Paige said. “That must be what they’re going to tell us.”

      “I hope not,” I replied. “If I leave, I’ll never get my work done.”

      Kiara hadn’t spoken to me since that morning. She’d locked herself in her room, which worked fine for me. I liked Kiara, but I wouldn’t let her bully me into leaving Coyote Island early.

      Sawyer took the stage. Like before, he didn’t bother with the microphone. For the first time, he didn’t need to clap to get our attention. We were already quiet.

      “Good evening, everyone,” he began. “Hopefully, you’re all handling this morning’s events as well as you can. I wanted to officially let everyone know that Zachary’s death was a suicide. There is no need to worry about your safety on the island.”

      Somehow, I doubted this comforted the other writers, especially Luella.

      “We, at Bregoli Publishing, have been in talks all day,” Sawyer went on. “With the tragedy at hand, we weren’t sure if it was appropriate to continue this year’s retreat.”

      “Told you,” Paige whispered.

      “However,” Sawyer continued, “we have decided it would be unfair to send you home early if you do not want to go. We understand that many of you have taken time away from your jobs and family to be here, so the mentors will honor your commitment. We will continue the retreat as planned.”

      “Aha!” I said to Paige in triumph.

      “A few of you have already expressed your desire to leave Coyote Island as soon as possible,” Sawyer said. “You will be refunded for fifty percent of the retreat cost. We have arranged for the ferry to pick you up tomorrow morning at eight o’clock. That was the earliest we could manage. We would love to have you stay, but we understand your concern.”

      “Are you staying?” I asked Paige.

      “Totally,” she replied. “I’m not going to let Zachary scare me off.”

      “As for the rest of you,” Sawyer continued. “A licensed mental health counselor will soon arrive from the mainland and remain here until the end of the retreat. Should you need to talk about this event or any other in your life, she will be available for walk-in treatment. Other than that, I don’t see why we can’t jump back in to our daily activities tomorrow. See you all then.”

      

      “Last chance,” I said to Kiara the next morning. “You could be back in New York by tonight, if you wanted.”

      The writers who decided to leave—Luella, Silas, and three others—had packed up their suitcases and gathered at the front of the estate. Sawyer waited in the passenger van to bring them to the dock while everyone said their goodbyes.

      Kiara held her purse tightly to her side. The suitcase waited next to her. She’d packed, hammered on my door, and demanded I do the same. I refused, giving Kiara few options to choose from.

      She could go, but if she returned to Barnett without me in tow, she would certainly face a lashing from Byron. If she stayed, she risked a slap on the wrist for allowing me to manipulate her, but at least she could pry pages from me.

      “I can’t leave without you,” she said, watching mournfully as the other writers loaded their luggage into the van. “Are you really going to make me stay here, where a man killed himself?”

      “I’m not making you do anything,” I reminded her. “You can get on that van and ride the ferry back to the mainland with everyone else. The choice is yours.”

      Kiara hesitated. Sawyer fired up the van. A moment later, he drove the writers of the estate grounds. Kiara picked up her suitcase, turned on her heel, and strode inside.

      Paige looked after Kiara. “You’re quite talented at ruining all of your professional relationships.”

      “She’ll get over it.”

      “Hmm. So what now?”

      I rubbed dust—kicked up by the van’s tires—from my eyes. “I have a meeting with Dean later this afternoon. Until then, I’d like to enjoy the estate.”

      “You don’t have work to do?” Paige asked.

      “I need Dean’s advice before I keep going,” I said. “I have a ton of material, but organizing it has become my next challenge. I can’t make the pieces fit together. There’s something missing from the story.”

      Paige led the way to the breakfast hall. “Do you want to talk about it? I might be able to give you some ideas.”

      “Maybe later,” I said. “What about your story? How’s that going?”

      “Since Luella’s gone, I have Gloria all to myself,” she replied. “But I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. She compared me to E.L. James the other day.”

      I made a face. “Was it supposed to be a compliment?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      From the breakfast buffet, we collected fresh fruit, muffins, and juices. Then we made our way out to the pool to eat. All was quiet, except for a ripple of water and the occasional bird overhead.

      “I have to say something terrible,” Paige announced, dusting off her hands. “I’m glad Zachary’s gone. I wish it had happened another way, but I just realized this is the first breakfast we’ve had that he hasn’t interrupted.”

      I hadn’t pinpointed my feelings about Zachary’s death until right now. Like Paige, I had never wished him dead, but I was similarly relieved that he was gone.

      “Am I horrible for thinking that?” Paige asked.

      “No,” I said. “Or if you are, then I’m horrible too.”

      Our relaxing morning didn’t last long. A few minutes later, Kiara charged into the courtyard and thrust a phone to my ear.

      “Here,” she said curtly. “He wants to speak with you. I figured it’s better if you heard it from him anyway.”

      She did not have to specify the “he” who wanted to talk to me. I already knew who it was. This conversation would not go well.

      “Hello?”

      “Dawkins,” Byron said in an uncharacteristically low tone of voice. “What have you sent me?”

      “Pages from my new story,” I replied, trying to keep calm. “I think it could be a decent novel. If Kiara works with me—”

      “I don’t want a new story!”

      His bellow pierced my eardrum, loud enough for Paige and Kiara to hear, even though the phone wasn’t on speaker. Kiara crossed her arms, not in the least bit surprised. Byron, however, was not finished.

      “Listen here, Dawkins,” he yelled. I held the phone inches from my ear. “You have three days to send me the first three chapters of your god damned sequel! I don’t care how you get it here. Send it on a pigeon’s back for all I care, but if I don’t have new pages in three days, you are done. Barnett will sue you for breach of contract, and I will make sure you don’t have a penny left to your name. Get me the pages!”

      Once he finished his tirade, he hung up. Kiara held out her hand for the phone, and I placed it in her palm. She and Paige waited for me to say something, but I feared they would hear the shaking in my voice.

      Kiara sighed, taking pity on me. “I tried to tell you, Daisy. You can’t bargain with Byron. Give him what you promised and this will all blow over. Otherwise, this gets a lot more difficult for you.”

      When she walked away, Paige tapped my knee. “Hey, are you okay? That was pretty intense.”

      I coughed to clear the lump in my throat. “I probably deserved that. I’ve been jerking Byron around for months.”

      “He verbally abused you,” Paige said. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I haven’t done my work,” I reminded her. “He had every right to scream at me.”

      “No, he did not.” She gazed across the pool in deep thought. “Daisy, no one has the right to scream at you. Not your boss, not your parents, not your friends. In the end, you get to decide how people treat you.”

      “What would you do?” I asked her. “If you were in my position?”

      She flipped her sunglasses up and rested them on her forehead to see me better. “What do you mean?”

      “If you had to choose between the story you wanted to write and the story you had to write,” I clarified. “Which one would you pick?”

      Paige pulled the stem off a strawberry and tossed it into the grass. It disappeared among the rest of the greenery. “You really want to know?”

      “Yes. That’s why I asked, dummy.”

      She sighed. “I’d suck it up and write the sequel that I owed my publisher.”

      The answer surprised me. “After your whole respect speech, why would you write the sequel?”

      “First of all, I wouldn’t have gotten myself in this position in the first place,” she said cheekily. “Secondly, publishing opportunities don’t come along every five minutes. If I’d already established my career, I would do anything to preserve it.”

      “Sure, take Byron’s side.”

      “I’m not taking sides,” Paige replied. “Think of it this way, Daisy. Once upon a time, you loved everything about the Heirs of Earth series. It was your baby. You fought hard so that other people could read it. You gave passionate interviews on the content, and you gained a reputation of kindly answering fan questions, no matter how bizarre they were. You love this book,” she added emphatically. “You love characters, the themes, and the world-building, but you’ve mixed your love with your work. It’s a risky combination. Every author has to confront the same problem when they publish. Not to mention the things that happened to you on your book tour. If you write the sequel, Barnett will send you on another tour, and you’re afraid of what might happen.”

      I had nothing to say because Paige had said it all. Heirs of Earth was my passion. I’d put so much work into it, but getting it published had done nothing but bring me trouble. It tainted the love I once had for the story, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted it back.

      “The secret’s out,” Paige continued softly. “The men who care about your gender will boycott your books, but do you know what else will happen? The men who don’t care will tell their friends about you. You will gain more and more female readers as they realize who you really are. You will sell more books than you ever dreamed, and you will find that love again. You’re already remembering what it feels like to lose yourself in a story.”

      “Dean’s helped with that,” I muttered. “He knew I had to get away from Heirs of Earth to do it.”

      “He is a distinguished writer.” Paige nudged me gently. “Go back to the beginning. Remind yourself why you wanted to write Heirs of Earth in the first place. Then start your sequel. Don’t plan it. Don’t outline. Just write.”

      

      Dean was unusually quiet that afternoon. Because of Zachary, I’d missed our last meeting, but Dean didn’t know that. He took out his frustrations on my horror story with a red pen. He scribbled madly, muttering to himself under his breath.

      “Anything to share?” I asked.

      He held up a finger to quiet me then continued marking up my handwritten pages. Finally, he looked up.

      “Why’d you miss our meeting?”

      “You know the guy that hung himself?”

      Dean grunted in affirmation.

      “He attacked me in the woods two days ago,” I said. “I was a little too busy running away from a rapist again to make the meeting.”

      Dean’s expression did not change. “Again?”

      “I had an incident on my book tour last year.”

      He settled into his chair and let out a long breath. “That explains a great deal.”

      “Does it?”

      “It’s no wonder you don’t want to write a sequel,” he said. “That would mean another book tour, and you’re scared to go.”

      “Paige said the same thing.”

      Dean laced his fingers together and looked me over. “Listen, Daisy. I can’t pretend to know what you’ve gone through, but I do know this. No one—no one—should be made to feel violated, weak, or unsafe. Unfortunately, not everyone is aware of this concept, and because of that, we have to take matters into our own hands.” He stretched, popping his knuckles. “You will write this sequel, you will go on your book tour, and you will show the bastards who doubted you exactly how strong you are. Do you understand me?”

      A lump grew in my throat. This wasn’t the speech I’d expected from gruff, uncaring Dean Dimarco. “Does this mean you’ll help me with the Heirs of Earth story?”

      “No,” he replied. “You’ll have to address that on your own time.”

      “Why?” I demanded. “Why won’t you help me with it? The whole point of coming to this stupid retreat was to write my book.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Dean spun the red pen on the desk surface and watched it go round. “This retreat is not to help struggling authors get over a professional hump. Coyote Island is for people who are passionate about writing. When you are able to find passion in the Heirs of Earth series again, I might consider helping you with it. Until then, I’ll only consult on your horror story.”

      “I have two and a half days to write three chapters.”

      “All I ever hear from you is how much you have to write in how little time,” he said. “Prioritize something else, Daisy. Prioritize yourself.”

      I swiped the red pen from him to stop it from spinning. “You don’t think saving my career counts as prioritizing myself?”

      He shrugged. “Do you think it counts?”

      Fed up with his riddles, I threw the pen at him. He caught it easily and tucked it behind his ear. Then he brought his thermos out and poured a shot of okolehao. This had become relatively routine, so it no longer raised my eyebrow. This time, however, he passed the shot to me.

      “Is this like when you told me to smoke a joint to clear my creative mind?” I asked dryly, not touching the shot.

      “No,” he said. “This is a toast, in memoriam of your writerly passion. Because clearly, it’s dead.”

      I snatched my notebook from him and stalked to the door.

      “You never smoked it, did you?” he called after me. “I can tell.”

      

      Without much choice, I picked up a fresh notebook from my room and a new pen, with every intention of writing as much Heirs of Earth content as humanly possible. I would prove everyone wrong. Byron, Kiara, and especially Dean could all go to hell.

      From the balcony, I spotted Paige at the pool, writing in the shade beneath an umbrella. I put on a swimsuit, grabbed a towel, and went to join her.

      “Hey, lady,” she said, making room for me. “How’d your meeting with Dean go?”

      “Horribly. He thinks I’m a failure.”

      “I doubt he said that.”

      I flopped onto another lounge chair and opened to the first page in my new notebook. “He might as well have. He downright refused to help me with my sequel.”

      “That’s not exactly a surprise, is it?”

      I glared at her. “How come you never take my side?”

      “Because I don’t take sides,” she reminded me. “It seems like Dean is trying to teach you a lesson, one you still haven’t grasped yet.”

      “What’s the lesson? That my career is in the toilet?”

      “Or maybe it’s that you won’t have a career if you don’t remember why you started writing in the first place.” She tapped her temple with her pen. “If I recall, someone else told you the exact same thing less than an hour ago. Weird, right?”

      Grumbling under my breath, I sank deeper into the chair and buried myself in blank pages. The unsullied lines mocked me, wiggling on the page as if to say, I dare you to write on me, Daisy! Just to spite them, I scribbled a heading across the top.

      “Heirs of Earth book two,” I muttered to myself. Perhaps saying it out loud would get ideas flowing. I added Moof's name and character traits to the page, but nothing new came to mind for her next adventure.

      Next to me, Paige watched from the corner of her eye as I struggled to put something on the page. I discreetly shifted away from her, and she returned to her own work. The scratch of her pencil filled my head. I could focus on nothing else. She wrote… and wrote… and wrote. All the while, I did nothing.

      A familiar tune caught the breeze and rode it into the courtyard, a waltz in three-four time. Violins cascaded over the pool waterfall, diving in and out like dolphins. Light percussion accompanied it, like the pitter patter of rain on the courtyard pavers. It was the same music from my dream two nights before. At first, I thought I was imagining it, but Paige glanced up too.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked her.

      She nodded. I set aside my notebook and climbed off the lounge chair.

      “Where are you going?” Paige asked.

      “To find the music.”

      The waltz floated above my head. I turned from side to side, trying to figure out which direction it was coming from. I followed it one way, then another, as it echoed off the buildings and wove through the trees. Finally, I arrived at the west wing. The music came from the windows on the second floor. I went inside and walked up the stairs.

      The waltz played from an old record player as Greg Bregoli danced by himself in the middle of the great ballroom. His cane leaned against the wall as he shuffled around, his arms outstretched as if to support a woman. The swift smoothness of his steps spoke of past talent, watered down by age. He danced with his eyes closed, humming to himself. He did not need his sight to know where he was going.

      Without a sound, I retreated from the ballroom. This was not my place.
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      Despite all attempts, I could not bring myself to write anything good for Heirs of Earth. Every draft disappointed me, and no matter whose advice I took, I failed to produce a single nugget of usable material. When I tried free-writing, my brain rewired itself. Instead of content for my sequel, all I could think of were new ways to expand my horror story.

      I successfully avoided Kiara for two and a half days. Though she hammered on my door, followed me around the estate, and interrupted my breakfasts with Paige, I managed to redirect any conversation about the sequel. After all, I had nothing to tell her. It didn’t dissuade her from insisting to see my work and offering her help. She was the only person whose help I did not want.

      Dean gave me the cold shoulder. As promised, he refused to consult on Heirs of Earth, though he was perfectly happy to comment on my horror story. But I couldn’t focus on those discussions either, too preoccupied with all the writing I hadn’t done yet.

      When I asked Paige for ideas, she wasn’t much help either. She hadn’t read Heirs of Earth yet, too busy with her own stories. Since she wasn’t familiar with the plot or the characters, she couldn’t give me much to work with.

      At lunchtime on the final day, I hid behind a copy of The Man in the Mist in the breakfast hall. Henry refilled my coffee mug, brought me freshly cut fruit, and made donuts from scratch for me, as if he could tell I needed comfort that only deep-fried dough could bring.

      When Dean came into the hall, I slouched as much as possible in an attempt to disappear beneath the tabletop. Dean ordered something from Henry then cast a glance around the hall as he waited for his food. Naturally, he spotted me and came over.

      “Shouldn’t you be writing?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t you?” I shot back.

      “When you’ve produced as many bestsellers as I have, you can take your time with the next one.” He sat across from me and took The Man in the Mist from my grasp. As he flipped through it, he sighed. “Man, this was a tough one. I hated everything about it.”

      I straightened up. “You’re kidding. That’s one of your best books.”

      “It performed well, but I struggled to write it,” he replied. “If I could scrap the whole thing and start again, I would.”

      He aimed the book at a nearby garbage can, but I rescued it from him before he could toss it inside.

      “You’re crazy,” I said, hugging it tightly to my chest. “You should be proud of this one. It changed my life. The critics called you the next Kurt Vonnegut.”

      “One man’s trash, another man’s treasure, I guess.” He glanced up as Henry called out that his food was ready. “See you later, Daisy. Don’t get too caught up in my work that you forget about your own.”

      “Too late,” I muttered as he strolled away.

      When he was gone, I pondered The Man in the Mist. It was certainly different from Dean’s other novels. The story was non-linear, bouncing around from timeline to timeline. For anyone with less patience, the plot made no sense, but if you stuck it out to the very end, everything came together perfectly. Before I’d met Dean, I read his novel over and over again, determined to emulate his style. But no one, it seemed, could remake The Man in the Mist.

      As if my morning wasn’t trashy enough, another unwanted visitor came into the breakfast hall minutes later. Kiara, on the hunt, cast her beady eyes across each booth. I moved the coffee pot and the napkin holder in front of my face, then held up Dean’s book to hide the rest of me. Kiara’s heels clicked across the marble floor, and one manicured nail tipped the book away from my eyes. She peered over the pages.

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      “You eat when you’re stressed,” she replied. “Besides, who else would be hiding behind a copy of Dean Dimarco’s worst book?”

      “Worst? You’re nuts.”

      Kiara settled in the chair beside me and flagged Henry for a clean coffee cup. “Are you going to give me the pages that are due today or shall I pry them from your cold, dead hands?”

      “I wouldn’t say that around here.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      For the past few days, all was quiet on the estate’s weird front. I saw no screaming women in bathroom mirrors or empty cribs rocking themselves. I heard no more disembodied voices and no one broke into my room to leave fresh daisies. Perhaps Paige was right; it had all been a product of my overactive imagination.

      “A guy killed himself a few days ago, remember?”

      Kiara wrinkled her nose. “Oh, yes. That.” She waved this tidbit aside as if it were a pesky fly. “Let’s not think about that. Have you got your chapters done?”

      “I thought I had until the end of the day.”

      “If you’d agreed to work with me before now, I might have allowed you privacy to finish up,” she replied. “But you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      She pursed her lips. “Let’s not lie to each other, Daisy.”

      I took another large bite out of a donut. “Hey, remember when you liked me? I miss those days.”

      “That was when you were writing consistently,” Kiara said. “You weren’t jeopardizing my job then.”

      “We used to be friends.”

      She blinked slowly. “I was never your friend. I was always your editor. Nothing has changed, except your ability to put words on a page. Where are the chapters, Daisy? I don’t care if they’re crap. We have the rest of the day to work on them.”

      I chewed with extreme languidness, keeping my mouth full so I didn’t have to answer the question.

      “Daisy!” Kiara barked.

      “I don’t have them, okay?” I said at last. “Everything I’ve written hasn’t been good enough. I couldn’t get past the first few paragraphs.”

      Unlike Byron, Kiara became dangerously quiet and calm when her anger mounted to its limit. She sipped her coffee and smoothed her skirt. Then she looked right at me.

      “I have risked everything to keep you with Barnett,” she said in a voice of odd stillness. “I have put my career and reputation on the line. I have argued and pleaded with Byron to give you one more chance, then one more chance again. I have given you time to recover from the events of last fall. I have not pushed you to face your trauma.”

      My hands trembled. I could not lift my eyes to hers, so she caught me under the chin and lifted them herself. Her nails pricked the skin of my throat.

      “Tomorrow morning, I will call Byron,” she continued. “I will tell him one of two things. One, that you have given me the first three chapters of your book and I am my way back to New York with them. Or two, that you have failed Barnett Publishing and we no longer have a professional relationship. Do you understand?”

      “I wish you’d never come here,” I whispered.

      She let go of my face, finished her coffee, and stood. “I wish I didn’t have to.”

      

      As a last-ditch effort, I carried myself to the green lawns behind the estate, set out a picnic blanket, and lay on my stomach to write. All I could think of was how, by this time tomorrow, I would no longer be sponsored by a major publishing house. Rolling over, I gave up and stared into the blue sky, wishing for the chance to fly away.

      Something soft and fuzzy pushed against my cheek. Apollo the cat had appeared once again. He flopped over and exposed his belly to me, purring with such intensity that the ground beneath us seemed to vibrate.

      “You always know when to find me,” I muttered, petting his belly. He arched upward and gently bit my fingers, a light warning to not touch his vulnerable parts. I scratched his head instead. This, he accepted. “How do you always know when I feel like crap?”

      Apollo’s tail flicked in reply, pointing repeatedly at the estate. I glanced toward the building. Once again, I found Greg Bregoli on his terrace, his eyes glued on my picnic blanket as Apollo frolicked around me. He met my gaze and nodded briefly, unbothered that I had noticed him spying.

      Something brought me to my feet. I rolled up the picnic blanket and headed to the forbidden east wing. Apollo trotted beside me, unconcerned with my rule-breaking. At the large door, I lifted my hand to knock, but it swung open before my knuckles connected to the wood.

      “Ah,” Bregoli said in that soft, hoarse voice of his. “I expected you sooner.”

      “Have you been watching me?” I demanded.

      “No,” Bregoli replied. Though he should have been offended by my accusation, he remained calm. “But someone else has.” He nodded to Apollo, who wound himself around my ankles. “You can see him too, huh? That explains a lot.”

      Confused, I stepped away from the threshold. “Why did you stick up for me the other day in front of the police?”

      “Did you have anything to do with that boy’s death?”

      “No, but—”

      “There you go, then.” Bregoli checked a golden watch around his wrist. “I’m sorry to cut this conversation short. I've been looking forward to it, but I have another appointment to keep.” He receded into the homey mansion, but called over his shoulder. “Feel free to look around. If Apollo approves of you, so does she.”

      Curiosity lifted my foot toward the east wing. Apollo beckoned me forward, practically inviting me inside, but something about Bregoli’s last statement shook me. Who, other than Apollo, had I needed to impress to enter Bregoli’s private wing?

      When I withdrew from the foyer, Apollo meowed in disappointment.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I said, turning from him. “Not today.”

      

      The rest of the day passed in a haze. For hours, I stared at the blank pages of my notebook, willing myself to write something. I locked myself in my room and did not eat or drink, determined to force myself to work. As the sun set on the last day of my career, I fell asleep on an empty promise at the desk.

      Murmurs in the hallway woke me. My neck ached as I lifted my head from the hard wooden surface. Rubbing my spine, I blearily got to my feet, went to the door, and listened.

      “No, I shouldn’t,” a familiar voice said, low and worried. “I don’t want to. Please don’t make me.”

      Kiara spoke quietly, but no one replied. Was she on the phone?

      “No, please,” she begged. “I can’t. I have to go home.”

      Silently, I peeked into the hallway. Kiara stood outside her room. Her cell phone was nowhere in sight. One slippered foot stepped forward, then she withdrew it again.

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      But her feet disobeyed her. She staggered clumsily down the hall, as if an invisible force yanked at her ankles. As she passed me, she stared right at me. My heart stopped; her eyes were blank and unseeing. When she continued on, I slipped into the hallway and followed her.

      She ambled to the edge of the second floor, where the mezzanine looked over the lobby below. While I watched from the shadows, Kiara haltingly took hold of a long extension cord that one of the maintenance workers must have left out after their nightly rounds. Kiara went to work, wrapping the extension cord tightly around the railing. Then she began to wrap the other end around her neck.

      “No!”

      I darted across the hallway, desperately trying to close the distance between us as Kiara braced herself on the railing and prepared to climb up. As she shifted her weight forward, I rammed into her side and tackled her to the ground. While she was pinned, I unwound the cord from her neck.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, tossing the cord beyond her reach. “Kiara!”

      Her eyes squeezed shut then flung open. She coughed and gasped, then reached out to squeeze my arms, as if holding on to them might stop her from trying to hang herself again.

      “Daisy?” She touched her throat, and when she found no extension cord around it, tears leaked down her cheeks. “My God, what happened?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      “I was asleep,” she said. “I was having a nightmare. A woman in my dreams told me to kill myself.”

      “You almost did.” I rolled back and helped Kiara sit up. “You tried to hang yourself, like Zachary did.”

      Kiara’s chin shook as she spotted the extension cord tied to the stair railing. “I don’t like this place. I don’t like it at all.”

      “I’ll get the nurse practitioner,” I said. “She’s on-call. Maybe she can help you.”

      Kiara grabbed my wrist. “Don’t leave me!”

      I helped her up from the floor and helped her to the room. “I’m not leaving you. Don’t worry.”

      She was unsteady on her feet, but I managed to get her to the bed. When she lay down, her eyes remained wide open, the whites glistening in the moonlight that streamed in from the window.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said. “I’ll get the NP. Maybe she can give you a sedative or something.”

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Kiara murmured.

      “You’re not alone,” I said. “You’re definitely not alone.”

      In the hallway, I untangled the extension cord from the stair railing and wrapped it in a neat figure eight. Then I took it downstairs and threw it into a janitor’s closet. I stacked several paint cans on top of it, just in case anyone else decided to swing from the rafters.

      On my way back upstairs, I stopped at the nurse practitioner's room and raised her gently from her sleep. She promised to tend to Kiara, but I waited until she had gotten out of bed and gone to Kiara’s room to take care of her. Then I returned to my own room.

      I stared at the ceiling, trying to process what had just happened. The sight of Kiara wrapping that cord around her neck would not leave my mind. She claimed a woman in her dreams had told her to kill herself. A few days ago, a woman’s voice had helped me escape Zachary’s clutches, then he turned up dead as well.

      Gathering my courage, I went to the bathroom. I left the lights off, but when I attempted to face the mirror in the darkness, I couldn’t find the courage to do so. Instead, I kept my gaze on the cool tiles beneath my feet, sure that someone was watching me.

      “I don’t know who you are,” I whispered as fear prickled the back of my neck. “But I think you’re trying to help me.”

      There was no reply, but I could have sworn movement flickered in the mirror. A shiver rocked my body as I hastily covered my eyes. I could not look into the mirror.

      “Did you rescue me in the woods?” I asked. “When I was running from Zachary? Was that your voice?”

      I didn’t quite expect an answer, and yet I was disappointed when none came.

      “Did you kill him?” I whispered.

      Silence.

      I tried a different tactic. “I’m not sure what you think I want from you, but it isn’t this. Please don’t hurt anyone else. Kiara is simply trying to do her job. It’s my fault that she has to play hardball around me.”

      I chanced a fast glance at the mirror, catching sight of just the corner. No one appeared or moved. Perhaps this was all for naught.

      I flipped on the light and looked in the mirror. Of course, no one looked back but myself.
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      A strange sense of calm washed over me the next morning. I’d left the French doors open to welcome the breeze. The sun lay across my bedspread like a warm bedfellow. Birds chirped and sang, and a little farther off, the trees whispered salutations to each other.

      I kept my eyes closed, savoring these last moments before my life changed forever. I swished my legs across the soft sheets, buried my face in the plush pillow, and let myself fall into the comfort of the mattress. This was the last day I would awake as a member of the Barnett Publishing family. Tomorrow, I would no longer have a job. My agent would most likely ditch me. The industry magazines would write articles about my failure to produce a second book. The speculation would reach far and wide. For a while, I wouldn’t be able to escape the gossip. Then it would all fade out. Things would go back to normal, and I’d be a regular human being struggling with the desire to accomplish more.

      Today, Kiara would leave Coyote Island. She would return to New York and tell Byron about my failure. In a few days or so, an unknown number might call my phone, and Barnett’s attorney will leave a message on my voicemail: Good morning, Miss Dawkins. I’m very sorry to contact you in this manner, but Barnett Publishing is suing you for breach of contract.

      Yet, the thought didn’t bring anguish or depression. Instead, I felt oddly free. I had no more obligations to finish Heirs of Earth. The pressure to embark on another book tour was gone. I could write my horror story without constant guilt hovering over my head like an errant thunderstorm. I wouldn’t have to argue with Dean anymore. We could work solely on rediscovering my passion for writing. And maybe, just maybe, somewhere down the road, another publishing company might take a chance on me.

      When I was finally ready to face the day, I rolled over and lightly kicked the sheets off. As I stretched, my joints popping into place, a neat stack of papers on the desk caught my eye. Confused, I wandered over and looked at the first page.

      In old school type-written font, the title page read: Heirs of Earth Book 2 WIP by Devin Dawkins. With trembling hands, I picked up the manuscript and flipped through to the first page.

      On the planet of Lakar, Moof Xavier spat apple seeds at a hanging metal pan. Each seed bounced off the metal with a loud thwang! but Moof was not satisfied with the simple sound. As she chewed the last bite of her apple, she lazily tossed the core at the pan, which flew from its vantage point, spun, and landed in the orange dust. A pair of heavy black boots stomped on the pan, halting its chaotic dance.

      I read on, recognizing the cadence of my own writing. The manuscript contained the first three chapters of my second book, about eighty pages in total, but I had absolutely no memory of writing them. How could I have when the typewriter was broken? Experimentally, I pressed one of the keys. It tapped a letter onto the paper. I typed a few more, and the typewriter merrily printed a neat line. Miraculously, the machine worked without a hitch.

      Bewildered, I sat on the bed and read through the rest of the manuscript. For a first draft, it was surprisingly perfect. The chapters nicely summed up what had happened in the previous book, re-introduced important characters, and gave Moof a new conflict. All of it made perfect sense, working flawlessly with the story I’d already established. It was as if someone had finally broken past the rock wall in my head and carved the story out of the stone. This was exactly what I needed to keep Heirs of Earth on its feet and Byron off my back.

      “Daisy!”

      Kiara’s voice at the door made me jump. I quickly let her in. She looked impossibly tired, with drooping eyelids and sagging cheeks. For once, she hadn’t bothered to apply her usual array of makeup.

      “How are you?” I asked. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “I feel like I got run over by a truck,” Kiara replied. “The last thing I want to do is hop on a plane. Thank God Byron upgraded me to first class.” She sighed and surveyed the room. “Last chance, kid. You got something for me or not?”

      Disoriented as I was by the mysterious completion of my manuscript, I felt a hint of pride as I handed the papers to Kiara. She fixed me with a suspicious glare, no doubt wondering if I was pulling her leg, and turned to the first page.

      As she read, her expression shifted. Her frown faded, and her eyebrows knitted together. Her eyes sped across the words, eating up as much as possible, as she read at the speed of light. She flipped page after page while I stood there in silence and awaited her review. At last, she finished the third chapter and closed the manuscript.

      “What is this?” she asked me.

      Befuddled, I replied, “The first three chapters of Heirs of Earth book two.”

      “You wrote this in one night?”

      No. I didn’t write it.

      “Yes.”

      Kiara cradled the manuscript to her chest and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You’re one hell of a writer, Daisy. I have to get this to Byron as soon as possible. Keep working. When you get back to New York, we’ll soldier on.”

      She placed the manuscript in her purse as if it were a bar of gold. Then she pulled the handle up on her suitcase and continued down the hallway. “See you at home,” she called over her shoulder.

      As she disappeared to the first floor, my excitement faded. A sinking feeling, like a stone in my stomach, weighed me down. All the pressure from before returned. Those chapters represented the next phase in my career with Barnett, a phase I wasn’t sure I wanted to go through with. What had I done… or had someone else done it for me?

      

      There was only one person at Coyote Island who was as familiar with my writing style as I was. He also had the knowledge and the skill to emulate my turn of phrase without much study.

      I found Dean in his room. He lay on the terrace, as he was prone to do, wearing a pair of dark sunglasses that completely obscured his eyes. As he read Gloria Sterling’s Three Nights in the Philippines, he plucked grapes from a nearby bowl and popped them into his mouth. As usual, his thermos of Hawaiian spirits sat within reach. Coconut suntan lotion wafted in the air.

      “This is a damn good book,” he said without greeting me. “Have you read this one?”

      “Yeah, a while ago.”

      He sat up and set Philippines aside. “Makes me feel like I should have given Gloria a shot when she hit on me at the Bregoli New Year’s party a few years ago.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Isn’t Gloria married?”

      Dean winked. “So what did you decide? Glory and depression or passion and guilt?”

      “Why are those the only two options?”

      “Because, as writers, we are walking clichés,” he replied. “No cake to have and eat too. We die like men.”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Quite possibly.”

      I fetched him a bottle of cold water from the minifridge. He uncapped it and drained half the contents in one gulp.

      “Ahh,” he sighed. “Much better.”

      “Dean,” I said. “Did you write my chapters for me?”

      He picked another grape and began to peel the skin off. “Pray tell, what do you mean?”

      “I mean I didn’t write my chapters.”

      “So you chose passion and guilt?”

      I dragged a lounge chair over to Dean’s sun tanning station. “I didn’t choose anything. I wasn't able to write. I tried for hours yesterday, but nothing came out. I went to bed, knowing that Barnett would drop me today.”

      Dean threw the peeled grape over the edge of the terrace then began to pull the skin off another. “The great Byron Barnett. You do know how he’s kept that publishing house in business, right? It’s quite unsavory.”

      “Dean, you’re avoiding the subject.”

      He tossed the second grape. “I don’t even know what the subject is.”

      “This morning, when I woke up, someone had written the first three chapters of my manuscript and left them beside the typewriter,” I told him. “I certainly didn’t write them. I was asleep all night.”

      As if it were his responsibility to relieve the remaining grapes of their outer layer, he picked up another. “What are you insinuating?”

      I rolled my eyes and asked again, “Did you write my chapters?”

      Dean lifted his sunglasses and squinted at me. “Okay, are you drunk?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I,” he replied. “Why the hell would I write your book? I can’t even write one of my own.”

      “Maybe that’s why,” I said. “You thought this could be a good writing exercise for you, or maybe you wanted to help me, out of the goodness of your heart.”

      He chuckled wryly. “Daisy, it’s like you don’t even know me.”

      “I know you’re not as much of a jerk as you pretend to be,” I told him. “I wouldn’t put it past you to do something like this, especially since you’re the only one who knows my work well enough to fake it.”

      Dean set aside the bowl of grapes. “Do you want to know why I haven’t written a book in seven years?”

      “No, does anyone?”

      “My wife left me,” Dean said. “She told me she’d been having an affair with my agent, Tim, for almost the entire length of my writing career.”

      I tried to disguise my surprise. “You were married?”

      “Shocking, right? Most people don’t view me as husband material.” He squeezed a dab of tanning oil into his palm and rubbed it into his arms. “But I was in love with my wife, blindly so. I had no idea about her affair until she told me she was leaving me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not telling you for sympathy,” he replied. “After it happened, I couldn’t write. It’s like you said, nothing would come out. I felt empty inside. I stopped eating, seeing my friends, and going to work. I lost a lot of weight—too much, too fast—and had heart failure. I ended up in the hospital, where the doctors brought in a psych team to evaluate me. They told me I had PTSD from what happened between me and my wife.” As if he needed something to do with his hands, he wiped them off on his towel and went back to tossing peeled grapes over the railing. “I thought that was ridiculous. War veterans and car crash victims got PTSD, not losers whose wives had left them for other men. Still, they sent me home with medication and a therapy schedule.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “I got better,” he said matter-of-factly. “I began to eat again, but I also started drinking. At some point, I became functional again, but I still couldn’t write. The Man in the Mist was the last book I ever wrote, and you know why I hate it so much?”

      “Why?”

      “Because it has every lie my wife ever told me in it,” Dean answered. “It’s about a man in love with a woman who doesn’t see him, and I didn’t realize until after it was published.”

      “It’s a great book,” I mumbled uselessly.

      “I told Bregoli about what had happened,” Dean went on. “I explained why I’d missed several deadlines for my next book.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me to stop trying.” Dean paused in his grape-peeling to gaze thoughtfully into the distance. “He said he knew what it was like to work after experiencing great trauma. He kept me with the company and offered me the job at this retreat instead.”

      “Sounds like a great boss.”

      “Greg’s a good guy.”

      A thought crossed my mind. “Wait a minute. When I told you I was seeing a mysterious old man around the estate, you knew it was Bregoli, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah. That was fun.”

      I smacked his shoulder and immediately regretted it as his tanning oil coated my fingers. Dean chuckled and offered me a clean towel. The sun and water seemed to have sobered him slightly.

      “You needed some inspiration,” he reminded me. “I figured why not let you have it? As for your Heirs of Earth chapters, I strongly suspect you did write them.”

      “Dean, I have no memory—”

      “We do our best work in the void of time.”

      I peered at him. “Did you just quote your own book to me?”

      “Are you not inspired?”

      This time, I used the towel to smack him, twisting it into a quick whip. He yanked it from my grip and tossed it out of reach.

      “I didn’t write your chapters, Daisy,” he said. “You can think whatever you want, but if I ever got the urge to write again, I certainly wouldn’t waste it on your pitiful career.”

      Though his words were harsh, he wore a telling smile. I almost replied curtly, but Dean shot another grape over the terrace, and someone shouted from below:

      “Hey, stop throwing those damn grapes!”

      

      Despite Dean’s denial, I found it difficult to believe I’d penned those chapters myself. My next step was to find Paige, which wasn’t hard. Ever since Zachary’s untimely demise removed him from his favorite area, Paige had been spending every free minute by the pool.

      “It wasn’t me,” she said, when I had explained the strange manner by which I’d acquired the manuscript. “I haven’t had the chance to read your first book yet. I wouldn’t know where to start with the second. What did your editor say?”

      “She loved it,” I answered. “She already left to take it to Byron.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      I played with the corner of her beach towel, unraveling a loose thread. “I’m not sure. This morning, I felt so relieved that I wouldn’t have to work with Barnett anymore, even if it meant destroying my career. Now, I’m back to not having a way out.”

      “That’s not true,” Paige said. “You could refuse to finish the book, and you’d be right back in the same situation.”

      “I suppose.” I slid my index finger between the plastic weave of the lounge chair. “But I don’t think that’s an option anymore. After reading those chapters, I know exactly where the next book should go. I can see the entire plot clearly in my head.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      I lay back and looked at the sun through the fabric of the umbrella. My eyes watered, but I savored the power of staring at the brightest star in the sky.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      

      On my way to lunch, I spotted Greg Bregoli lounging on a stone bench outside the east wing. His lips moved, though no one sat beside him. His cane rested in the grass as he enjoyed a platter of crackers, cheese, and fruit.

      “Mr. Bregoli?” I said, approaching quietly. “Do you have a moment?”

      Bregoli patted the bench. “Of course. Please sit. Would you like some cheese? It’s smoked gouda. Quite delicious.”

      I helped myself to the platter, feeling oddly at home as I did so.

      “You have questions,” Bregoli said. “I can feel them, eating away at you.”

      “You know who I am, right?” I asked him.

      He nodded serenely. “Of course. Daisy Devin Dawkins, bestselling author of Heirs of Earth. It’s a lovely book you wrote. Refreshingly original for the genre.”

      “You read it?”

      “When you get to be my age, there isn’t much to do but read and ponder,” Bregoli said wisely. “Besides, I read all the supposed bestsellers. I still play a part in this company, after all, and I need to be informed of what does well in the market.”

      “That makes sense. Do you write much anymore?”

      “I was never much of a writer to begin with.”

      “You’re the head of a successful publishing house,” I reminded him.

      He smiled sadly. “Because I love reading and have good business sense. My wife was the talented one in the family.”

      “So… you wouldn’t happen to know who might have written three chapters of my next book for me?” I asked.

      “You didn’t write them yourself?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said hastily, hoping he didn’t think ill of me. “I don’t remember writing this manuscript, yet it turned up in perfect formatting this morning.”

      Bregoli’s low laugh featured a wheeze at the back of his throat. “Goodness, I should have known.”

      “Should have known what?”

      “No matter,” he said, still chuckling.

      As he fixed himself another cheese-and-cracker sandwich, I considered asking the questions that had been burning a hole into my brain for several days.

      “Mr. Bregoli?”

      “Hmm?”

      “This might sound crazy,” I began, “but do you think there are spirits here at the estate? Like… ghosts?”

      Bregoli, having finished his cheese, picked up his cane and wobbled to his feet. He shuffled off, murmuring to himself. “Spirits, eh? Crazy, indeed.”

      As Bregoli made his way back to his private wing of the estate, Sawyer came over to me from across the courtyard.

      “I’ve been working at Coyote Island for over five years,” he said. “I’ve never seen Mr. Bregoli out and about so much.”

      “No?”

      He nodded. “Most of the writers who attend our retreat never catch sight of him. That’s how all those crazy rumors started.”

      “What crazy rumors?”

      “That Mr. Bregoli is dead.”
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      “This is crap.”

      Two days later, Dean was back to his usual criticism tactics. He had led the workshop that morning, the first one under his control since the retreat began. Unlike the other mentors, he didn’t teach with a specific topic. Instead, he led a group discussion about what it meant to work in a creative field. At first, it seemed like a cop-out, but almost everyone had something to say about their experience within the industry. Dean was the first and only mentor to explain what publishers wanted to see from debut authors. He gave tips on how to get your manuscript in front of an agent, then read by an publisher’s assistant instead of being thrown in the slush pile. The writers expressed their worries and doubts, and Dean addressed each of them with professionalism and kindness. He did not afford the same sentiments to me.

      “Crap,” he said, flipping a page. “Crap. More crap. What the hell happened to this story, Daisy? You were doing so well.”

      “Nothing changed,” I replied, bewildered. “I’ve been continuing along the same line as before.”

      “Exactly.” Dean tossed the notebook aside, as if he could no longer bear to look at it. “You’re continuing a first draft. We’re beyond that. You need to start looking deeper, tying meaning to the characters’ actions.”

      “I thought I was doing that.”

      “Stop thinking,” he hissed. “It’s not about thinking. It’s about feeling. What is this story supposed to make the reader feel?”

      “It’s a horror story,” I said blankly. “It’s supposed to make people feel scared.”

      Dean clapped his palm to his forehead. “My God, you have no idea what horror really is, do you?”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I said. “I read The Haunting of Hill House.”

      “And what makes The Haunting of Hill House scary?”

      “The house is haunted,” I shot back.

      He squeezed the bridge of his nose. “No, Daisy. It’s because Eleanor goes to the house thinking she has finally done something to free herself of the things that trap her. She wants to find love and friendship, but the house separates her from those things. She wants to be independent, but the house forces her to take it too far. It isolates her from the people she wishes to build relationships with, and she eventually exercises that independence to kill herself.”

      “To be fair, I read that book in high school,” I countered. “It’s been a while.”

      “Let’s backtrack,” Dean suggested. “You have plenty of scares in your story, as well as an excellent foundation for the characters, but you’re lacking motive. Dive into your characters’ backgrounds. What trauma have they gone through? Make your readers consider their own traumas.”

      “Why does everything have to be about trauma?” I grumbled.

      “Because horror is about exploring the human condition,” he replied. “The scariest movies aren’t the ones with the jump scares and gore. They’re the ones that stop you from looking in the bathroom mirror at night because you’re afraid to see the person that hides beneath the mask you wear during the day.”

      A shiver ran down my spine as I recalled the woman who screamed at me in the mirror. For a supposed reflection of myself, she had looked nothing like me.

      Dean lifted his hands to the ceiling. “Is any of this making sense?”

      “No. I mean—yes—”

      “Look, Stephen King wrote The Shining as a reflection of his own struggle with alcoholism,” he said. “That doesn’t mean you have to write about your own experiences, but you do need to consider what experiences your characters have gone through. What do they see in the mirror at night?”

      

      After my meeting with Dean, I took the ferry to the mainland for a change of scenery and access to Wi-Fi. Spurred on by my conversation with Sawyer yesterday afternoon, I wanted to find out what the Internet knew about Greg Bregoli. I also hoped that a little bit of people-watching might inspire ideas for my horror characters.

      Without Paige’s company, I felt oddly exposed. I hadn’t spent much time by myself in public since the incident, terrified of being caught unaware by another rabid fan. I hid behind my laptop screen, unable to concentrate until after the server had taken my order. Then I searched for Bregoli family gossip.

      Most of the information was common knowledge. The Bregoli family had immigrated from Italy and established the company with the financial help of an American friend. Greg’s father had no interest in the publishing business, and for a few years, the company was at risk of being sold. Then Greg took over the company from his grandfather when he was only twenty-one years old to keep it within the family, and it had been going strong ever since.

      “Looking up the Bregolis, huh?” The server, an older woman with Glenda on her nametag, glanced over my shoulder at my laptop screen. “Odd family. Greg used to come to the mainland every once in a while, but no one’s seen him in years. Everyone thinks—”

      “That he’s dead?”

      “No, that he retired,” Glenda said. “Where’d you get that from?”

      “Never mind,” I said hastily. “Do you know anything else about Greg? I haven’t found much personal information about him. It’s all about the company.”

      “He’s a very private guy,” she informed me. “But he used to be quite the dandy. Always in the papers. If you head over to the library, I’m sure you can find some old newspapers. The Gazette was always writing about him. We don’t have much news to report around here, so the Bregolis made the front page quite often back in the day.”

      

      At the library, a helpful local pointed me to a small room in the back left corner of the building, where the town kept relics of its past. There, a woman with curly gray hair worked at a desk station, laminating newspapers.

      “Hi there,” she said. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I’m looking for information on the Bregoli family,” I told her. “Glenda at the cafe said I might be able to find something here.”

      “Ah, of course.” The woman paused her lamination process and meandered to a wall of file cabinets. They were organized by date. “The town loved the Bregolis. They threw parties on their island and invited everyone. It didn’t matter if you worked in publishing or not. The Bregolis welcomed everyone. Such a shame what happened to them. Here you are.” She drew a stack of laminated papers from the file cabinet and handed them to me. “Have a look through those. If you need anything else, let me know. My name is Pat.”

      “Thank you, Pat.”

      I brought the papers to a desk right outside Pat’s filing room and began skimming through them. The earliest dates posted were from the late 1950s, shortly before Greg took over the business from his grandfather. The articles about the Bregolis from this time period were laden with worry and fear:

      The Bregoli family faced another hurdle this past Friday. Emilio Bregoli, 79, suffered from fits of delusion and was transported to the nearest hospital. While hospital staff is convinced he will make a full recovery, this does not bode well for the future of Bregoli Publishing. Many industry competitors are calling for Bregoli’s retirement, claiming he is no longer fit to run the company. No doubt, these competitors are biting at the chance to steal Bregoli’s business and loyal authors. Please keep Emilio and his family in your thoughts as we continue through this difficult week.

      Clearly, the journalists on the mainland wrote with quite the bias. As I continued through the papers, I could not find one negative article about the family. Every journalist who wrote about them praised the Bregolis’ kindness. One of the Bregolis, however, was not afforded the same treatment.

      With Bregoli Publishing in talks to sell, the Gazette attempted to obtain an interview with Marco Bregoli, 56, who should have been next in line to continue the family business. In response to questions, Bregoli refused to cooperate, throwing dirty dish towels and sour remarks at our journalist. Bregoli is the main reason the famed family company might have to leave the publishing industry behind. With Emilio Bregoli approaching eighty and Marco unwilling to take his father’s place as owner and CEO, the company has little chance of remaining afloat.

      Marco had never wanted to take over the family business. Instead, he opened a Napolitano pizza restaurant on the mainland that subsequently failed because the locals refused to engage with him. Marco then moved away from Coyote Island and all but disappeared from the press. When Greg, Marco’s son, took over the business at such a young age, the Gazette praised him. Bregoli Publishing did not have to sell, and Greg rebuilt the business from the ground up.

      The next several papers covered Greg’s success in the publishing industry, his resemblance to his grandfather Emilio, and his oddly non-existent dating life. In his younger years, Greg had been quite handsome. He had kind eyes and a round face that displayed his youth. Remnants of his Italian roots, thick eyebrows and a heavy nose, remained. The Gazette’s various journalists continually wondered why Greg never had a lady on his arm. Then, out of nowhere, an article appeared announcing Greg’s marriage to a young woman from New Hampshire named Matilda O’Grady. It was the talk of the town, and everyone wanted to know everything about Greg’s new wife.

      They only partially got their wish. The new couple threw a wedding party on Coyote Island and invited the entire town, but according to the gossip, not one member of Matilda’s family had attended. Greg refused to comment on his wife’s mysterious background, leaving the people on the mainland to come up with their own stories.

      A few years later, additional articles featured the Bregolis. Matilda was expecting a son, a joyous occasion for both the family and the town. There was another party, and a black-and-white picture of the enormous gift pile the couple had received from the town. The following article, dated six and a half months later, gave me emotional whiplash. It was Matilda’s obituary.

      Matilda Bregoli, 29, passed away last night due to complications from childbirth. Matilda is survived by her husband, Greg. In lieu of flowers, please make donations to the Books for America’s Children campaign.

      My heart sank. I’d envisioned Greg in a long, happy marriage. When he spoke of his wife, it seemed as if he’d lost her a few years ago, not at the beginning of their lives together. The next obituary shattered my heart even more:

      Stefan Bregoli was born last night and passed away six hours later due to a congenital birth defect. Stefan is survived by his father, Greg.

      I stacked the papers on top of each other, unable to look at the words of remorse any longer. It was no wonder why Greg never left his private island. He had lost his wife and baby in one fell swoop.

      “Are you all right?” Pat had emerged from the lamination room, peering at me with worried eyes. She noticed the papers on my lap. “Oh, you must have discovered the sad news.”

      “Did you know them?” I wiped a wayward tear from my cheek. “Greg and Matilda?”

      Pat drew out the chair beside me and spread the newspapers across the desk. “I was a teenager when Greg and Matilda were the king and queen of Coyote Island. My, what a time it was. Every month or so, there would be a party at their estate. Sometimes, children were allowed to attend. Other times, it would be an adult-only affair. Goodness, it was such a rush.” She sighed and smiled as she reminisced. “It all came to an abrupt halt after Matilda and Stefan passed away.”

      “Greg was too heartbroken to hold parties,” I guessed.

      “Indeed,” Pat said. “He withdrew to his estate, and I don’t think he’s left Coyote Island since. He ran his family’s business remotely. Nothing was the same after Matilda and Stefan’s deaths.”

      “Why did Matilda pass away?”

      “Blood loss,” she replied. “She was anemic. The doctors didn’t know, and they performed a C-section. She bled out.”

      “And Stefan?”

      “They thought they saved him at first,” Pat said. “He made it through half of the night before coding. He had a heart problem.”

      I shuffled through the papers that were dated after the terrible tragedy. The Gazette resorted to publishing old pictures of Bregoli and his family, since they could not acquire any new ones. One article was titled: Greg Bregoli to host Coyote Island Writer’s Retreat in Honor of his Late Wife.

      “Ah, yes,” Pat said, noticing the article. “We all wanted answers about Matilda, but we didn’t get them until after she died. It turns out she was quite the poet, but her family disapproved of a creative career. They also disapproved of their Irish daughter marrying an Italian man. It was all very complicated.”

      “So Greg started the retreat because of Matilda?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Because of her family, she feared publishing her poems. Greg didn’t want the same thing to happen to other young talented writers. The retreat was initially advertised to those of little fortune and opportunity. Greg paid for their airfare and allowed them to stay at the estate for free. Most of those early retreat-goers became some of Greg’s most famous authors.”

      I flipped the paper to read the rest of the article and found a picture of Matilda. She was a beautiful woman and oddly familiar, as if I’d run into her at the supermarket once or twice. In the picture, she lounged on the edge of the great stone fountain at the estate, her eyes bright and her mouth open in a lovely laugh. Beneath her hand sat a large recognizable cat.

      “Was this Matilda’s cat?” I asked, tapping the photo.

      “Oh, yes. He was quite the character. What was his name?” Pat tapped her chin in deep thought. “A Greek god, if I recall… ah, yes! That’s Apollo. Matilda loved him.”

      

      As I emerged from the dark library, the bright sun stung my eyes and disoriented me. I held a hand to my forehead to ward off the afternoon shine and started toward the ferry. It was time to return to Coyote Island for more answers.

      “Oh my God.” An unfamiliar teenage girl stepped into my path, her jaw ajar. “Aren’t you Devin Dawkins?”

      “Um, yes? Can I help you?”

      The girl squealed and came forward. “I’m Hilary. I’m such a huge fan of your book. Look!” From her backpack, she drew a battered copy of Heirs of Earth. “I’ve read it a million times, and I ordered the paperback too. I also have the audiobook so I can listen to it on the train when I go into the city. I can’t believe I’m meeting you! What are you doing here?”

      A little stunned, I replied, “I’m attending the writer’s retreat on Coyote Island.”

      Hilary sighed dramatically. “That’s so dreamy. I’d love to go to a retreat like that. I want to be a writer too. Do you have any advice?”

      I walked along the sidewalk, but Hilary tagged behind. “I’m not sure you want advice from me. I’ve only published one book.”

      “Are you kidding?” she said. “You’re the only author I want advice from. You’re the whole reason I want to study creative writing. I love science fiction, but I never thought I could write it because it’s a male-dominated genre. Books by women don’t sell as well, right?”

      “Right.”

      “But you did,” she reminded me. “How did you manage?”

      I thought about telling her the truth—that Barnett refused to market my books with my face in the back slip or my real name on the front cover—but I remembered what it was like to be young and in love with literature.

      “It’s not easy,” I told her. “But you have to write passionately. Sometimes, what sells well and what you want to write don’t go hand in hand. Publishing is a business. Being an author is a job. No matter what happens, keep your love for writing. Don’t let the industry take that away from you.”

      Hilary squared her shoulders proudly. “Never.”

      “Good.”

      “Did that happen to you?”

      At the dock, I handed a few dollar bills through the payment window for the ferry fee. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      Hilary gazed admiringly at me. “You’ve got more passion in you than you think. I can tell by the way you write. Don’t worry. You’ll get it back.”

      “Thank you, Hilary.”

      “No problem.” She took out her phone. “Can I get a selfie with you?”

      

      When I returned to Coyote Island, I searched high and low for Greg, hoping for some answers to questions I hadn’t figured out how to ask yet. He was nowhere to be found, and neither was Apollo the cat, who apparently I’d been hallucinating this entire time.

      That night, desperate for resolution, I went to the bathroom and turned off the lights. With a deep breath, I lifted my eyes to the dark mirror. My own ghoulish face stared back as my pulse began to pound.

      “Matilda,” I said quietly. “Are you here?”

      Slowly, another face solidified in the glass. This time, I recognized her as the woman from the photo in the newspaper. I dared not look behind, terrified of what I might find, but I also found the courage to keep my gaze upon the mirror.

      “Are you Matilda?” I asked the woman, my voice shaking.

      She nodded, her keen eyes never leaving mine.

      “Have you been helping me?”

      Another nod.

      “Did you write my sci-fi story?”

      This time, she shook her head.

      “Did you ask Zachary and Kiara—?” My throat closed up, and the question didn’t make it out. “Did you?”

      Matilda only gazed serenely at me. She refused to answer.

      “Why are you still here?” I whispered.

      Her visage began to fade, just as it had appeared. I braced my palms against the mirror.

      “No, wait!”

      It was too late. Matilda had gone.
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      At our next mentor meeting, Dean requested we enjoy the space on his terrace. The end of the retreat was in sight, and in his words, that damned office was not the place we should spend our remaining time on the island. I didn’t argue. The island staff doted on Dean, bringing him whatever food, drink, and luxury items he requested. As he read through the latest draft of my story, we sipped on piña coladas and lounged beneath a wide umbrella. A misting fan kept most of the heat away.

      Dean was unusually quiet. I munched on pineapple slices and pretended I was rich enough to vacation in Hawaii. For the first time since I arrived at Coyote Island, I felt truly relaxed. Perhaps it was my run-in with Hilary on the mainland that had reminded me to enjoy what I had. Or maybe it was that I’d finally found the missing angle for my horror story.

      At last, Dean emerged from the pages of my notebook. He tilted his sunglasses off his nose for a better look at me.

      “What?” I demanded. “Are you going to tell me it sucks?”

      “I wasn’t, but since you’ve challenged me—”

      “Dean.”

      “It’s good,” he said. “You did exactly what I asked you to do. The characters are well-rounded. Their motivations make sense, but I thought you said you didn’t write romance?”

      I shrugged. “Things change.”

      “It’s an interesting choice.” Dean stole the last pineapple ring, much to my chagrin. “Mixing horror and romance is a tricky thing to do, but it works for this story. Where did you come up with the idea?”

      “I went to the mainland and read up on Greg,” I admitted. “Did you know about his wife and son?”

      Dean nodded gravely. “Everyone in the Bregoli Publishing family knows about Greg. Every time he wants to take on a new writer, he tells his story to them. I was here, attending the retreat, so I was able to speak to him face-to-face.”

      “Why does he tell his writers?”

      “Because he wants us to know what it means to be a part of his family,” he replied. “He wants to know the authors who publish with him are humans with true feelings and emotions. He doesn’t want to work with people who are only after fame and money.”

      I thought of my relationship with Byron and Barnett Publishing. It could not be more opposite of what Dean described. I did not feel part of a family at all.

      “That’s how this business should be run,” I said. “It’s not all about money.”

      “Why do you think I’ve been with Bregoli since the beginning of my career?” Dean asked.

      “Years ago, I heard rumors that you were approached by other publishers.”

      “I sure was. There was a time when my books were worth more than what Bregoli could afford to pay me.” Finished with the pineapple, he moved on to a skewer of strawberries. “Word got out, and several companies tried to poach me. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t consider it.”

      “What made you stay with Bregoli?”

      “Greg took a chance on me when no one else would,” he replied. “Switching publishing companies would have felt like the ultimate betrayal. Plus, Greg promised me the company was growing. In a year, he was bringing in enough profits to give me double what I’d made before. Sticking with Bregoli paid off in more ways than one.”

      I fiddled with a paper napkin, shredding it in my lap. “Is Bregoli taking on new authors?”

      “That’s the whole point of this retreat,” Dean reminded me. “The Coyote Island Reading is just a few nights away. By the end of it, at least one of our amateur writers will be in talks to join the family.”

      “So the rumors are true,” I said. “Agents come to the reading?”

      “Agents that Bregoli trusts,” he corrected. “He has an established relationship with a few agencies. They send representatives to the reading every year, but Bregoli has first dibs on the best writers.”

      Bitterly, I muttered, “I wish I wasn’t contracted with Barnett. I’d rather be with Bregoli any day of the week.”

      Dean chuckled and finished off his drink. “Be patient. You don’t have to stay with Barnett forever if you don’t want to. Your contract covers a trilogy. Once you fulfill your obligations there, you can do whatever you want. But any Heirs of Earth material would be off the table, since Barnett owns it. You couldn’t write in that universe again.”

      “There’s no other way of escaping Barnett.”

      “Not unless you find someone to buy out your contract with them,” he answered. “And that would take a whole lot of money. But enough dreaming.” He handed my notebook to me. “Let’s talk about which excerpt you’re going to read in town.”

      

      For the next few days, all anyone could talk about was the big reading on the mainland. It was the main event of the retreat, a chance for the writers to showcase the stories they’d been working on for the past three and a half weeks. It meant more to them that it did to me. Since I already had an agent and a publisher, I didn’t benefit from the reading as much as everyone else.

      Paige, on the other hand, was determined to make waves with her authorial debut. Every few minutes, she asked me for advice. On the day of the reading, her conversation tactics went into overdrive.

      “I’ve never done a reading before,” she babbled. “What if I talk too fast or stumble over my words? I don’t want people to think I can’t read out loud. Do you do different voices for the characters? I always read everything like it’s a children’s book. Why haven’t I written any children’s books? Do you think it would be inappropriate to read one of the sexier chapters I’ve written? Those are some of my best work.”

      I looked up from typing up my edited chapter on my laptop. As usual, we sat poolside. The staff, who’d noticed our regular spot, had set up a table with an umbrella for us, so we could work outside as long as we pleased without getting sunburned.

      “Paige, stop worrying so much,” I advised her. “If you obsess over it, you won’t be able to enjoy the experience. This is a big step forward for you. Try to enjoy it.”

      She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “You’re right. I need to relax and not think about it. What are you reading?”

      “I’m not sure if I will.”

      “What?” She looked appalled. “Why not? You’re one of the best writers here, if not the best writer.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “But the whole point of this reading is for agents to take notice of you. I’m locked in with Barnett, so reading doesn’t benefit me much.”

      “It’s about the experience,” she said, repeating my own words back to me. “Sure, this reading presents a lot of opportunities for someone like me, but it’s still an appreciation of all the work we’ve done at this retreat. It’s a chance to show off your hard work. You shouldn’t throw that away. What did Dean think of that?”

      “I didn’t tell him.”

      “Well, I know he’s going to be there tonight,” Paige said smartly. “I doubt he’ll let you get away with skipping your reading.”

      Distracted, I misspelled the same word three times before getting it right. I felt Paige’s eyes on me.

      “What’s the real reason you don’t want to read?” she asked. “Is it because you’re afraid someone might recognize you?”

      “No,” I said, too quickly.

      Paige let out a long sigh and combed her fingers through her hair. “Daisy, you have accomplished so much. Don’t let some jerk make you scared of every good experience.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “If you say so.” She peeled off her shirt and shorts, revealing the swimsuit beneath. “I’ll make you a deal. If I can hold my breath for longer than a minute, you have to read.” She dove into the deep end, her body arcing gracefully through the air. When she surfaced, she grinned. “Are you gonna time me or what?”

      “Fine.” I set up the stopwatch on my phone. “Ready? Go.”

      She took a great breath then submerged herself beneath the water. I watched the clock count the seconds. A few bubbles drifted to the pool’s surface as Paige bobbed under it. Thirty seconds left. I half-hoped she wouldn’t make it to a minute.

      But I should have known better than to make such a deal with someone who spent so much of her time hiking and swimming in mountain springs. The stopwatch passed a minute, but Paige showed no signs of re-surfacing.

      “Paige?” I called. “It’s been a minute. You win.”

      She didn’t reply. The pool was still.

      “Paige?”

      Nothing.

      Panic set in. Without thinking, I leapt from my chair and into the pool. As I grabbed Paige by the arms, she lifted her head up, completely fine.

      “Whoa!” she said, wiping water from her eyes. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “I called your name,” I said. “You didn’t answer. I thought—”

      “You thought I was drowning? Daisy, I’m standing.”

      I looked down. Sure enough, Paige was tall enough to stand in the deep end while keeping her chin above water.

      “Did I make it to a minute?” she asked.

      “Beyond.”

      Her grin returned. “Guess you’re reading tonight then.”

      

      The ferry buzzed with excitement as the writers, their mentors, and the retreat leaders rode to the mainland. We had all dressed for the occasion, though each writer’s outfits varied greatly. Everyone wore something that made them comfortable to read in front of a crowd. The two remaining Fates had chosen long, flowing dresses with matching capes. The boys mostly wore weathered suit jackets and wrinkled slacks. Paige, naturally, looked stunning in a bespoke plum suit that brought out the violet streaks in her blue eyes. As for myself, I wore jeans and a cozy cardigan. Despite the warm weather, I needed the comfort of a fluffy sweater.

      The reading took place at Stefan’s Trattoria. When I saw the name, I made a noise of recognition in my throat. Dean came up beside me.

      “It used to be Marco’s pizza place,” he explained. “Greg bought the building, named it after his son, and hired family friends to run it. Best Italian food in town. They import their olive oil.” He did a chef’s kiss. “You wouldn’t believe how good it is.”

      Inside the trattoria, the lighting was low. The room was designed to make you feel as if you were in a wine cellar, with the windows set high in the walls. Instead of the usual restaurant set-up, Stefan’s featured several comfortable couches and armchairs with coffee tables to accommodate food and drink. The trattoria was fairly large and crowded, but the seating and lighting made it an intimate setting.

      When the writers entered, every customer turned to face us, gazing with unabashed interest. According to the Gazette, the Coyote Island reading was one of the most anticipated events of the year. The writers stared back, no doubt trying to guess which customers were agents looking for new authors.

      We filed into a large corner of the restaurant reserved for the writers and mentors, and the silence broke as a server came over to get us started on dinner. After a few glasses of wine, everyone’s nerves came down. Within an hour, the trattoria was filled with the sound of overlapping chatter and raucous laughter.

      I sat between Paige and Dean, savoring the comfort that the evening brought me. This was how it was supposed to be, a group of people coming together to celebrate life and art. But the day after tomorrow, it would all be over. The retreat would end, and I would have to return to New York. Paige would go back to Washington. We’d promise to keep in touch then eventually forget to text or call each other. Dean would move on to his next mentee, and I would return to the cold clutches of Barnett Publishing. But for tonight—and tonight only—I was a member of a family that truly cared about me.

      After dinner, the servers brought out coffee and dessert. The customers grew impatient, tapping their feet as they waited anxiously for the readings to start. I spotted a group of men and women in the opposite corner of the restaurant with their heads bent together. By the looks of their city suits, they were not locals.

      “There they are,” I muttered to Paige, jerking my chin toward the group. “Those are the agents.”

      She craned her neck to see over Dean’s wide shoulders. “How can you tell?”

      “They’re the only ones not drinking.”

      Finally, Sawyer brought a three-legged stool and a microphone stand to the small wooden platform that served as a stage. A spotlight came on, and after some minor adjustments from its operator, shone on Sawyer.

      “Good evening, everyone,” Sawyer said to the crowd. “Welcome to the annual Coyote Island Writer’s Retreat Reading.”

      The crowd clapped and cheered. The agents politely tapped their hands together, more subdued than the locals. Then again, the locals had drank much more wine.

      “We have a smaller group presenting their work this year,” Sawyer said, though he did not specify the reason why. “For the past three and a half weeks, these aspiring writers have been perfecting their craft and honing their work. We are so lucky to have such passionate artists come to us every year, but this group has been especially fantastic. Without further ado, let’s have our first writer. Everyone, please welcome Frank McDonald.”

      The room hooted again as one of the middle-aged guys from the retreat made his way to the stage. He clutched a copy of his manuscript with shaking hands. As the applause settled, he cleared his throat and began to read.

      “Persephone could not face the light of day, no more than she could face the wrath of her husband…”

      Each reading lasted ten to fifteen minutes, enough time to let the writer showcase a fair portion of their work. As the retreat had progressed, we’d all spent less time critiquing each other, instead relying on the advice of our mentors. As such, this was the first time we were able to hear everyone’s final products.

      The crowd reacted differently to each writer, but the agents remained stoically impassive. While the customers laughed, moaned, or shed silent tears, the agents took notes on their phones and appeared uninterested. I wondered if they were listening at all.

      Then Paige took the stage. The color of her suit caught everyone’s eye, as did her shock of blonde hair. The agents glanced up, and when they saw her, their eyes remained on the stage. She held no paper or notecards, and began to read from memory.

      “The worst word in the English dictionary,” she said, “is eventually. Eventually, I’ll get what I want. Eventually, I’ll find someone to love. Eventually, I will make amends with my mother. Eventually, people will see me for who I truly am. The word eventually can go to hell.”

      Paige’s story and the way she maintained a personal connection with the entire room enraptured everyone in attendance. The agents set down their phones to watch and listen. The servers lingered on the floor longer, holding forgotten trays of dirty plates, to hear more of her words. Gloria Sterling beamed with pride as her student delivered one of the most moving readings we had heard all night.

      When Paige finished, the room was silent for several moments, as if everyone needed a few seconds to process what they had just witnessed. One person clapped, then another, until the restaurant roared its approval. The bartenders cheered, and a server broke a plate, too distracted to notice it had slipped off her tray and toward the floor. The agents in the corner grinned and clapped, talking excitedly to one another. Paige, flushed and beaming, took her bow and stepped off the stage.

      “Thanks a lot,” I shot at her as she came back to her seat.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m supposed to follow that?” I asked, gesturing to the crowd. They were all still clapping. “No one’s going to cheer for me.”

      Dean seized the collar of my shirt and lifted me from my seat like a mother cat with a kitten. “Don’t be ridiculous. Just because Paige is the MVP doesn’t mean you’re not a part of the team.”

      “A sports analogy?” I grumbled. “Really, Dean?”

      Sawyer tapped the mic. “Now, for our final writer of the night, please give a nice round of applause for Daisy Dawkins!”

      The crowd clapped politely as I made my way to the stage, my cheeks burning in anticipation. When I sat on the three-legged stool and looked out, I could not see a single face in the crowd. The spotlight blurred them out, and it was like I was completely alone in the room. I could do this.

      I opened my notebook, and I read.

      

      “Your cheer wasn’t quite as loud as mine,” Paige said tipsily. As the writers gathered their things to return to Coyote Island, she wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “But it was still pretty loud. I’m proud of you.”

      “As am I,” Dean agreed, clapping me on the back. “You both performed wonderfully.”

      “Your story,” Paige said. “Is it based on true events?”

      I locked eyes with Dean, who smiled. “Yes, it is.”

      “Wow,” Paige said. “Sad, but happy too. Is that a thing?”

      I laughed. “I think you’re a little drunk, buddy.”

      “I hope not too drunk.” Gloria had approached Paige from behind. “Because one of the agents wants to talk to you, Paige. Are you up for it?”

      Paige gaped at her. “An agent wants to talk to me?”

      Gloria nodded, clearly proud of her protegee. “Publishing companies are looking for good diverse material. It just so happens that you write it.”

      “Go,” I urged Paige, pushing her toward the agents. “This is what you’ve been wanting.”

      Paige squeezed my face between her palms and kissed my forehead. “You’re the best, Daisy. Wait here for me?”

      “Of course.”

      She trotted off, and I watched with a huge grin as her dreams came true.
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      That night, I returned to the bathroom, excited to speak to Matilda. Though I stared and stared, she did not appear. I clicked the light on and off a few times, hoping to see her, but mine was the only reflection I saw.

      “Matilda?” I whispered, feeling silly. “Are you there?”

      When no reply came, I spoke to myself instead, like a verbal diary entry.

      “I wanted to let you know something,” I began, hoping no one stood outside the bathroom door and listened to me talk. “I altered my story to reflect yours. It’s tragic what happened to you and Greg, and I think maybe you’re still here because you never got the romantic life you deserved together. I’m hoping to do that for you, through my story. Is that okay?”

      Still no answer.

      “I need some help though,” I went on. “My story doesn’t have closure because I don’t know what ultimately happened between you and Greg. I was hoping you could shed some light on the situation.”

      When the mirror was still and silent, I raised a hesitant hand and briefly knocked on the glass.

      “Hello? Matilda?”

      Nothing.

      

      It was the worst time for the ghost of Bregoli Estate to disappear. Her story was the one I needed to tell, but I couldn’t finish it if she didn’t make at least one last display. As I lay in bed, wondering what I’d done wrong to drive Matilda away, I thought back on my time at the estate. Some things added up, while others still confused me.

      For instance, the rocking crib and the baby’s cries had to belong to Stefan, the Bregoli son who’d never had the chance to see the sky. I’d already solved the mystery of the old man, but why had Greg been watching me ever since I arrived on Coyote Island, out of all the other writers? Then there was Apollo the cat. It hadn’t occurred to me that no one else had noticed his presence on the grounds, not even Paige. Sure, it was possible that the original Apollo had descendants, but somehow I doubted it, especially when I remembered the comment Greg had made to me.

      You can see him too, huh? That explains a lot.

      But did that mean Greg was completely aware of his wife and son’s spirits? He had to be. He’d been holed up on Coyote Island for the last fifty years. There was no way he hadn’t noticed the leftover energy of his family.

      But Matilda’s presence didn’t explain the fresh cut daisies in my room or the broken typewriter that had magically been repaired. She also refused to take credit for writing my manuscript chapters for Heirs of Earth. So who had written them?

      Most terrifying of all was the implication that Matilda had some sort of control over the people who stayed at the estate. Though she hadn’t admitted to it, I knew she’d led Zachary to his supposed suicide because she had tried to do the same thing to Kiara. Kiara’s strange dream, in which a woman directed her to kill herself, explained as much. But why had Matilda done so many things in an attempt to help me when we were never acquainted?

      And now, she had gone quiet for the first time since I’d arrived at the island. Was that my fault? Had I offended Matilda by using her tragedy as the subject for my horror story? I rolled over to take my notebook from the side table and read over the last few pages. I’d presented the beginning at the trattoria reading, which had garnered attention from the guests and the agents. It began with a woman who believed she was being stalked by a secret admirer, only to realize that the stalker was actually her dead husband, whom she loved dearly. Other than that, there was no twist or shocker. It wasn’t meant to thrill the audience, merely to show that sometimes, life wasn’t what you thought it would turn out to be. Sometimes, sad things could show you true happiness. At least, that’s what I wanted to convey, and I wasn’t sure if I had succeeded.

      Restless, I twisted and turned beneath the sheets until I couldn’t take it anymore. I climbed out of bed, put on my shoes, and left the room. Maybe if I wandered the halls in the darkness, Matilda might deign to show up.

      I began in the bathroom again, since that’s where I saw her most, but like earlier, she did not appear. I wandered on, the silence pressing in on me. In the lobby, no baby crib rocked itself. As I traveled outside, mosquitos buzzed in my ears. I hurried across the moonlit courtyard to the west wing. No music came from the ballroom, but I went upstairs anyway. I sat in the middle of the dance floor and closed my eyes, hoping to hear the familiar waltz from my dreams, but all was quiet here too.

      Afterward, I made my way to the abandoned north wing, where the Christmas decorations remained dusty and untouched. On the second floor, I checked the bedrooms and lingered in the baby’s room. Details pieced themselves together. This must have been where Greg and Matilda lived before the birth and death of their son. It was no wonder Greg had left this wing of the estate to linger in the past. If I had lost so much as him, I wouldn’t be able to set foot in this place either.

      As I turned to leave Stefan’s room, a brief whimper echoed behind me, but the crib was still. I picked up a blue teddy bear from the rocking chair and placed it inside the crib.

      “It’s okay,” I murmured, unsure of who I was talking to. “Everything’s okay.”

      A sense of peace came over me. For the shortest of moments, I could have sworn I saw a beautiful baby boy resting on the pillow within the crib, a smile on his chubby face. Then he was gone, no more than a figment of my imagination.

      When I returned to my own room in the south wing, the memory of the baby’s smile finally lulled me to sleep. Perhaps the ghosts of Bregoli Estate hadn’t abandoned me after all.

      

      On the last day before the retreat ended, the writers spent their time exchanging numbers, promising to keep in touch, and getting in a few last-minute meetings with their talented mentors. While Paige was busy with Gloria, no doubt outlining her next steps with the agents she spoke to the night before, I sought out Dean.

      “Damn,” he said, when I arrived at his room. “I was hoping you wouldn’t bother to show up today.”

      “Shut up.” I shoved past him and went to our usual spot on the terrace. “I didn’t come here for you. I came for this view.”

      “I suppose I deserve that.” He opened the sun umbrella and settled in the lounge chair beside mine. “But it’s good you came. Part of my job is to give you the rundown of your performance over the last few weeks.”

      “Oh, I can’t wait.”

      “At first, I thought you were hopeless,” Dean said without preamble. “All you talked about was your damn sequel. Heirs of Earth this and Heirs of Earth that. I’ve met furniture with deeper thoughts.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “Then, thanks to my brilliant idea for you to break out of your comfort zone, you started showing potential.”

      “Right, because my bestselling novel didn’t prove my potential at all.”

      He went on as if he hadn’t heard me. “That horror story is one of the best I’ve read from a mentee in years. Keep working on it, and you might have another bestseller on your hands.”

      I let out a long sigh. “There’s one problem. I can’t finish it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I based a lot of the story on Greg and Matilda’s lives,” I admitted. “That’s where I got the inspiration for the characters’ backgrounds, but I don’t know how I’m supposed to wrap everything up.”

      Dean rubbed the shadow of his beard. “I can’t help you there.”

      “You’re my mentor. Isn’t it your job to help me? We still have one last day on Coyote Island.”

      “Everyone knows today is just a buffer between you and the real world,” Dean said. “The retreat ended last night, with the trattoria reading. I’m no longer your mentor.”

      “You could offer help out of the kindness of your heart.”

      He laughed heartily. “Right. Like I would do that.”

      I crossed my arms and pouted. “I hate you.”

      “You know why I’m not going to help?” Dean picked up his lounge chair and pivoted it to face me. “Because you know the damned ending of your story already. It’s up here.” He tapped my forehead, harder than necessary. “All you have to do is unlock it. That’s your job, not mine. Now—” He produced his ever-present thermos of Hawaiian moonshine and poured two shots into waiting paper cups. “Here’s to your success, Daisy Dawkins, at Coyote Island and in life.”

      He lifted his cup but did not tip it to his lips until I reached for mine. As we looked each other in the eye, we both threw the liquor back. The okolehao burned the back of my throat and made my eyes water. Dean thumped my back.

      “Atta girl.”

      

      That night, the writers, mentors, and retreat leaders gathered for one final celebration before we were all due to leave the next morning. The party took place in the main lobby, where the chefs brought out all the stops for our last night on the island. A bartender mixed cocktails named after famous books and authors, and Sawyer manned a playlist of funky beats and retro music. No one looked overhead, to the rafters where Zachary had faced his death. It was as if he’d never been here to begin with.

      Dean, as always, mostly steered clear of the party. He popped in for a few minutes to get some food. On his way out, he lifted his drink to me. Paige noticed the exchange.

      “Did Dean Dimarco actually toast you?” she asked. “That’s gotta be some kind of miracle.”

      I grinned. “He finally admitted I’m a good writer.”

      “In those words?”

      “No.”

      Gloria Sterling ambled by, clutching a martini glass. She clapped Paige on the shoulder. “This girl! Isn’t she something?” Judging by the way her words blended together, she’d had more than one martini. “Snagged herself an agent and a spot with Bregoli Publishing!”

      “Really?” I asked, excited. “Paige, you didn’t say!”

      Paige blushed deeply. “I didn’t want to brag. Besides, my spot with Bregoli isn’t guaranteed. I have to take a few meetings first.”

      “Nonsense,” Gloria said. “If an agent approaches you at the trattoria reading, you’re as good as in. I’ve been bragging about my mentee all night!” She gestured widely, splashing what was left of her martini to the floor. “And you, Daisy,” she added, “should be proud of yourself as well. If you weren’t already contracted with Barnett, we would have swept you up too.”

      It was my turn to blush, considering how much the compliment meant. “Thank you, Gloria.”

      She handed me her card. “If you ever want a new home or just some advice, give me a call. I’d love to see how your career progresses. Ooh, scallops!”

      As Gloria shuffled off in pursuit of hors d’oeuvres, Paige and I settled into a pair of leather armchairs to enjoy the evening.

      “I’d say this was a successful retreat,” Paige said, lifting her glass to tap against mine. “What about you?”

      “I’m the only one who didn’t finish a draft,” I replied. “Not sure how successful that makes me.”

      “You’re also the only one who worked on two projects at the same time,” Paige reminded me. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      I wasn’t sure how to tell Paige that I hadn’t written one of those projects. She would most certainly respect me less if she knew the truth.

      Across the room, I spotted Sawyer as he chose another playlist for the group to listen to.

      “Do you think anyone has stayed at Coyote Island for an extra day?” I mused. “I just need a little more time.”

      “Can’t hurt to ask.” Paige nudged my shin. “Go get it, girl.”

      With Paige’s encouragement, I approached Sawyer’s faux DJ booth.

      “Hey, Daisy,” he said, smiling widely. “Ready to go back home?”

      “Not quite,” I replied. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I haven’t finished my work in progress, and I was wondering if it was possible to stay at Coyote Island for an extra day?”

      Sawyer stroked his chin. “We don’t usually allow that, but it’s ultimately up to Mr. Bregoli. Would you like me to ask for you?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Alright, but don’t expect a yes,” Sawyer warned. “Pack your bags and be ready to leave with everyone else tomorrow morning. I’ll let you know if I get a different answer.”
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      Once more, I slept through the night without any supernatural interruptions. Most people would be glad of this fact, but I felt thoroughly disappointed when I awoke in the morning without a word from Matilda.

      The hallways bustled with activity as the writers prepared to leave Coyote Island. Suitcases bumped down the stairs. The staff began cleaning the vacated rooms to prepare them for the wait until next year’s retreat. The writers exchanged last-minute conversations with their friends and mentors.

      As I zipped my suitcase, Sawyer knocked on my open door.

      “Hey there,” he said. “I talked to Mr. Bregoli. He says you’re welcome to stay until tomorrow morning with the rest of the clean-up staff. When they head back to the mainland, so should you.”

      Excitement rippled through me at the thought of having the entire estate to myself. Surely Matilda would show herself at some point throughout the day.

      “Thank you,” I said, hugging Sawyer. “You’ve been a great retreat leader.”

      “You’ve been an excellent guest,” he returned. “I hope to see you again. We love having our writers come back to us. Are you coming out to say goodbye to everyone?”

      “Paige might kill me if I don’t.”

      I followed Sawyer to the frontmost courtyard, where the rest of the writers were loading their things into two different passenger vans. Paige tossed her duffel into the trunk then came over to me.

      “No suitcase, eh?” she asked. “Does that mean I’m heading to the mainland without you?”

      “I’m afraid it does.”

      She threw her arms around me and squeezed tightly. “That’s okay. I’ll forgive you.” She withdrew and, to my surprise, wiped a tear from her long eyelashes. “Ugh, sorry for crying. I didn’t expect to make any friends here, and I’m really going to miss you. Will you promise to keep in touch? And come visit me in Seattle?”

      I held up a two-fingered Scout’s honor. “I promise.”

      She laughed thickly. “Now you’re getting the hang of it.” She gave me another hug. “Don’t work too hard while you’re here, and if you still don’t finish your project, you better not blame yourself. Got me?”

      “I got you. Good luck with your meetings, soon-to-be published author Paige Owens.”

      She beamed and tipped her baseball hat as she took her seat in the van.

      “Out of the way,” a gruff voice said behind me. Dean threw his suitcase on top of everyone else’s and turned to face me. “I guess this is it. Do me a favor and don’t suck as a writer. That’ll reflect poorly on me.”

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      “Did I say I’d miss you? I don’t recall.”

      He tried to get in the van, but before he could, I forced him to hug me. He cleared his throat, eyes getting misty, and patted me on the back. Then he ducked quickly into the van. Through the window, I saw him dabbing his cheeks with the hem of his shirt.

      The vans rolled out, kicking dust up from the cobblestone driveway. I waited until they disappeared into the trees before turning to face the estate. It seemed larger without as many people to occupy it. The staff, as always, made themselves practically invisible, as did Mr. Bregoli, so it seemed as if I had the entire place to myself.

      I walked from wing to wing, exploring corners I hadn’t noticed before. I roved every square inch of the estate’s exterior, determined to memorize it before I had to leave. I put no pressure on myself to write, sure that ideas would form in my head when they were ready. As I roved the lawns, I kept an eye out for the orange cat. It saddened me to think I might not see Apollo again.

      

      The grounds remained quiet and still well into the afternoon. I sat by the pool with my notebook, writing a few sentences here and there. When my head filled with distractions or thoughts that didn’t matter, I dove into the water and did a few laps. Each time I climbed out, I wanted to go back to Brooklyn a little less. Coyote Island was a far more enticing place to write.

      As the sun went down, I wrapped a towel around my waist and headed inside. In the lobby, a man about my age sat on the couch. Startled, I dropped my towel.

      “Oh,” I said as he glanced up. “Are you one of the staff?”

      The man smiled sweetly. He had a nice smile with straight teeth and full lips. He wore a lightly weathered pullover sweatshirt, tan shorts, and expensive sneakers. Something about him seemed oddly familiar.

      “No, no,” he said. “I’m not one of the staff.”

      “Do you know Mr. Bregoli?”

      “No, not personally.”

      As his eyes scanned my body, I retrieved my towel from the floor and swung it around my shoulders to cover as much of myself as possible. The man’s smile widened.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t think anyone is supposed to be here except me and the staff,” I told him firmly. “You should probably go.”

      “You don’t remember me, Devin?”

      My blood ran ice cold. His voice—that’s what made him so familiar. I’d heard his voice before, in a parking lot behind a bookstore in Philadelphia.

      Take it off, Dawkins. Show me who you really are.

      I backed away as he rose from his chair. His smile no longer seemed sweet. Instead, it was terrifying.

      “What are you doing here?” I stuttered. “How did you find me?”

      He inched toward me and flexed his hands, as if remembering what it felt like to pin me to the pavement. “First of all, we were never properly introduced. I’m Brandon. What’s your name?”

      “You know my name,” I spat.

      “No, no. I know your fake name,” he replied. “You fooled the whole world, remember, Devin? I think you owe me your real name.”

      “What is with you assholes?” I demanded. “You all think I owe you something.”

      Brandon’s manic smile didn’t waver. “As for how I found you, that was pretty easy. See, I’ve been tracking your hashtag on Twitter for quite some time now, and I was lucky enough to come across this.”

      He showed me his phone. It was a screenshot of the selfie I’d taken with the fan, Hilary, on the mainland a few days ago. Hilary had included the exact location of our picture, along with a caption that read: Met my writing idol, Devin Dawkins! She’s more incredible in person. She’s doing a writer’s retreat on Coyote Island! How cool is that?

      “Your little fanatic led me right to you,” Brandon said, pocketing the phone. “That was sweet of her, don’t you think? Since we didn’t get to finish what we started in Philly.”

      “I seem to recall you finished just fine,” I growled. My eyes darted around the room, looking for something to use as a weapon, but other than a few heavy books, there wasn’t much to defend myself with.

      “Ooh, she’s feisty,” Brandon said. “I like that in a girl. It means I get to teach you how to be quiet.”

      As I reached the stairs, I toppled a small bookshelf, blocking Brandon’s path. Then I turned tail and ran. I heard him clambering over the fallen books as I barricaded myself in my room and locked the door. I patted my towel, looking for my phone, and came up short.

      “No,” I gasped. “Come on!”

      With no pockets on my swimsuit, the phone must have fallen from my grasp as I’d come inside. I cursed myself for making such an idiot move. Going to the French doors, I scanned the grounds. Someone—a lawn mower or anyone—must be around to help me. But the grass blew pleasantly in the wind with no one to disturb. I didn’t see any of the staff, in the wing or on the grounds below.

      “Devin!” Brandon sang my middle name. He pounded each door on the second floor until he found the one that was locked. His fists rained down on the fragile wood. “Come out, baby. Didn’t you miss me?”

      My head pounded as a resounding crash echoed through the room. He was trying to kick the door in, and from the sound of splintering wood, he would soon succeed.

      I went out to the balcony, gave a silent prayer, and climbed to the other side. It wasn’t a long drop to the ground, but it was tall enough to break something when I landed. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice. With an ear-splitting boom, Brandon’s foot came through the door. I jumped off the balcony.

      I rolled to absorb most of the impact, taking most of the damage on my shoulder. Something popped as I landed, and my collarbone screamed in agony, but I forced myself to my feet. All that mattered was my ability to run.

      I looked back as I sprinted away. Brandon leaned over the balcony, his teeth bared in frustration as I ran off. Now, if I could only find a staff member or a phone.

      I jogged around to the back courtyard and nearly tripped over Maria’s prone body. A huge purple lump grew on the top of her head. Brandon had knocked her out. I knelt to check her pulse and let out a relieved breath when I felt her heartbeat beneath my fingers.

      Heavy footsteps echoed across the cobblestones behind me, and I took off again. I had one advantage over Brandon: I knew the estate far better than he did. I let my instinct take over, weaving past the pool and into the safety of the abandoned north wing. This time, the leftover Christmas decorations gave me a strange sense of comfort as I tore through the living room. Once more, I headed upstairs, intent on finding a place to hide until Brandon gave up.

      I was already on the second floor when I heard him come in.

      “What the hell?” he muttered, no doubt reacting to the confusing stuck-in-the-past decor downstairs. He didn’t let it distract him for long though. “Devin!” he called again. “I saw you come in here.”

      Trying to keep my footsteps quiet, I hurried into the master bedroom and slipped into the huge walk-in closet. In its depths, behind rows of coats and purses, I hid.

      Brandon came up the stairs, not satisfied until he searched the entire house. He checked the smaller rooms first. As I heard him rustling in the baby’s room, anger curdled in my stomach. Of all people, he did not have the right to touch Stefan’s things.

      After a mind-numbing wait, Brandon made his way into the master bedroom. He checked beneath the bed first, then under the desk. He glanced into the adjoining bathroom and found it empty. As he headed for the exit, I lost a breath, but his eyes caught the entry to the closet at the last second. That terrible smile returned.

      “Devin,” he whispered, coming toward me.

      I watched him through a small part in the hanging coats as he pulled the closet door open and walked inside. As he examined the clothes hanging opposite me, I inched around as quietly as possible, trying to avoid discovery.

      I had almost made it to the door when my foot got caught up in the long train of a fancy ball gown. The gown rattled on its hanger, and Brandon’s head whipped around to face the noise.

      I thundered from the closet, taking Brandon by surprise. He surged after me as I careened from the master bedroom. Near the stairs, he lunged and caught me around the waist. All of my weight crashed into the banister as he brought me to the floor. With one hand, he pressed my face to the musty rug. Not again.

      A loud bang echoed through the corridor, followed by glass shattering, and Brandon hollered in pain. His weight shifted off of me, and I shot out from beneath him. Unable to get to my feet in time, I half-fell, half-rolled down the stairs. On the landing, breathless, I looked up. By the looks of things, a vase—that had stood on a table nowhere near the spot where we’d been fighting—had crashed over Brandon’s head. Blood poured from a cut in his eyebrow as he staggered to his feet. Behind him, an accent table lifted itself in the air of its own accord.

      As Brandon grinned, displaying bloody teeth, the table dropped onto his back. He catapulted down the stairs. Stunned, I hardly had time to back away before he rolled to my feet. A woman’s scream split the air, but it wasn’t mine.

      Brandon, worse for wear, staggered to his feet. His grin, at last, had dropped. “How did you do that?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      “I didn’t do anything. It was her.”

      I pointed up the stairs, and Brandon turned to look. On the second-floor landing stood Matilda, looking very much dead. Her face was pale, and the bottom half of her white dressing gown was soaked in blood. Brandon stumbled backward and crashed into me. I shoved him away.

      “You’re doing something!” he accused, taking me roughly by the arms.

      Matilda screamed again and hurled a glass picture frame to the first floor. It narrowly missed Brandon’s head. He yelled and, keeping hold of me, ran outside. No matter how strongly I planted my feet, he dragged me with him.

      The dusky sunset was too romantic for the situation at hand. I hoped Matilda would follow as Brandon hauled me along the courtyard, aiming for Greg’s private wing of the house. He threw me to the floor of the kitchen and barricaded the doors behind us.

      “What is going on?” he bellowed. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not doing anything!”

      He roared in anger, took a pan from the hanging rack, and threw it as hard as he could. I dashed out of the way, but the handle ricocheted off my shin, splitting the skin. I seized the pan and threw it back, hitting Brandon in the kneecap. He buckled with a yowl.

      As I scrambled away, Brandon leapt across the kitchen and closed the gap between us. He flattened me to the floor, using his whole body to keep mine in place, just as he had the first time. My cheek pressed against the cold tile and his blood dripped onto my face. His fingers yanked at the hem of my swimsuit.

      “Take it off, Dawkins,” he whispered. “Show me who you really are.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Not again. Not again.

      A gunshot went off.
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      When the ringing in my ears stopped, I looked up. Greg Bregoli stood over me, his face set with fury, a shotgun in his grasp. Brandon had gone still, and a puddle of something warm spread around my legs.

      “Is he dead?” I gasped.

      “No.”

      Greg unloaded the shotgun and placed the weapon on the kitchen counter. Then, using his cane, he flipped Brandon off of me. I scrambled to my feet.

      Brandon was completely unconscious. Blood seeped from several wounds on his lower legs, where the shotgun spread had landed. Greg took off his belt and wrapped it around one of Brandon’s thighs, tying it tightly to stop the blood loss.

      “Idiot,” Greg muttered, checking his handiwork. “Comes into my home, attacks my guest. I don’t think so.” Once he was finished with Brandon, he reached for the landline and dialed a private number. “I’ve got a situation here, Phillip. Shotgun wounds and some lacerations.” Greg visually inspected me. “And a possible broken collarbone. Thanks, bud. See you soon.”

      He hung up and walked away. He returned shortly, leaning on his cane, and retrieved the shotgun. “Come with me.”

      I didn’t question him as I followed Greg deeper into the private wing of the estate. I couldn’t care less if Brendan died of blood loss, as long as he didn’t regain consciousness and come after me.

      In a magnificent bathroom, Greg offered me a fresh washcloth and gestured to the sink. “Wash your face. His blood is all over it. What happened? Do you know him?”

      “Not really.” I turned on the water. “He’s attacked me before. Guess he didn’t get his fill last time.”

      “He won’t be going anywhere soon,” Greg said. “He’s lucky I didn’t shoot him in the head. Don’t worry. The police are on their way.”

      “Is that who you called?”

      He nodded. “I have a friend on the force with helicopter and speedboat access. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Bregoli,” I said. “If you hadn’t intervened, I’m not sure what might have happened.”

      Greg suddenly looked very tired as he lowered himself to sit on the edge of the bathtub. “This is my place of safety. I won’t let anyone terrorize me or my guests. Come on, let’s get you situated.”

      

      A few minutes later, Greg had settled me on a plush couch in a cozy living room, wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, and made me instant hot chocolate.

      “Maria,” I remembered. “She’s unconscious in the courtyard.”

      “She’s okay,” Greg assured me. “She came to find me. She’s resting upstairs.”

      “And Matilda—?”

      Greg’s eyebrows arched. “You know about Matilda?”

      I bowed my head sheepishly. “I sort of researched your family while I was on the mainland.”

      “Oh.” Greg sank into the couch opposite mine and rested his cane against the coffee table. “Then I suppose you want some kind of explanation, don’t you?”

      “An explanation wouldn’t hurt.”

      “You saw Apollo.”

      “Yes, I did. A few times.”

      Greg looked me over. “Apollo has been dead for many years.”

      “He's very lively for a dead cat,” I commented.

      He let out a small chuckle. “You’re taking this rather well.”

      “I thought I was crazy,” I admitted. “But I had a feeling I wasn’t. Do you mind filling in the gaps?”

      Greg leaned into the sofa and made himself comfortable. “I think you know most of the story. My wife, Matilda, was pregnant with our son, Stefan. She died giving birth to him, and he passed away shortly after.”

      “Here?” I asked. “On the island?”

      He nodded. “We wanted to have a home birth. We hired a medical team, but we didn’t expect so many complications. Matilda couldn’t give birth naturally, so they performed a C-section.”

      “But she was anemic,” I said.

      “They didn’t have blood to give her,” Greg added. “They weren’t prepared. We weren’t prepared. I lost both of them.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” He sniffled but remained in control of his emotions. “You might have guessed they’re still around.”

      The image of Matilda, bleeding at the top of the stairs, filled my head.

      “Are they okay?” I asked. “Are they happy the way they are?”

      “Most of the time,” Greg replied. “We make do.”

      I sipped my hot chocolate, contemplating this information. “Why me? Has anyone else been able to see or hear them?”

      “A few writers over the years have,” Greg said. “But it’s rare. You asked me why I’d been watching you. It’s because the room you are staying in used to be my wife’s writing room. She would type her poems in there, at that typewriter.”

      “Did she write my book for me?”

      “Sorry?”

      “I was struggling to write my manuscript pages,” I explained. “That typewriter was broken. Then one day I woke up and it was fixed. Someone had written my manuscript for me.”

      Greg smiled softly. “I fixed the typewriter while you were at a mentor meeting. I’d been meaning to do it for ages. As for your book, you already know who wrote it.”

      “Who?”

      “You, of course.”

      Stunned, I said nothing. Greg reached across the coffee table and patted my knee.

      “Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “You always had it in you.”

      “But I didn’t write it,” I replied. “I have no memory of it.”

      “I watched you type that entire story from my wing of the house,” Greg said. “You worked through the entire night.”

      “You saw me?”

      “I did,” he said. “My guess is that my dear Matilda helped you along, but the words came from your head, Daisy. No one else’s.”

      Before I could reply, a man’s deep voice echoed through the kitchen. “Greg? Are you here?”

      “On my way, Phillip!” Greg called. Using his cane, he pushed himself to his feet. “Wait here. I’ll come get you when everything’s all cleaned up.”

      Not much later, Greg returned with a handsome police officer in tow. The officer knelt at a comfortable distance from the couch, in a show of not invading my space.

      “Daisy Dawkins?” he asked. “I’m Phillip. Do you mind if I check out your shoulder?”

      “Is he gone?” I whispered. “Is Brandon gone?”

      “He’s being transported to a hospital, where he will be treated and restrained,” Phillip reported. “He’ll be arrested and charged for battery and trespassing on private property, among other things. You won’t have to worry about him anymore.” He studied me with kind eyes and asked again, “Can I look at your shoulder?”

      Slowly, I let him come forward. He pressed gently on my collarbone, and I hissed in pain. Phillip withdrew.

      “We’re going to need to treat that,” he said. “Ever ridden in a helicopter?”

      I glanced at Greg, who nodded encouragingly.

      “It’s not too scary,” Greg said. “Would you like me to come with you?”

      “You would leave the island?”

      “You were attacked at my home,” he replied, as Phillip helped me up. “It’s the least I can do. Besides, on the way, we can talk about how I’m going to poach you from your current publishing company. Byron Barnett is your publisher, I believe? I’ve always hated that guy.”

      

      One Year Later

      

      I squealed with joy as I came off the ferry at Coyote Island and ran into Paige’s waiting arms. She yelped excitedly and spun me around. Then we held each other at arm’s length to get a better look.

      “I missed you!” Paige crooned. “You look great!’

      “You look great.” I squeezed her biceps. “Have you been working out?”

      She flexed. “Hell yeah.”

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and dragged my bag to the waiting passenger van. After waving to Sawyer, Paige and I both got in.

      “Tell me everything,” I begged Paige as we began the drive around the lake. “Your book is about to come out!”

      Paige let out another squeal. “I know, it’s less than a month away! I’m so excited, but I don’t want to talk about myself. Is it true? Are you officially done with Barnett?”

      I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin. “Yes, ma’am. You are looking at the newest member of the Bregoli Publishing family.”

      Sawyer flinched as Paige screamed with excitement. “Ladies, do you mind keeping it down? This van isn’t as big as it looks.”

      “Sorry,” we chorused.

      “Tell me all about it,” Paige said, smacking my legs. “How did you get out of your contract?”

      “Greg bought me out,” I explained. “It was a complicated process. Byron didn’t want to let Heirs of Earth go. That’s why it’s taken an entire year to make things official. And—you’ll never believe this—Greg hired Kiara to edit my books for Bregoli. He gave her a pay raise and everything.”

      Paige placed a hand over her heart. “That little old man is such an angel. How will we ever thank him?”

      “By writing good books,” I replied. “It’s the least I can do after everything he’s done for me. I know he spent a chunk of change on my contract and the rights to Heirs of Earth.”

      “How’s your writer’s block?”

      “Non-existent,” I said happily. “Book two is finished, and book three is underway. Oh, and Greg is re-launching the series with my first name on the cover.”

      Paige high-fived me. “That’s amazing!”

      “It ain’t shabby.”

      The van rounded the lake, and the estate came into view. I sighed contentedly.

      “I wish I could come here more often,” I said.

      “I’m just glad we were invited back,” Paige replied. “How cool is it that they asked us to do guest lectures for the writers this year?”

      “So cool.”

      “I bet you’ll be a mentor at this thing in a few years,” she guessed, nudging me.

      “I’d love that.”

      When Sawyer pulled the van to a stop, Greg Bregoli waited for us in the courtyard. He waved with his cane as I climbed out of the van.

      “Welcome back!” he called, ambling over to hug me. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “Me too, Mr. Bregoli.” I gazed up at the familiar balconies. “Is she still here?”

      Greg knew exactly who I was talking about. “Of course.”

      “Do you think—?” I hesitated, unsure if my question was appropriate. “Do you think she’ll ever move on?”

      “I am selfish,” Greg said. “I don’t want her to, so she stays. So do Stefan and Apollo. They are my family, and so they stay. Come inside, won’t you? It looks like rain.”

      Together, we entered the estate.

      

      Hi! I hope you enjoyed my latest series. Quality story telling is very important to me. It’s my living, and I can’t thank you enough for your support and for taking the time to read this book. But the learning never stops, and your feedback is vital to improving each new series I explore.

      

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review on Amazon here: Leave a Review Here!

      

      If you would be so kind, please leave a review showering the book with endless praise. Of course, I’m joking, but it would be great to hear from you. If there are any issues you had with the story or any pesky errors or concerns, feel free to email me and let me know. I’d love to hear your feedback, regardless. Your support allows me to do what I do, and I’m in your debt. In a way, I work for you, the reader. So let me know if I’m doing the job. Thanks again and, please, feel free to contact me or leave a review for the book at your earliest convenience.
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