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Disturbance

I didn’t hate my job at the Green Tea Leaf.  Really, I didn't.  But some evenings even waitressing at this little hidden gem in San Luis Obispo could be unbearable.  It was Thursday night, which meant the streets were crawling with people in town for the farmers market, and it was rush week.  Every last perky sorority girl and conceited frat guy was out prowling the masses, pressing all the young, impressionable people into uncomfortable conversations complete with big, fake, bleached-toothed smiles and forced enthusiasm.  And for some ungodly reason, one of these girls was pestering me.

Okay, there were two things very wrong with this situation.  First, I was in no way, shape or form impressionable.  In fact, I think I was born with my opinions already intact.  Yup, I’d been forcing my independent nature on the world even before I could talk.  And secondly, anyone with half a brain could tell, on looks alone, that I was not sorority girl material.  My black hair was more than a dozen shades away from being platinum blond and the streak that was dyed electric violet only accentuated that fact.  Furthermore, if the small assortment of silver hoops in each of my ears didn’t scream rebel, then my lovely little collection of tattoos sure did.  They had been a birthday present to me, from me, as well as a nice way to remind myself that, thankfully, I no longer lived under the tyranny of my rigid, stodgy foster parents.

That’s right, the day I turned eighteen they’d met me in the living room with all my bags packed and ready to go.

“If you continue to live this ridiculous lifestyle of yours and refuse to accept our rules, then we can no longer support you,” my father had said as my mother watched on in stone silence.

At least the woman had had the decency to look regretful.  Fortunately, I’d already enrolled in classes at Cuesta, the local community college which was much more affordable than the better-known Cal Poly, and had narrowed down a few possible apartments in San Luis.  Okay, they were more like economy-sized closets than anything else but they would suit my simple needs and that was all I could afford on my meager student loan anyway.  Finding a job had been tougher.  Just when my stubborn insistence on keeping my pride intact started to falter, I’d stumbled upon the Green Tea Leaf and the Help Wanted sign.  It had been a gift from the gods of outcast orphans.

A bark of laughter from one of the tables snapped me back to the present and the grinning blond hovering in front of the serving counter.  I arched one of my eyebrows, the one not pierced, and drew in a deep breath that I hoped would encourage patience.

“So, I think you’d be a wonderful addition to Delta Sigma Lambda,” the bright-eyed blond chattered.  “Here’s a flier with a list of our upcoming activities.”

Gritting my teeth and trying not to be rude, I reached out a hand and took the neon pink paper, skimming it as the girl studied my black-and-silver nail polish and equally dark eyeliner.  For the first time since entering the Tea Leaf, her lips twitched in uncertainty.

That’s right Barbie, you picked the wrong victim.

My eyes raced across the list of vomit-inducing social events.  A barbecue with one of the frat houses, a themed pool party where the guests were encouraged to dress as movie stars from the fifties, a scavenger hunt that included visiting all the bars in town.

Ugh.  Not a single one of these “Nights of Fun” appealed to me.  I sniffed and snapped the flier back at the girl.  She actually squeaked and jumped an inch.  Time to turn on the famous Robyn Dunbarre charm I’d often used in high school.

“Thanks, but no thanks.  I’m a neo-pagan and I prefer to spend my evenings sacrificing small animals and chanting to the gods while drinking blood and dancing naked around a bonfire.  Unless you have some of those activities planned, I don’t think I'll be joining you.”

The girl’s blue eyes widened and her jaw dropped open.

I splayed my fingers on the countertop and smiled as she made a beeline for the exit.

“Dude, Robyn,” Jonathon, one of my co-workers, whispered, “I know Margie thinks you’re the long lost troubled niece she never had, but one of these days she’s going to hear one of your snide remarks and then you’ll be busted.”

I snorted and tossed my hair, cut shorter than it had been in high school.  Margie was the owner of the Green Tea Leaf.  A sweet, middle-aged woman who employed a diverse work force and enjoyed supplying the local college kids with something other than fast food and alcoholic beverages to keep them energized.  The Tea Leaf was an organic café as well as a gift and book shop, and much of its wares and fare leaned toward the more eccentric types, such as myself.

“You know, what I said was only half true,” I responded with a sniff.  I turned and regarded Jonathon, his brown eyes skeptical behind tasteful, wire-rimmed glasses.  “I don’t really dance naked or perform animal sacrifices or drink blood.”

“Too bad,” he muttered as he got back to making a cappuccino for one of our patrons.  The machine hissed, blasting steam into the decanter of milk, almost covering up his next words.  Unfortunately, I heard him.  “I wouldn’t mind seeing that.”

“Jonathon!” I gasped, smacking him with a towel.  “There are rules in the work place about sexual harassment, you know!”

Jonathon’s eyes widened in shock and I could have sworn he would’ve fainted had I not smiled and said, “I’m kidding!  I know you didn’t mean it.”

He cleared his throat and finished up with the drink he was preparing.  “Sorry,” he muttered, trying to recover from his embarrassment.

I reached out a hand and squeezed his thin arm.  He towered over me but then again, most people did.  Jonathon, however, was a beanpole: all height and no muscle.  And he was probably the only friend I had in the world at the moment, except for Margie and Kelly, the other girl who worked here in the café.

When Jonathon gave me a sheepish smile I turned back to my work.  With the sorority recruiter long gone, I went back to stocking the shelves.  Most people loathed this part of working in the service industry, but to me it was a nice reprieve from dealing with the public, especially if we had recently received a new shipment of books.  As the smooth, new age music played in the background and mingled with the sputtering of the coffee machines and the chatter of warm, conversational voices, I let my thoughts wander.  Yes, I only had my colleagues to call my closest friends, but that was because those I had known in high school had either gone off to college far away from the Central Coast or, in the case of my friend Meghan, had gone to live in a different world entirely, and I mean that literally.

I paused as I placed a box of organic loose-leaf tea onto one of the shelves and drew my hand down to touch the cool metal band around my neck.  The necklace, well, torque technically, had been a gift from Meghan and her husband, Cade.  I gave a short snort.  It was still hard to think of Meghan as happily married to the hottest guy I’d ever seen.  It was even harder to imagine she was living in the Otherworld, a place I’d been semi-obsessed with for years.  All throughout high school I was the one in our little group of friends who’d been into Wicca and anything pagan.  Of course, I had never really believed the Otherworld existed.  I’d always assumed it was more of a spiritual place one might journey to in the afterlife.  Turned out, I was wrong.

“Robyn, could you help me at the counter?” Jonathon called from up front.

I coughed and set the box of tea down.

“Yeah, sure!” I answered, brushing my hands down the apron I wore.

I glanced at the clock on my way through the small dining area.  Ten more minutes until the end of my shift.  Ahhh, bliss.

* * *
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Downtown San Luis Obispo was still crowded when I left work.  There were always people out and about after dark, yet with the new school year just around the corner, college students old and new were making their way onto campus and settling in as they awaited the first day of class.  A large clump of young students, made obvious by all the Cal Poly gear they wore, stood in my way.  Gritting my teeth, I hiked my purse farther up onto my shoulder, wrapped my arms around my torso and ducked my head, ready to burrow my way through them like a bull.  I managed to escape the press of fresh-faced incoming freshmen with nary a bruise nor shout of irritation thrown my way and soon I was enjoying the privilege of personal space as the crowd thinned.

The night was chilly, but not unbearable.  Loosening up the death grip on myself, I glanced up at the banners welcoming the students back to school, their gold and green colors warped from the orange glow of streetlights.  Cal Poly was the local state college, a good school but way too expensive for my budget.  Cuesta was a better fit, and my student loans paid most of the cost.  What the loans didn’t cover I had to work for; hence my job at the Green Tea Leaf.  I was all on my own after all, no proud parents willing to sacrifice some of their spending money so their daughter could improve herself by earning a better education.  I guess if I fit into their image of a perfect child, my foster parents would lend me the money I needed, but there was no way in hell I was going to change for them.  Not because I was stubborn or thought their beliefs were ridiculous.  That wasn’t the case, though they would never believe me if I told them so.  They thought I was a lost soul and the only way for me to be saved was to cast aside my ‘sinful and heathen ways’.  Unfortunately for them, that’s who I was.  I knew deep down in my soul that their way of life wasn’t for me.  I only wished they could understand that.

Sighing, I tossed my hair over my shoulder and turned down a familiar alley.  My house was only six blocks from the Green Tea Leaf, but I could cut that distance in half if I took a few shortcuts and I had left my bike at home this morning.  Okay, technically it wasn’t my house.  I rented out the basement apartment from the four girls who lived in the main building.  The space was small, but I made it work.  I had a bathroom with a shower, a spacious living room and a kitchenette off to the side.  I’d taken down the doors to the closet to convert it into a bedroom of sorts.  My twin bed fit inside the alcove perfectly, and a set of drapes closed most of it off from the living room.  Heck, it wasn’t a four-star hotel, but it was home.

I took one more turn past one of the local high schools and ended up on a quiet street decorated with a variety of Victorian-era houses, all of them in different states of decay.  None of the buildings were completely derelict, but a few could definitely use some fresh paint and a garden renovation: a common problem in a college town.

The house I lived in was toward the end of the road, a pink, two-story structure complete with lacy molding around the windows and a covered front porch.  My roommates, well, housemates really, must have been throwing a party because the door hung wide open, the lights were on and rap music was blaring from the windows, making the panes of glass rattle inside their frames.  Three guys holding red plastic cups, undoubtedly full of beer, laughed and conversed on the path leading from the gate.  I cringed as I passed by them since every other word of the conversation was an f-bomb.  Lovely.  Made one question a society’s education system.

Fortunately, the three vocabulary-challenged party-goers didn’t notice me as I bypassed the porch and headed for the side of the house.  The door to my basement apartment was sunken into the side of the building and framed by an arbor of clematis.  The flowering vine, along with the side garden space, had led me to choose this apartment above all the others when I first looked.  There had been a few places that had extra living space for the same rent, but none of them featured a yard for planting flowers, herbs or vegetables, many of which were now ripe.  I didn’t hang out with my Wiccan friends from high school anymore, but I still needed that connection with the earth and growing things.  Breathing in the muted scent of flowers and spicy herbs, I let my purse drop from my shoulder.

I dug around for my house key in the semi-dark, gritting my teeth against the pounding music, and continued crude conversation on the porch above me.

A rustling in the bushes at the edge of the yard drew my attention away from my task the way a gunshot spooked a horse.  The house sat not too far from the place where the road dead-ended and the land sloped downward into a small ravine.  A seasonal creek cut through the gap and ran behind the house.  Above the creek, an old road bridge stretched across the breach, creating a popular campground for some of the homeless people who called San Luis Obispo home.  In my experience, most of them were harmless and usually kept to themselves.  Unfortunately, a handful were dangerous.  Drug use and mental illness combined with desperation often stripped people of their humanity.  I hoped that the disturbance I’d heard just a few feet away wasn’t someone looking for an easy victim.

Whatever had been moving in the bushes stopped, and I quickly got back to my task of hunting for my keys.  Probably just another stray cat or dog.  A moment later my hand swept across something hard and metallic.  Aha!  There they were!

Before I could so much as pull my keys free, however, something crashed through the shrubs that grew thick at the end of the street about fifty feet away.  I jumped in surprise and dropped my bag.  One of the homeless men who frequented the campsite beyond the end of our street stumbled onto the pavement, his arms and threadbare jacket wrapped around something.  I squinted and tried to make out his features in the faint glow of the streetlamp.  Despite his dirty clothes and shaggy hair and beard, I recognized him.  It was Jerry, an older man who had been living on the streets probably as long as I’d been alive.  I had talked to him from time to time and discovered that he was one of the kinder people who shared our city.  Seeing him now, clearly trying to escape while hiding something, worried me.  As far as I knew, he wasn’t into the drug scene and he didn’t waste what little money he managed to scrape together on alcohol.  He also had a soft spot for the local stray dogs and cats, and I could sympathize with that.

Forgetting my desire to get inside and catch up on my favorite TV shows with a nice mug of tea, I turned back toward the street and headed to the edge of our fence.

“Jerry?” I called out.

At first he didn’t hear me.  I noticed the distress on his face, and my concern spiked.

“Jerry!” I tried again.

This time he jumped and turned to look at me.  The fear and anguish in his eyes increased, or maybe that was just the tears gathering in their corners.

“They got the rest of the litter,” he rasped in that gravelly voice of his.

I furrowed my brow.  “What?”

“They got the litter, and the mama cat.”

Carefully, he pulled back his jacket and drew his arm out, revealing two tiny kittens in his huge hand, both pale in color.

“Who has the other kittens?” I asked, even more worried now.

“Them punks who come down and try to take my Maggie.”

Maggie was his dog, another stray he’d taken in to keep him company.  Most of the meager change he managed to coax out of strangers he spent on food for her.

“Wh-what do they want to do with them?” I murmured.

I had moved beyond the fence and was now much closer to Jerry.

“They is in some kind of cult.  They, they-”

His voice trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish.  My heart dropped into my stomach, and my skin began to prickle.  I had a pretty good idea what kind of cult he was talking about.

“Jerry, stay up here, I’m going to go check it out.”

He shook his head vigorously, so I pulled out my cell phone.  “I’m just going to look.  Maybe it isn’t what you think.  And here’s my phone.  If it looks dangerous, I’ll come back up here and call the police.”

Jerry pulled the two kittens back in close and shuffled off to the side of the road.  Taking that as a sign to proceed, I headed toward the end of the street.  Yes, it was unwise of me to approach a gang of sadists who were probably getting their kicks by torturing a cat and her kittens, but the raw anger that boiled up in me refused to let it go.  I doubted a petite girl of five-foot-three could intimidate them into finding a less cruel hobby, but I had to try.  I had my waspish personality to arm myself with, after all.

When I reached the end of the street, I could just pick out the low voices of a few people muttering.  No, not muttering, chanting.  That was odd.  Most bored teenagers who took up animal cruelty in groups thought their actions were so hilarious.  I expected obnoxious laughter, not soft chanting.  Feeling a little bolder, I squeezed my way past branches and leaves and had to brace myself a few times as the narrow dirt trail shifted downward.  A minute or so later I spotted the site where many of the homeless camped, a cleared-out patch of land tucked beneath the street bridge and above the shallow creek.  What I saw next made me draw in a sharp breath.  Five figures, all dressed in black hooded sweatshirts with the hoods up and cinched tight around their faces, stood in a circle.  In the middle of the circle stood what appeared to be a small fire pit constructed of stone.  Instead of flames dancing inside the stone circle, I saw something else crawling around in there: kittens.  A harsh yowl from the bushes told me where the mother was.  My heart clenched, and I gritted my teeth.  Poor things.

The chanting stopped, and my eyes returned to those surrounding the fire pit.  The lighting down here wasn’t that great but there was enough streaming down from the road bridge above for me to make out a few details.  Their sweatshirts were all the same, black with a large, silver inverted pentagram emblazoned on the front.  Someone pulled out a cigarette lighter and a clump of something that looked like dried sage.  And that’s when I figured out what I was dealing with.  Wonderful.  A group of neo-pagans who would rather destroy the gifts of nature than rejoice in them.  I was ninety-nine percent certain that these lunatics weren’t really pagan at all.  They just used paganism as a cover for their carnage while making the rest of us look bad.

Silver flashed and I realized that one of them had a knife.  Okay, things were getting pretty serious really fast.  Time to climb back up to the street and call the cops.  I didn’t want these sick bastards seeing me.  I shifted my feet so I could turn around and head back up the trail.  Unfortunately, my movement caused a large rock to come loose from its resting place and slide down the hill.

The five dark figures forgot about the squirming kittens and turned to stare directly at me.  Well, at least I thought they were staring at me.  Hard to tell with those dark hoods pulled up over their heads.  Abandoning stealth, I bolted forward, digging my feet into the loose sand of the steep trail and using the roots and branches on either side to pull myself upward.  The loud crackle of breaking foliage behind me announced their pursuit and my heart kicked up its pace.  Would these people be bold enough to murder me?  Did they want to risk being caught by the police?  Did they care?

Panting, I pushed myself harder.  Almost to the top of the trail, almost.  A hand grabbed my shoulder and I caught a quick glimpse of a tattoo between the thumb and index finger.  A skull with goat horns and sharp, elongated canine teeth.  The symbol was familiar, but before I was able to recall anything else about it, the fingers tightened, digging into my skin, and I felt myself being yanked backward.  I couldn’t freeze.  If I froze, then these people would have me and goodness knows what they’d do to me.  I couldn’t suppress the small cry that escaped my throat, but in the end I think it helped me.  My attacker’s hold relaxed a tiny bit, and I took advantage of the moment by lifting my leg and kicking back as hard as I could.  My foot made contact with something soft, the person’s stomach or groin.  I was hoping for the latter.  Either way, his hand released my shoulder, and I could hear him falling back and crashing into his friends.

I dug the toes of my shoes like a mountain goat into the steep trail and pushed with all my strength.  By the time I stumbled out of the brush and onto the street, I was shaking and nearly stumbled over my own feet.

Jerry came shuffling over, still holding the kittens.  “You okay?”

I gasped and continued to head farther away from the end of the road.  Nodding, I breathed, “I think so.  I’m going to call the police, though.  Not sure if the kittens got away.  Hopefully I distracted them long enough.”

Jerry looked nervous and I couldn't blame him.  The police officers might force him out of the place he called home.  I really didn’t want to go through the hassle of filing a report, but maybe it wouldn’t come to that.  I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number.  When I got someone on the line, I reported that I’d seen a group of people going down into the homeless camp near my house and that I thought I saw them carrying knives.  Not the complete truth, but it might encourage the cops to look into it.  Hopefully, that would scare the bastards away and I wouldn’t have to get any more involved than I already was.

I hung up and moved closer to my basement apartment.  If those idiots wanted to come after me, they’d have a hard time doing anything with the party raging in the house.

Five minutes later, a police car pulled around the corner, and my roommates’ guests scattered like cockroaches.  The car came to a stop beside the curb, and I stepped out of my basement room.  Jerry had long since disappeared, and I’d decided to play it safe by locking my doors.  I had spent the time it took the cops to get here thinking about that tattoo.  Back when I was still regularly attending outings with my Wiccan friends they had warned me about a small gang around town who liked to dabble in black magic.  They called themselves the Noctyrnum and frequently practiced animal sacrifice.  It was people like them that made ultra-religious people like my foster parents equate “pagan” with “devil worshipper”.  And that tattoo on my attacker’s hand was the spitting image of the small, black symbols I’d seen painted in random places throughout San Luis.

“Noctyrnum,” Claire, the founding member of our group, had said with a grim expression.  “Do not mess with these guys.  They make the wannabe vampire crowd look like little girls having a tea party.”

That had been over a year ago, right after I’d moved up here and enrolled at Cuesta.  At first I had been a regular member of Claire’s pagan group, Earth Bound, but eventually school and my job got in the way.  Gradually, my attendance tapered off until I stopped going altogether.  It had been three months since I’d last made it to a meeting, and as I thought about that tattoo and what I’d say to the police, I realized just how much I'd missed going.  Maybe it was time to get back in touch.

Sighing, I walked down the narrow strip of concrete that stretched from my door to the sidewalk, my senses on high alert for any sounds coming from the bushes at the end of the street.  The window of the police car rolled down as I approached.

“Were you the one who called about gang activity in this area?” the officer asked.

I nodded.  “At the end of the street.”  I pointed to where the asphalt came to an end some fifty yards away.  “A group of young adults dressed in black and wearing hoods went down that way.  I thought I saw one or two of them with a knife, and I know that some homeless people sleep down there sometimes.  I was afraid they were planning on hurting some of them.”

The officer turned his head and said something to his partner, then looked back at me.

“We’ll check it out.  You can go back inside now.”

“Thank you,” I said as they turned off their car and started to clamber out.

Once back in the relative safety of my apartment, I put a kettle of water on the stove and prepared a pot of tea.  While I waited for the water to boil I pulled my curtains to the side and watched as the officers’ flashlight beams disappeared down the trail.  Good.  That should scare them off, at least for tonight.  If I was lucky, that would be the last I’d ever see or hear of them in this area.

​-Two-

Admirer

Jonathon gave me a curious look as I came tumbling into the Green Tea Leaf the following morning.  I was half an hour late, even with the land speed records I had shattered pedaling my bike through the morning traffic to get there.  Tardiness was a habit I had been trying to break since high school, and although I was prone to being five or even ten minutes late, half an hour was pushing it even for me.  Fortunately, I still had a few minutes to gather myself before the café actually opened.

“You okay?” he asked as he handed me my apron.

I snatched it out of his hand, then immediately regretted it.  It wasn’t Jonathon’s fault that I’d been chased by devil-worshippers in the wee hours of the night, only to spend the rest of it tossing and turning because my dreams had been haunted by the images of goat-horned vampires coming for my blood.

“Sorry,” I grumbled, pressing a hand to my aching head.  “Rough night.”

“I’ll say,” Jonathon muttered.

Although Jonathon wasn’t a close friend, he was what I’d call a reliable one.  His mother had been born and raised in Africa, and Jon and his family traveled there at least once a year, so the two of us always had something interesting to talk about.  His stories about his father were his favorites to tell.

“Dad’s paler than death, so he stands out like a sore thumb, especially when he tries to wear the tribal garb.  Doesn’t really work for his skin tone.”

He showed me a picture once of his dad in a long tunic of royal purple trimmed with scarlet and gold.  Snickering, I found myself agreeing with Jonathon, though I had to give his dad credit for trying.

The sound of the door swinging open snapped me back to attention.  Our first customer of the day.  Time to get focused.

I spent the first part of the morning in a sleep-deprived haze.  My shift only lasted two hours, but it felt like ten.  By the time I was hanging up my apron and heading out the door, I was somewhat awake - which was good because I needed my wits about me if I was to survive four hours of classes.

Later, on my way to the bus stop, I tripped on a patch of uneven concrete.  Okay, Robyn, snap out of it.  You’ve pulled late hours before trying to finish a book or a research paper and weren’t nearly this disoriented.  But it wasn’t the lack of sleep that was affecting me.  It was the memory of those dreams.  Never before had I had such realistic and terrifying nightmares.  The visions had taken me back to the steep trail, but instead of pulling away from the hand that grabbed my shoulder, I’d fallen back into the throng of people.  Rough hands tugged my hair and grabbed me in places that made my mouth go dry even now.  As my attackers dragged me back down to the creek, groping me and tightening their grip, their human flesh peeled away and they became creatures like the one in that tattoo.  They shoved me down, and as four of them pinned my arms and legs to the ground, the one who took on the role of their leader began chanting, that same chant they’d used with the kittens.  My heart was beating nearly out of my chest and I struggled, though I didn't stand a chance against them.  They were all so strong and tall, and all I could do was whimper and continue to thrash.

Then something really weird happened.  My fingers and toes began to prickle, and when I looked down, I noticed a current of pale violet strings moving over the surface of my skin.  No, not strings.  I couldn't say what it was, but it reminded me of something.  During the nightmare I had been at a loss to know what, but now that I had time to contemplate it, I realized it had looked like electricity.  That was it.  Like one of those plasma globes I’d once seen at a science fair; however, instead of being inside a glass ball, the tendrils of light were crawling over my skin.  I shivered, recalling the strange sensation, like my arm coming back to life after I’d slept on it all night.  That’s probably what really happened and somehow it had worked its way into my dream.

I glanced up from my daydream and noticed no one was sitting on the bench at the bus stop.  Thank the gods!  I almost ran the last few feet and plopped down onto the rough wood, not caring if the splinters jabbed me through my leggings.  A few minutes later, my bus pulled up, the brakes hissing as they brushed aside a pile of dead leaves.  Heaving my bag onto my shoulder, I stepped up, flashed the driver my pass, and took note of my fellow travelers.  An elderly lady near the front who looked one grocery tote short of bag lady status, five guys whose glasses and polo shirts suggested they worked in the computer department out at Cuesta, one middle-aged man who may or may not have just escaped from the local correctional facility, a girl my age dressed in workout clothes, and-

A wave of slight annoyance rolled through my stomach.  Standing in the back of the bus and clutching onto one of the hand holds for dear life was Evan Miller.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn the guy was stalking me.  I’d met him in my very first class at Cuesta last year.  We had both been freshmen, new and inexperienced in the realm of college life, and Evan had mentioned he was into the Goth scene, so I’d told him about Claire’s pagan group.  Ever since then, he’d followed me around like a puppy.  To be completely honest, he was one of the reasons I wasn’t making more of an effort to return to Earth Bound.

Cursing myself for not thinking to put in my earphones the second I sat on the bench, I gave Evan a forced smile and headed in his direction.  Sure, the guy was on the odd end of the spectrum but I wasn’t going to be rude to him.

“Hey Robyn!  Haven’t seen you in any of the Earth Bound meetings lately.”

Now that was the understatement of the year.

I shrugged.  “Been busy with work and getting back into school mode.”

“Oh yeah, I get it.  No worries.”

He straightened up to a gangly five-foot-ten or so and flipped back his jet black hair, cut at an angle across his face.  In my mind, he resembled some scrawny teen who had just been turned into a vampire.  The notion of vampires made me shiver as the images from my dream resurfaced for a split second.  Okay, no more thoughts in that direction, thank you very much.

“So, what’ve you been up to lately?” he asked.  “How was your summer?”

“Busy.”  Keeping my answers short would eventually get him to stop talking.

“Oh.  I stuck around here.  It’s a long trip to Ohio, you know.  Besides, I took some summer classes and got a part-time job at the used record store . . .”

Evan gabbed on and I just gritted my teeth.  Okay, so perhaps my theory had been wrong.  Maybe the next chance I got I should at least try to take part in the conversation.  Only problem was, I couldn’t think of a thing to say.  By the time the bus pulled up in front of the Cuesta campus, I’d learned that Evan’s parents were getting a divorce, his little sister had gotten into a fight at his old high school, and his position at the record store meant he could get me some good deals on used CD’s.  Ugh.  I was trying really hard to be nice to this guy, but it was tough.

“So, where’s your first class?”

I glanced down at my binder and checked my schedule.  “I have a Business Law class on the west side of campus.”

Still unsure of what I wanted to do with my life, I figured taking a few business courses and getting my general education classes out of the way wouldn’t hurt.  Hey, I might end up running the Green Tea Leaf when Margie retired.  I wouldn’t mind doing that.

“Room 4104?”

Once again I consulted my schedule, already suspecting the answer.

“Yes.”

“Ha!  What a coincidence!  That’s the same class I’m in.  Cool!”

Not cool.  Now I was convinced Evan was stalking me.  Plastering on another fake smile, I stepped forward, my new shadow trailing after me and chattering away as we walked.  Eventually we found the building, just in time for class.

The lecture dragged on forever.  It wasn’t the most exciting subject in the world, and after Evan’s third attempt at making some lame joke about the professor’s hair, I finally gave him my death stare.  No one could survive my death stare.  Evan slammed his mouth shut with a snap, and from that point on the atmosphere improved.

“Will you be making it to the next Earth Bound meeting?” he asked as we filed out of the building with the other students.

Not if you’re going.  I shrugged.  “Maybe, but I doubt it.”

Evan misread my nonchalance.

“Yeah, I'm kind of over that group too.”

Evan bent down and leaned in closer.  Oh, if you even try to kiss me Goth boy I’ll give you a black eye to match that mascara you’re wearing . . .

“I’ve actually joined another group, a better group.  More my style.  I mean, at least that’s the style I’m going for.”

I crinkled my eyebrows at him and took a small step back.  Personal space, dude.

“It’s that group Claire warned us about, you know?  The Noctyrnum.  Look,” he let out a goofy laugh as if he had just been admitted into the cool kids club, “I even got their tattoo!”

Pulling back the black sleeve of his hoodie, he presented his hand.  Cold sweat broke out on my forehead and the blood drained from my face.  Staring back at me was the same symbol I had seen on the guy who’d attacked me the night before.  Instantly, the images from my nightmare came swooping back in on me.  I could feel their hands on me and a putrid smell invaded my nose.  No.  It wasn’t real . . . couldn’t be real . . .  My friend Meghan suddenly came to mind.  She had seen things and heard things like this but she had an excuse; she was Faelorehn.  She was from the Otherworld.  I wasn’t.

The sensations eased a little, and I realized Evan was talking again.  I took a deep breath and willed the monsters to go away.

“Cool, huh?” he was saying.

“Sure,” my voice was a croak.  “Great.  Good for you.  Um, I need to get moving.  My next class starts in a few minutes.  I guess I’ll see you next Friday.”

Evan blinked and dropped his arm, then snapped out of his moment of glory.  “Oh, uh no.  We have this class again on Wednesday, remember?”

“Right.”

I gave him a watery smile and turned to escape, not looking back.  It was a lie, of course.  My next class was in half an hour, but I couldn’t bear to be next to Evan a moment longer.  The Noctyrnum.  The same people who’d attacked me last night.  Had Evan been with them?  Was he the one who grabbed me?  No, that guy was much stronger than Evan, and taller.  But still, how long had he been in the group?  Had he worked his way into the inner circle?  Was he allowed to join the big boys in their nightly gallivanting across the city, drowning puppies and terrifying college girls like me?

Enough Robyn.  No more dwelling on these dark thoughts.  Giving myself a shake, I slowed my pace and turned to head for my next class.  At least it was something interesting: Beginners Astronomy.  Unfortunately, by the time class was over I still hadn’t shaken my paranoid thoughts.  Grabbing a snack and something to drink at the closest vending machine, I made my way to the library.  My business professor had already given us the outline for a research paper that was due at the end of the semester.  I needed a distraction, so I spent a few hours hunting down books and choosing the best ones to take home with me.  Maybe doing some research would help purge my mind.  Or at least put me into a coma.

When I stepped out of the library the sun had already set.  I checked my watch.  The next bus arrived in ten minutes.  By the time I reached the bus stop, a small group of people had already gathered.  I scanned them quickly and released a breath.  Evan wasn’t among them.  The bus pulled up a few seconds later, unloading the students for the evening classes and taking in those weary and ready to go home.  Locating a vacant seat, I checked it for fresh stains and recently discarded gum before I sat down.  This time I did pull my cell phone out, shoving the headphones into my ears before anyone got the false impression that I was cute and cuddly and just dying to hear some tedious life story.

Leaning my head against the window, I counted the dark shadows of the trees as they passed by and let myself get lost in the rhythm of the new age music blasting into my ears.  Twenty minutes later, I hopped off the bus a block away from the Green Tea Leaf.  The door bells of the café chimed merrily as I pushed my way into the coffee-infused air.  Although I preferred tea over coffee, the smell of freshly ground beans always made me smile.

“Hi Robyn,” Kelly, my other co-worker, called out.  She was a freshman at Cal Poly, a year under me, and her parents owned a vineyard out in Edna Valley.  Kelly reminded me of a bubblier version of my friend Tully from high school, and she had a talent for striking up cheerful conversations with whoever walked through our doors.  With her curly red hair and bright green eyes, it was hard not to leave the café in a better mood than the one you came in with.

“Hey,” I responded, dropping my bag in a heap next to a corner table.

Kelly arched a copper brow and pursed her lips.  “You can't be studying for exams already.  School just started!”

I shook my head as I squeezed behind the counter, intent on making myself a mocha.  The smell of coffee put me in the mood, and my rattled brain needed the extra caffeine.

“I had some creepy dreams last night and I'm trying to distract my mind.”

Kelly glanced at my overstuffed pack.  “I see,” she said.  “Want to talk about it?”

I glanced up as I squeezed chocolate syrup all over the whipped cream I'd just slathered into my cup.  “What?”

“Your nightmare.”

“Nah, not really.”  I finished up with my drink and licked some stray syrup off my finger.  Already I was feeling better.  Ahhh, the magical power of chocolate.

“Okay, but I’m here if you need me.”

Kelly patted my shoulder and grinned.  All right, so maybe Jonathon and Kelly weren’t Thomas or Will or Tully, or even Meghan, and maybe I didn’t spend much time with them but they tolerated my shenanigans as much as my old friends had.

“Thanks,” I said, picking up my ridiculously large mug of sugar-spiked coffee before heading back to my table.

I didn’t stay too long, maybe a half an hour, just enough time to finish my mocha and stare at the first page of the book I’d fished out of my bag.  Only a few people came in while I was there, ordering their drinks to go.  Eventually, I got up and returned my empty mug to the sink.

“Off to finish that term paper?” Kelly teased.

I grinned back.  “Maybe.”

“Have fun!” she called over the heads of two patrons making their way to the counter to order.

After retrieving my bike from the alleyway, I placed my bag in the basket and slid onto the seat.  The night had grown cold, the fog rolling in from the ocean on the other side of the coastal hills.  I dug a scarf out from beneath the books and wrapped it around my neck before I started pedaling.  I headed north, cutting across the western edge of the Mission Plaza to reach my neighborhood on the other side.  A few of the city’s homeless slept on the lawn, and seeing them made me think of Jerry.  I wondered if the cops from the other night had made him leave his campsite.  I hoped not.

Mission College Prep, the local Catholic high school, loomed like a great white monument up ahead.  Taking a left turn, I rode one more block before taking another right.  The streets had grown darker, the tall trees blocking out the lights, but once I reached my neighborhood, the shadows lessened once again.

Letting my feet just rest on the pedals, I coasted smoothly down the concrete path leading to my front door.  Walking my bike to the gated yard behind the house, I tried to tell myself that the jitters causing me to twitch at every flicker of the street light were due to the large amount of caffeine in my system and not my fear of being jumped by the Noctyrnum again.  The second my bike was securely locked into the bike rack my housemates and I shared, I grabbed my bag, found my keys, and practically sprinted around the corner, only to stop dead in my tracks and gape at what stood in my way.

​-Three-

Lunatic

“Hello Miss Dunbarre.  Remember us?”

Seven people, all young men from the looks of them, stood between me and the safety of my apartment.  And of course they were wearing black jeans and black hooded sweatshirts, their faces hidden in shadows.  My heart doubled, no tripled, its pace and my hands started shaking.  I was dreaming.  I had to be because there was no way that many people could have just appeared out of nowhere without me noticing.  I must have already gone inside, and somehow I’d burned off all that caffeine and the aftereffects were messing with my dreams.  Yay for me!  Two nights of cardiovascular while I slept.

“A friend of yours said you might be interested in joining us but after last night’s little incident, I’m not so sure.”

The tallest guy, the one speaking and standing in front of the others, dropped his arm and gestured for someone to step forward.  I glanced at his hand.  Yup, there was that familiar tattoo, barely visible under the street lamps.  His companion complied and pulled something out of a black backpack he carried.  Long and coiled, like a snake.  No, not a snake.  A rope.  Oh hell no.  This could not be happening.  Not here in San Luis on the Central Coast.  Okay, so several years ago some poor girl had been the victim of this sort of thing, but that was a freak incident up on the Mesa close to where Meghan and Tully used to live.  I was not about to become the next victim of some sadistic cult.

Suddenly angry, I made myself as tall as possible, not such an impressive feat, but still, I was not a coward.  I planted my feet and drew in a deep breath.

“What the hell do you think you're going to do?” I snapped.  “All I have to do is scream and someone will come running.”

Tall, Dark and In Charge laughed.  It made my skin crawl.  That laugh was devoid of humanity.  Not a good sign.

“Does it look like anyone is at home right now and do you not think we checked before approaching you?  No one will hear your pathetic cries.”

His voice seemed unnecessarily raspy, as if he was deliberately trying to disguise it.  I swallowed my fear as my stomach tied itself into knots.  So much for that bravery I had mustered up.

The guy with the rope took a step forward and I got ready to bolt, but then the psycho party just got crazier.

“You will not touch her.”

The leader of the Noctyrnum froze in place and a long, terrifying hiss passed between his lips.  Growling, he turned in the direction from which the voice had come.  He stepped out of my line of vision for a moment, and I caught a glimpse of the speaker.  Tall, even taller than my harasser, the newcomer was everything the Noctyrnum members were not, with pale hair and broad shoulders that tapered into a trim waist.  Archaic clothes completed the contrast.  While my attackers hid themselves under their dark clothing, this stranger made no effort to hide his features or his intent.

When he stepped farther into the light my jaw dropped.  Holy crap, he was hot.  And he looked pissed, too.  Oh, and what do you know?  He was holding . . .  Was that a sword?  Could this night get any weirder?

My apparent rescuer lifted his sword with one hand and pulled a dagger free from his side with the other, his long legs tensing for a fight.  That must have been the cue, because in the next second the leader of the Noctyrnum barked something unintelligible and everyone scattered, running off in different directions like rats surprised in their nest.  Blondie must have been just as bewildered as I was, because he blinked at them for a half-second before darting after the leader.  I squawked as he bolted past me, chasing his target to the end of the street and down into the creek.  The telltale splash of two people sprinting through the water greeted my ears a few seconds later.

The whole incident had me so confounded that it took me a few seconds to realize I had clutched my bag to my chest and pressed my back against my door.  When my breathing slowed, I shook my head and remembered I needed to get into my apartment, like right now.  Someone up above had granted me this blessed second chance, and I wasn’t about to waste it.

A colorful curse floated up from the basin below the bridge.  I didn’t recognize the language but I recognized the tone.  The splashing had subsided as well and it dawned upon me that the bad guy had escaped.  That only made me more determined to get into my apartment.  Where the hell were my keys?!  Snapping twigs and the sound of crashing brush reminded me that some crazy guy with two really sharp blades was climbing back up the hill.

Crap.  I didn’t care how attractive he was.  He was a stranger with violent tendencies and odd clothes.  Never a good mix, in my opinion.

Okay, my fingertips were practically bloody now from scraping around in my backpack pocket.  I paused for a moment and took a deep breath.  Where had I put my keys?  Oh, right!  I had pulled them out before reaching the door, which meant I had probably dropped them on the path between here and the yard.  Wonderful.

Gathering up what little gumption I had left, I peeled myself away from my apartment door and turned around, only to find that Blondie had made it back to the side yard.  How had he done that without making a sound?  He took a step toward me, moving farther into the light shining from the front porch.  I yelped, slamming myself against the door again.  I really hoped his intentions were honorable.  I didn’t think I could handle another attempt on my life tonight.

I waited for him to speak, or to clear his throat, or to pull out his knife again and stab me in the heart.  Anything.  But all he did was stand there, looking me up and down as if trying to figure out what species of plant I was.  Wow, way to flatter a girl.

Deciding he wasn’t going to kill me, yet, and falling back on my oh-so-charming personality, I coughed politely and then said with a smirk, “Uh, is that outfit some sort of requirement for frat hazing these days?  Because the Renaissance Fair was last month.”

I waved a hand at him, indicating his leather pants and tunic-like shirt.

The young man kept his eyes on me, but at least now he was looking at my face.  Dang, those were some bright blue eyes.  And from what I could make out in the soft glow of the porch light he fit the part of college pretty boy to a tee: lean but muscular; handsome with thick, blond hair a bit on the long side.  Even the way he seemed to glare at me matched the profile.

I opened my mouth to make another snide remark, but he beat me to it.

“You can see my clothing?”

And that, ladies and gentlemen, was my cue to get inside my apartment, bolt the door and maybe shove my futon against it just in case this lunatic got any wild ideas.  Only problem was, I still didn’t know where my keys were.  I did, however, know the location of my pepper spray.  As casually as possible, I slipped my hand into the front pocket of my book bag.  When my fingers brushed up against that familiar cool, cylindrical shape, I almost fainted with relief.  Now why hadn't I thought of this when I was surrounded by those seven Satanists?

“Okay, so thank you for helping me tonight.  I mean, really, thanks.  Those guys might have killed me if you hadn’t come along but, I’m pretty tired and I’d like to go inside now.”

Maybe if he left I could look around for my keys.  They had to be somewhere nearby.

But instead of leaving, the man stepped forward again and I all but imbedded myself in the door.  I glanced down at the front pocket of my bag.  My fingers tightened around the tube of pepper spray and I yanked it out, aiming it toward him.  I blinked in surprise.  In the split second I’d looked down to find the pepper spray, he had come within a few feet of me.

How had he covered that distance so quickly?  And holy crap he was tall.  I swallowed back my sudden nervousness and looked up at him.  Wow.  Not only was he the living embodiment of every girl's wildest fantasy but something was definitely different about him.  Perhaps it was the intensity of his eyes, as if he spoke more with them than his own voice.

“Answer me,” he hissed, his bulk and height pinning me against my front door.  “Can you see my clothes?”

It took me a while to find my voice.  “Uh, um,” I fumbled.

“What am I wearing?” he pressed, his voice harsh but not cruel.

He had a slight accent, but my brain was too preoccupied to place it.

Okay Robyn, maybe he’s just some leftover from rush week trying to impress his new fraternity brothers.  Remember that girl in the Tea Leaf the other night?  Maybe they just dared him to go around town in strange clothes, asking terrified young women odd questions.

But what about those weapons?  They looked real.  Then again, he did scare off those guys who were probably going to spend the lovely evening peeling my fingernails back or something just as gruesome.  I ground my teeth together and gave myself a mental kick.  Pull yourself together and just play along!

I squared my shoulders and drew myself to my full height.  The top of my head barely reached his chest.

“Fine, whatever,” I sniffed, lowering my tube of pepper spray but keeping it out in plain sight.

I ran my eyes over him, lingering a little too long in certain places, then said with a grin, “You’re wearing boots, what appear to be deerskin pants, a loose, long-sleeved white shirt, a dark leather vest and,” I paused and glanced at his wrist again, “uh, leather bracers.”

There, that should do it.

The young man tore his intense gaze away from me and swore.  At least, I thought it was a curse.  It sounded like the same word I’d heard from the creek several minutes earlier.  Whatever it was, it was unfamiliar to me, yet the intensity of his tone made me flinch.

“You should not be able to see this,” he said, gesturing to his outfit.  Then he seemed to relax.  His shoulders dropped a centimeter, and those fierce eyes and tight jaw softened.

For a fleeting, ridiculous second I wanted to run my fingers over that jaw, to have my skin rasp against the stubble I saw there.  My fingers curled into a fist.  Dear gods, Robyn, what on earth are you thinking?

His words gradually sank in.  I furrowed my brow in confusion.  Wait.  Shouldn’t he give me a goofy grin, say something suggestive, and then go skipping off to inform his frat buddies that he’d fulfilled his task?

Instead, he turned away from me and ran his hands through his hair, lacing them together and letting them rest on the back of his neck.  For a few moments, I thought he might have forgotten me, but then his eyes snapped to mine and suddenly I felt trapped again.  No one ever looked at me like that.  No one.  It was as if his mere gaze had reached in and grabbed my soul, shaking it until all my secrets spilled out.  It was unnerving and terribly intimate.  I bit my lip.

My rescuer stepped in closer and ducked his head.  In a voice barely above a whisper, he said, “Are you of Eilé?”

Immediately my blood went cold and hot at the same time.  I knew that word.  Meghan had spoken it so many times before.  It was another name for the Otherworld.  Holy crap.  This guy knew about the Otherworld.  And now that strange accent seemed familiar.  Irish or Scottish, faded but with ancient undertones.  Like Cade’s accent.  Could he be Faelorehn?  All of a sudden, I wanted to ask him a million questions.  Did he know Meghan and Cade?  How had he managed to find himself in my front yard?  And most importantly, what was he doing here?

Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to ask him anything.

The Renaissance man gave his head a shake and muttered, “Never mind.  Forget all that I have said and forgive me my rudeness.  I’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of your evening.”

My jaw dropped open.  That was it?  He appeared out of thin air, chased away my would-be rapists, convinced me he might possibly take their place, threw a small fit because I noticed he was dressed, then asked if I was from the Otherworld.  And now he was going to just leave?

“I believe these belong to you.”

He lifted his arm, my keys dangling from his index finger.  I couldn’t move, so he drew out my hand with gentle fingers and placed the keys in my palm.  My lungs stopped working and my heart started sprinting once more.  Okay, not good to have an amped heart rate with no oxygen coming in.  The tall stranger turned on his heels and headed back toward the end of the street.  Shaking myself free of my shock, I stumbled forward, intent on following Blondie so I could get some answers.

“Wait a second!” I called after him.

He didn’t even break his stride.  Huffing and puffing, I sped up, dropping my bag on the sidewalk.

“Hey!  Would you stop please?”

The guy’s torso disappeared behind a clump of bushes.  Great.  He was going down into the homeless encampment.  I was terrified to follow him down there, but my curiosity had overcome my common sense.

As I clambered down the dark trail, I called out, “That’s it?  You’re just going to leave?  Who are you?  What’s your name?”

I untangled my hair from the tree branches and stepped out onto level ground, cautiously surveying my surroundings.  The homeless camp was deserted.  Soiled sleeping bags, empty cans and other debris lay scattered about.  What little light pouring down from the bridge above created more shadows than highlights, and being down here again was giving me the willies.  Clutching one arm to my side, I shrank inward and started backing up.  The Renaissance man was nowhere to be seen.  I couldn’t even hear him anymore.

Letting out a growl of frustration, I kicked a nearby beer bottle and turned to make my climb back up the hill.  Yes, I was burning with curiosity to learn more about this guy’s agenda, but not to the point where I was comfortable offering myself up as bait in case those Noctyrnum creeps were still around.  Swallowing back my disappointment, I made my way back up the hillside.
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