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Chapter 1: The End
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Sunday, June 22, 2008

Liam was losing his patience. “Aw, come on! Are you serious? You can’t want to ride this thing again!”

Instead of answering her older brother, Lilli remained in her seat as the Ferris wheel conductor looked on expectantly, hand outstretched and waiting for another two tokens.

The way Lilli’s skinny arms hugged her book bag while she stared blankly at the pressed metal floor of their “Fairy Land Caboose” made it hard for Liam to stay angry. The sight of her looking so dejected softened him enough to give the conductor his fifth set of tokens in less than 45 minutes. Liam settled back into his seat just as the lap bar clamped down uncomfortably against his thighs.

“Lilli, say something. Why’d you drag me out here if you were just gonna sulk? I hate the carnival, you know that.”

“I know something... okay? Just... trust me. We have to stay here.” Her voice was so low he could barely hear her over the wind-up music that was blaring from the overhead speakers.

“Did Mom say something to you?”

Lilli responded to his question with silence and a barely discernable shake of her head back and forth. He tried again.

“Lilli! Did Mom...?”

“Yes,” she snapped.

They both fell silent again as Liam took in the latest weird thing of the day. Lilith Knight, or Lilli as she preferred to be called, had always been strange. Even when she was five, she could beat Liam at chess lazily, without even thinking about it. She would find things and give them to you before you asked for them. Before you, or even she, knew why. Up until recently, he thought she was just a freak. No biggie. All little sisters are like that, he told himself.

It was only in the past few months that his perception of her began to shift, after her prediction that he would catch his new girlfriend, Krista, kissing his teammate Lance in the locker room after their championship game. At the time, he’d brushed off her premonition as meddling. Krista wasn’t even his girlfriend and his team was 1-1 with the whole basketball season ahead of them.

He’d forgotten her warning completely until two months later when he ran back into the locker room after winning the championship to get the jacket he’d left behind and immediately smelled Krista’s perfume. When he found them, two thoughts overshadowed the scene unfolding in front of him. The first was that what they were doing wasn’t really “kissing,” though he could see how a sheltered thirteen-year-old would describe it that way. His second thought was that Lilli was right; she was exactly right. He was so stunned by Lilli’s accuracy that he didn’t even bother to disturb them, leaving his new ex-girlfriend and her new boyfriend to their business. From that moment, Liam understood that Lilli wasn’t just a freak, or more accurately, that she wasn’t a freak at all. She was special...gifted.

The sound of Lilli’s sniffling followed by the trembling of her body as she began to cry uncontrollably broke the long silence that had fallen between them. What the..., Liam half-mumbled as his mind swung from irritation to absolute bewilderment. Slowly and deliberately, Liam moved his palms down the front of his face as he fought the urge to shake the truth right out of her and end whatever this was. But he couldn’t. She’s so brittle already, he thought, without any idea as to why. So instead, he reached out to envelop his sister in his arms, trying to soothe her and comfort her from some unknown force.

“Lilli, it’s all right. I’m sorry, okay? Don’t cry. Just... tell me what’s going on. Why are we here?”

He tried to wait patiently, to rein in the confusion and frustration that had been piercing through the calm day he had planned for himself when he woke up that morning, as cool and carefree as any sixteen-year-old boy. It was Lilli who had dragged him out of the house before he could even wolf down his second bowl of Honeycombs. “Mom said you have to take me to the carnival. NOW!” She had demanded.

He had started to head upstairs to launch his appeal when his eye caught his mother’s note on the refrigerator door. “Take Lilli to the fair. NOW.—Love, Mom,” it read. He knew that meant his mother had left the house early; there was no appeal to be made. Begrudgingly, he slipped on his sneakers and grabbed the car keys, all the while wondering if Lilli was still too young to be left at the fair by herself.

His earlier thoughts of abandonment brought him back to his sister’s form beside him. Not knowing what else to do, Liam simply held her tight as her convulsing turned to trembling, and finally, back to stillness. At the top of the Ferris wheel, she finally spoke.

“It’s over now, we can go home,” she whispered. But as impatient for answers and a reprieve from big brother duties as he was, Liam knew that it was not over. The emotionless tone in her voice scared him. It made him want to stay on the Ferris wheel he’d been begging to get off of a few short minutes ago. As the music died down and their feet got closer to the ground, he suddenly felt conflicting urges to stay where he was and to rush home to his mother. As the ride came to a stop, he suddenly realized with profound certainty that this was much more than one of Lilli’s “episodes.” Something was very, very wrong.

When Liam pulled his father’s green 2002 Saab in front of their small brick house, everything seemed as it always did—quiet and predictable in their modest yet comfortable home. They had lived in a much bigger house before his father died, but Liam never minded sharing a bathroom with his mother and sister. All the toys and trinkets that had mattered to him when he was a child were rendered insignificant the moment his mother told him that his father would never come home again. As he got out of the car and began to take the front steps two at a time, he noticed that Lilli had stopped at the tree stump his mother had cut down the week before. Sitting down, her eyes remained on the ground. Just as his mouth formed the shape of a question, she spoke.

“No, you go. I can’t see it again.”

Liam didn’t stop to ask what she meant. Whatever she meant, he was sure it was worse than he thought. He tried to hold back the swell of fear in his chest as he ran to the front door, but his emotions spun out of control the moment he tested the front door knob and found it opened—easily. They never left the front door unlocked.

When he stepped into the house, he actually felt the life, the person he had been, rush past him and out the door as his eyes took in the overturned, splintered remains of their living room. It was a feeling he’d felt only once before, when his father died. But what made it worse, what made it permanent, was lying in the middle of the floor, with its contents thrown everywhere. It was his mother’s purse, which had not been there when he left that morning.

“Mom!” he shouted as he raced up the stairs to her room. “Mom. Please!” he shouted again, but no one answered. In every room he looked, it was the same: scattered clothes, broken mirrors, and silence—a deafening silence that rang louder than the sound of his own shallow breathing.

If he took the stairs at lightning speed to make it to the second floor, an age could have passed during his descent. The entire house consisted of three bedrooms, one and a half bathrooms, a kitchen, a living room, and a small open dining area that you could see clearly from the front door. As he walked down the steps, he knew there was only one room left to check. His mind was frozen on what to hope for as his hand reached the end of the banister. If she wasn’t in the kitchen, she might have been taken, but at least there was a chance she was still alive. If she was in the kitchen, it was unthinkable.

Lilli’s words came to him just as he rounded the doorway to the kitchen.

“No, you go. I can’t see it again.”

He found his mother sitting with her feet planted on the floor, shoulder width apart, bright eyes open and cast to the ceiling, with a hole blown through the middle of her chest.

Liam braced himself against the door frame as he began to sob, the sounds seemingly emanating from a place far away from where he stood. He could not look away from the horrific image before him, the last image of his mother. He stood there with wide-eyed and tear-stained pain as the last measure of his youth drained from him like blood rushing from an open vein. When it was done, his body slid to the ground.

We are alone, he thought. There’s no one left.

Ever since his father had died, Liam lived in fear that one day he would lose her. Unable to tear his eyes away from her body, he could hear her vehemently denying that there would ever be a time when she wasn’t with them. “Never,” she would say.

Never, he thought, has finally come.

Though Liam had been staring at her body since he entered the kitchen, he had not seen the gun in her hand until he noticed a fly land on it. Years of training to keep the gun out of Lilli’s sight made him jump to his feet until he remembered that Lilli was still outside. He knew the gun well; it was his mother’s. She had taught him how to use it and to keep it out of Lilli’s reach when she was small.

At first his mind could not decipher the meaning of the scene before him. Was he meant to believe that she did this to herself? Why would the people who broke into their house ransack the place and then try to make it look like a suicide? But he couldn’t think straight, couldn’t figure out the logic or the answer to any of the crazy questions running through his mind. Why would she kill herself? He was sure the answers were obvious; he just wasn’t making sense. None of this was making any sense.

His confusion caused him to draw closer to her body. Kneeling down beside his mother, Liam took the lifeless hand that dangled at her side, the one that was not holding the gun. Though his eyes were still filled with tears, they were no longer breaking through the barriers of his lower lids. This momentary fortitude allowed him to have the courage to look directly into her face and see her open smile. The sight of it knocked him down and back into the base cabinets. She was smiling. She was smiling, he thought. She had known what was coming, and she was smiling.

Suddenly, he remembered his mother’s constant warning every time they went to the shooting range. “Don’t pick up a gun unless you mean to use it. There can be no hesitation. Do you understand me?” she would ask him sternly. Liam knew Jill Knight was skilled at using a firearm. If she had a chance to draw her gun, no one could take it from her. The implications made him immediately sick and angry before their full meaning could even register.

As if retching the contents of his stomach into the kitchen sink made room for clarity, he suddenly understood the reason behind her smile. She had killed herself. She had done this to herself, on purpose. He threw up again in a wave of protest at the notion that she would abandon them, even as the resentment of her betrayal took root. When he was done, he didn’t want to turn around, didn’t want to face her.

How could she do this? She wouldn’t do this. She promised.

Holding himself up at the sink, his thoughts turned to Lilli. Is this what she saw? he wondered, fighting a new wave of nausea. No wonder she cried like that. No wonder... Rather than try to sort out the conflict of thoughts and emotions inside him, he decided to check on Lilli and make sure that she remained outside while he tried to figure out what to do next.

As he peered over his shoulder toward the doorway, his eyes caught the folded cuff of his mother’s sweatshirt, which was turquoise save for the blood, and a little corner of white paper that was peeking out. He knew his mother hid things in the cuff of her sleeve all the time; it was one of the many old lady habits Liam enjoyed teasing her about. He stared at the white edge of paper for a long time, warring with his own feelings of anger and grief before simple curiosity forced him to bend down and retrieve it. As his fingers curved around the edge of her sleeve, he could feel something flat and hard inside. When he rolled down her sleeve to get it, the key to his gym locker at school slipped out before he could fully unroll the note. When he did, it unleashed a new avalanche of questions upon heartbreak over questions.

In his mother’s tiny cursive handwriting, the note read, ‘Go now. Protect her.’ Liam felt a new level of understanding peel back in his mind as he read her note again. He began to see the very real possibility that perhaps his mother had not wanted to do this to herself. Perhaps she was forced by the same people who came into their home. The same people who she wanted him to protect Lilli from now. Liam grabbed the key off the floor before rising to meet his mother’s eyes one last time. They looked so different from how they had even two minutes ago and held so much he couldn’t understand, couldn’t handle right now. He closed his eyes and softly kissed her on her forehead before running out of his home for what he knew would be the last time.

Liam closed the front door behind him and turned to find Lilli sitting exactly where he left her twenty minutes before. He had only two objectives at that point: making sure that she was safe, and getting the hell out of there. As Liam scanned the neighborhood for anything suspicious, he took in the studied quiet of his block. There was no one on the street at 11:23 am on a beautiful Sunday morning. Where is everyone, he wondered, suddenly wary of the neighbors with whom he had grown up. How had no one heard the gunshot? Why didn’t anyone call the police?

The tremor in his neighbors’ curtains gave credence to the sensation that they were being watched, but no one would step outside to help them. This realization came over him with a bitterness that cast itself over all the sorrow he held inside. They had all been witnesses, he guessed, but they would no longer be friends.

Watching Liam as he crossed the small front lawn to reach her, Lilli was struck by how much older her brother looked compared to just a few hours ago. Though his straight black hair hung as sloppy and heavy as it always did over his blue-green eyes, there was none of the playful nonchalance that usually characterized her brother’s disposition. His hair was slick, spiked, and jet black with sweat, and it framed the angles of his face in a way that made her easy-going brother look cold and menacing. But it wasn’t a surprise, Lilli could see everything Liam felt on his face—anger, sorrow, betrayal, and a ferocity emerging that she did not understand. Seeing her brother so unlike himself made Lilli’s face crumple in agony as she trembled under the weight of her own choices.

“I’m sorry, Liam,” she begged in between sobs. “I know you’re mad at me for not telling you. Mom told me that if I did, they would kill you. She said I had to be strong enough... strong enough to save you.”

“Shhh, Lilli. It’s all right. We’ll talk about this later. Don’t cry. Shhh.”

Lilli knew Liam meant his response to be soothing, but his words came out cold, devoid of any life or feeling behind them. When she looked up to search his face and understand the hollowness in his voice, she found him scanning the street with the same look of fierceness. Something in the clenched set of his jaw made her finally understand. He was determined to keep her alive, to protect the only family he had left.

“We need to go,” he said, as he led her to the car.

“Where?”

“I don’t know, Lilli. I don’t know.”
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Chapter 2: Botched Job
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“It...disturbs me greatly—our failure today...” Miguel Far spoke quietly as he stared out the window of their black SUV. He was not the sort of man who was familiar with failure in anything. The feelings of inadequacy that hovered like fog around the edges of his stoic countenance were foreign and unwelcome. They made him shift in his seat, restlessly, as he tried to shake them off.

Jason Earley merely shrugged his shoulders in response. His only disappointment with the botched capture of Lilith Knight was in the missed opportunity to use his gun, like they had planned.

“The mother knew we were coming. She...anticipated our plan. She waited for us and then killed herself to stop us!” Miguel continued. He felt incredulous even as he tried to put the pieces together. No one stopped them. It was a point of professional pride that whenever he was sent to gather a Seer, he always brought his target back. To be empty handed, with neither a hostage to leverage nor a Seer in hand, was almost inconceivable to him.

Exasperated by Miguel’s inability to let it go, Jason offered up the only points he felt were worth making. “Look, she was probably born to some hippie woman out in who cares where. I mean, she barely had a birth certificate, remember? There was no way we could have known the mother was a Seer. The Guild will understand. Besides, we still scared the heck out of the neighbors,” Jason added with a chuckle. “Did you see the looks on their faces when we told them there was a Seer in their precious little community? If those kids come back, no one will help them. That’s for sure.”

Miguel met Jason’s explanation with a sideways glance that did little to mask his disdain for Jason’s half-baked theories. Miguel had worked with Jason for two years, and while Miguel respected Jason’s abilities as an enforcer, they were co-workers in Miguel’s eyes–not equals, not friends.

“There is more here than we have discovered today,” Miguel responded, through gritted teeth. “The entire house didn’t have a single picture in it. No paperwork or vital documents. Why? She knew that we knew about the girl, so what else was she hiding? She killed herself so that we would never know. If the mother and the daughter were Seers, do you know what that would mean? It’s never happened before, and we lost them!” Miguel took a long, deep breath to calm himself before continuing. “So, no, this will not be forgiven by the Guild.”

Miguel and Jason were silent for the rest of the trip as they each considered the consequences that awaited them when they returned to Chicago. After just under 6 hours of driving, Jason finally pulled over on the service road behind a large, modern house at the end of a cul de sac. The atmosphere inside the car shifted palpably as both men prepared for another gathering.

“We’ll figure out what happened later,” Miguel said, as if they were in mid-conversation. “We need to make sure this goes...” He trailed off as he watched Jason slip his gold Desert Eagle pistol with custom tiger striping into his inside jacket pocket.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Just in case,” Jason smiled sheepishly.

“This is a gas leak, not a burglary. You were sloppy enough back there at the Knights,” Miguel snapped, as he leaned over and yanked the gun from Jason’s jacket. “Use your damn hands if you have to, but no guns. We need this one to be clean.” Jason was about to protest, but then thought better of it as he stared into Miguel’s icy blue eyes. Even though Jason was slightly taller than Miguel, Jason knew enough to be intimidated by his partner. If Miguel wanted you dead, that was exactly what would happen. Jason never wanted to be caught on the unforgiving side of Miguel’s calculations. Miguel had been with the Guild for a long time–almost ten years. He had earned the right to kill without question.

With the discussion over, Jason pulled on his black baseball cap and grabbed his tool kit before handing Miguel his matching cap and duffel bag. They became single-file shadows as they stepped out of the SUV and headed into the Parsons’ backyard. Once they were inside the high fence, they broke formation with Jason moving wordlessly to locate the main gas line while Miguel circled the house to make sure all family members were present.

It was a beautiful, lazy Sunday afternoon, and everyone was where they should be. Mrs. Parsons was in the kitchen making a late afternoon snack while Mr. Parsons and his son lounged on the couch watching TV in the family room. Their daughter, Emma, glanced at the TV occasionally from the desk behind the couch while texting her boyfriend. From the surveillance report that he had received en route to the Parsons, Miguel knew that the neighbors would not be a problem. The Reeses were conveniently away on a surprise sweepstakes vacation, and the Mosleys were busy arguing in the bedroom while their five-year-old daughter watched Barney videos in the kitchen and pretended not to hear them.

Miguel retraced his steps to the back porch just before making final contact with Jason on his wireless earpiece.

“Target confirmed. Take the front. Keep it quiet.”

Despite Miguel’s reservations about Jason’s intelligence and character, he knew Jason was good at what he did. It was the only reason he had let him stick around for longer than the year it took to train an enforcer. Jason was fast and efficient in hand-to-hand combat and exacting and careful most of the time. Miguel guessed that the real reason why Jason was sloppy at the last gathering was because he was pissed off that he didn’t get to use his gun. With most Seer gatherings being staged as accidental deaths, Jason rarely got a chance to use his favorite weapon. He loves that thing, Miguel thought ruefully as he watched Mrs. Parsons make her way from the stove to the wastebasket closest to Miguel and the back door.

This is just too easy.

Miguel knew he needed to start the gathering by taking Mrs. Parsons first. Cooperation was facilitated best when the strongest in the family felt responsible for protecting the weakest. At 5’3’’ and already suffering from early-onset osteoporosis, Mrs. Parsons was shorter and frailer than her youngest child. Miguel slipped the spare key that the family left under their doormat into the back door slowly as he watched Mrs. Parsons recycle the popcorn bag and turn toward the living room.

Suburbia, he thought with a smirk as he eased the back door open. The breeze coming from behind him was the only thing that alerted her to his presence, but by the time she turned around to catch the first glimpse of his face, it was already too late. His left-hand grip was deadly around her neck as he quickly closed his right hand over her mouth and began walking her towards the family room. She didn’t even have a chance to inhale the breath she needed to scream. No one heard the sound of the plastic mixing bowl as it hit the linoleum, scattering popcorn under their feet.

For Miguel, Jason’s entry through the front door was equally satisfying. Timing was an important element of inspiring the cooperation necessary to stage a proper gathering. The stealth of Miguel’s entrance–followed by Jason’s more dramatic kick-down-the-door approach–helped to elicit the perfect blend of surprise and terror in the hearts of the target family. Each face, no matter how brave, displayed the same mix of emotion every time: surprise, terror and protectiveness at the sudden sight of Miguel, followed quickly by complete and overwhelmed surrender at the subsequent appearance of Jason. No matter how many family members were present, the effect of this synchronized attack left families feeling completely outnumbered.

Miguel had done it for so long that he could track the stages like clockwork. Once they accepted surrender as their only option, each family member entered what Miguel called the scavenger stage, when each person became willing to do whatever it took to simply survive. This was the mindset needed to break a Seer.

“Don’t make a sound,” Miguel announced calmly as he walked Mrs. Parsons into the family room to stand just in front of the enormous flat screen TV. As he moved, he could feel her tears rolling down and in-between the fingers of his hand. Each tear tickled then cooled under the steady flow from the air conditioner vents.

Good, he thought as he appraised their frozen faces. This group will be easy, docile.

He nodded toward Jason, who quickly grabbed Emma from her place behind the couch and held her to him closely.

“Shhh,” Jason purred into her ear seductively as she began to cry. From behind her, Jason noticed the way her fear caused her nipples to pebble under the thin cotton of her t-shirt and licked his lips appreciatively. Emma, he thought, I think her name is Emma.

“Shhh, Emma. I know you have a boyfriend, but you could learn to like me, too,” he whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

Instinctively, her father jumped up from the couch, holding his son tightly behind him. “Oh God, please, no... don’t do this. We’ll give you anything you want. Just don’t do this...” Mr. Parsons begged just as Mrs. Parsons’ arms began flailing wildly toward her daughter.

“Enough, Jason!” Miguel roared before tightening his grip on Mrs. Parsons’ throat, then turning his attention to Mr. Parsons.

“If you are quiet, no harm will come to your daughter. I promise,” Miguel offered, as he willed Mr. Parsons to sit back down with the mere force of his gaze. It worked. It always worked.

They had only been in the house for twenty-two seconds.

Mr. Parsons sat back on the couch, nervously gripping the only child he could reach.

“Good. Very good,” Miguel cooed as he set Mrs. Parsons gently down in a nearby arm chair. When he released his hands from her neck and mouth, he knew she would not run or shift from her location. She was nearly catatonic with fear. Only her eyes moved as they roamed the faces of the people she loved most. Trying to remember them laughing for the last time. She knows, Miguel thought. The mother always knows.

Miguel crouched down beside her and slid the duffel bag he’d been carrying from his shoulder. As he dragged the zipper slowly open, he felt like a magician who had hypnotized the crowd. All eyes watched him as he opened the bag. If there was anything that amused him about his job, that was it, as he tried to imagine pulling a white rabbit from his bag rather than a gas mask.

He nodded again to Jason just before pulling the mask out. At his signal, Jason pulled a syringe filled with tranquilizer from his jacket pocket and stabbed it into Emma’s neck. The force of the blow made her knees buckle as she felt a strange tingle, followed by numbness, spreading over her limbs. She could hear her mother and brother’s screams and some scuffling sounds as her father yelled, “Please stop!” But she couldn’t see them from where she fell. Even though she could no longer move, Emma realized that all her other senses were completely alert as Jason dragged her from behind the couch to lay her on the floor facing her family.

While her body lay listless, she watched as Jason covered her face with a mask, just before Miguel sprayed an aerosol into the air. All around, her family began to scatter. Her father tried to push her brother out of the room, but was immediately yanked back from his efforts by Miguel and thrown to the floor just as he began to gag and choke. She could see blood begin to leak from his eyes and mouth as he convulsed, but she could not blink, could not look away. Her brother went next, making his way only a few feet before stumbling and succumbing to the same fate as her father. While she could not see his face, she could hear the gurgling sounds in his throat become softer and softer as he died. Miraculously, her mother was the only one who remained upright, crying, even in death, with red streaks down her face.

Emma only knew she was crying when her face began to recover its sensation and she could feel the dampness of her hair pressed against her cheek, but she had no need of her muscles now. When she needed them to fight for her family, they had failed her. Now that her family was gone, her only hope was to catch a whiff of whatever had taken them from her. But that was not what Miguel and Jason had planned. She could see the shins of their pants moving around quickly as they arranged her parents’ bodies at different locations on the floor. But when it came to her brother, Jason simply turned her brother’s body to face her so that she could memorize the pain and sweat and blood on his face.

“We’re three minutes thirty-two seconds in. Quit playing with that boy and get the bag. We need to get out of here now to be far enough from the blast.”

Just as she heard Miguel say the words, she thought she could smell the gas. Emma screamed in protest, but it came out as a muffled groan behind the mask she still wore as Jason yanked her up from the floor and over his shoulder. She felt him run with her to their SUV and prop her up length-wise in the back seat. Why he took the time to buckle her in she couldn’t imagine, but it gave her a perfect view of her house as it blew up in the distance, taking all her family and her sanity with it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 3: 1 year, 9 months and counting...
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March 2010

They had traveled from Oregon to Texas to New Mexico to San Francisco, mostly hiding, mostly scared. It had been almost two years since their mom had died, and Liam couldn’t stop running, from the sight of his mother’s body in the kitchen and the fact that every night since, his mind readily replaced her body with Lilli’s. It was an easy reminder of what was at stake if he failed.

After they had walked away from their home, Liam drove around the outskirts of town for hours before he felt safe enough to go back to his school and retrieve whatever his mother had left for him in his locker. As they hid in the Riverside County car impound lot waiting for nightfall, Lilli lay on the backseat, having cried herself to sleep with the burger and fries her brother bought for her uneaten on the floor. He couldn’t blame her. I only saw the aftermath, Liam thought with a shudder. She saw it happen.

He couldn’t imagine the gift and the burden she was now carrying. Just the thought of it stamped out any anger he held towards Lilli for keeping him in the dark. He was sorry she had to do it, but his mother had been right. If he’d had even a clue about what was happening, he would have gone back, would have tried to save her, and would have gladly gotten himself killed for the chance.

There among the rusted cars, Liam huddled, red-eyed and shaken, in the driver’s seat. Though his facial expression was frozen in a state of shock, inside he was fighting desperately to balance the torrent of grief that threatened to overtake him with the need to come up with a plan—quickly.

Where do we live? What do I do for money? His thoughts raced as he tried to keep his mind from shutting down completely. The only real job he’d ever had was as a summer lifeguard at the local pool, and he was pretty sure that what he made wouldn’t even pay for a safe place to sleep. He had some savings bonds in his name, but he wasn’t sure if he could even cash them in before he was eighteen. At least it’s summer, Liam thought with a hint of relief. He wouldn’t have to worry about school until the fall.

The thought of figuring out their education brought tears to his eyes as he realized that his mother would not be there to do any of the things she always did. “No, don’t go there,” he begged aloud as he tried to banish the thought from his mind. I’ll figure this out. We’ve just got to keep moving, he told himself as he wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. His mother had always said he had good instincts, but he’d never really given any thought to if it was true or how it might be applied. Now he needed to trust them, whether she was right or not.

‘Go now. Protect her.’

What if I need help? Who can I trust?

It was only after this thought, after hours in the car, that he remembered that he still didn’t have his cell phone. I probably shouldn’t call anyone anyway. As his mind processed the thought, a new, sobering possibility crept in. Maybe no one is safe. The recollection of his neighbors’ inaction made him rigid with tension as he tried to find a place in his body to manage the overwhelming feeling created by his newfound sense of isolation, but he couldn’t. So, the tears began to slip from his eyes like too much water spilling over the rim of a cup. His uncontrolled tears made him feel so small, so unequal to the task his mother had left for him. He sensed, even as he cried, that he didn’t have time for his doubts.

I need to figure out what we’re going to do, how we’re going to live, he pleaded as he tried to get himself back under control. Before he could succumb to the fear and despair he felt, Liam decided to start driving back to Salem. When he pulled into the parking lot behind his school, his only hope was that his mother had left some clue for him as to what he should do next. When he and Lilli finally opened the door to his locker, Liam realized his mother had left them that and more.

On top of a large duffel bag stuffed with clothes for him and Lilli, he found a brand new cell phone and a large manila envelope. He handed Lilli the envelope while he turned on the phone. Once it was on, he saw that one text message was already waiting for him.

[June 22, 2008: 7:54AM] Don’t call anyone. They will begin looking for you again tomorrow. You have until then to leave OR. Head to TX. Drive. The videos on this phone will explain more. Love always, Mom

Liam was still staring at the text when he heard Lilli’s soft gasp beside him. “Oh my God!”

He looked up to see that Lilli had fanned out at least three dozen $100 bills in her hands. They stared at each other in amazement as they tried to comprehend how their mother had come by more money than they had ever seen in their lives. Jill Knight had always been generous with her love and frugal with her money. While they never wanted for what they needed, extras were few and far between. Liam and Lilli had always assumed it was because her job as an art teacher at their school didn’t pay a lot. The crisp bills now in Lilli’s hands seemed to suggest something else.

Disoriented by the notion of even a small measure of wealth, they put the money aside and went through the rest of the package. There was a map of Texas with an arrow drawn near Galveston and a post-it with an address for Home Town Bank, N.A,, a new driver’s license for Liam, birth certificates, social security cards, a set of new passports, a small silver key inside a plastic bag with a five digit code scribbled on another post-it, two new sets of license plates, a business card for a person named Nigel Smith, and three pictures—one each of Liam and Lilli as babies, and their last family photo when all of them were alive and happy.

Lilli gently took their family photo from Liam when she saw his hands begin to shake.

“I know... I know we need to go, Lilli,” he said after a moment. “I just can’t move. I already feel like we’ve been running for so long and we haven’t even started yet.”

“Liam, you don’t have to figure everything out alone. We’re a family now. You and me.”

They stared at each other for a long time, seeking and finding the strength they needed to face whatever would begin once they left the only life they knew. After gathering the sum total of their belongings, they made their way back to the car. Just before checking the directions his mother had left them for heading to Galveston, Liam turned to Lilli to ask her the question that he both wanted and dreaded to know.

“Lilli... I don’t want to push you, but if you can do what I think you can do, it could help us. I need to ask you... if you see anything?”

Lilli sighed heavily. She had been thinking the same thing and beating herself up for not being of more use.

“No, not yet, but... I’m trying,” she whispered as she looked down at her hands.

“Ok.”

Even though Liam couldn’t think of anything else to say, he took comfort in the fact that he wasn’t the only one trying to move forward in the dark.

* * *
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Because Liam knew he couldn’t handle seeing his mother’s face so soon after her death, they decided that Lilli would watch the videos that their mother left them while he listened as they drove to Galveston.

With the first video, they learned that their mother was a Seer, but had been afraid of it all her life. She hid it from everyone except their father, who was so inspired by her ability that he left his lucrative position at a private medical research company to join a group of international scientists studying paranormal behavior. As she told them these stories, Liam and Lilli could hear the pride mixed with the sadness in her voice.

“Your father was a brilliant man,” she began. “He was among the group of scientists that first discovered the genetic marker for the Seer gift. Willem, Eli, and so many others, only meant to discover and understand the potential in all of us. They had no idea that their work would be used to hurt people.”

Though Jill tried to keep the trembling from her voice, her children could still hear how haunted she was as she finally told them the truth about their father, Willem Knight’s death.

“When your father discovered what they were going to do, what the Guild would try to do, he tried to stop them. Please forgive me for what I am about to say. I only lied because I didn’t want to burden you with this, but there is no way to protect you now. My time is up and you need to know.”

Liam and Lilli could hear her take a long, deep breath before she continued. As Jill shifted on the gym locker bench where she sat, Lilli could see her mother’s whole demeanor change. The confessional, quiet bearing Jill had kept up to this point was replaced with a steely expression that Lilli recognized from less than twenty-four hours ago. It spoke of her anger, her fierceness. As she watched her mother’s nostrils flare, Lilli realized how much it reminded her of Liam’s face as he’d led her from their home. A strange sense of relief replaced another corner of her fear as she accepted that this part of her mother, a part she had never really seen before, was still with her in Liam.

“Your father didn’t die in a car accident like I told you. He was murdered - tortured and murdered - by an organization known as The Guild; the same group that claims to manage and rehabilitate Seers, but that’s not what they do. The Seers they use are kidnapped and enslaved for their ability to see the future. The Guild uses that power to control us. All of us.”

Her words were clipped, rough, and sure. As soon as Liam heard his mother admit that their father had not died in a car accident, he put on his right-turn signal and began moving toward the shoulder of the highway.

As they pulled to a stop, Lilli hit “pause” on the video screen.

“I just need a minute,” he explained in response to Lilli’s questioning gaze.

“Do you want me to turn it off?” Lilli offered hesitantly.

“No. Keep going.” Liam put the car in park and fixed his unseeing eyes on the dashboard. “Keep going.”

Lilli nodded and pushed the “play” button.

“That’s why I had to stop them. That’s why I had to do what I did today. I had to stop them before they found you. You see, I’ve been hiding you both from them since your father died.”

For the first time since the video started, Jill looked away from the camera. The screen shook slightly as she spoke.

“When they came to the house to tell me your father died, I’d been anxious all day. The night before I had a terrible vision of your father being killed by a man I’d never seen before. I thought it was just a bad dream, but when I woke up, I tried everything I could to convince him not to go to work that day - not to confront the Guild’s Oversight panel about their plans for the Seers, but Willem was so stubborn, so sure they would be reasonable.

When I opened the door and they told me your father had been killed in a car accident, I knew immediately that it was a lie. The man they sent to tell me was the same man from my dream the night before. Even though I knew, I couldn’t let them know. We went to the funeral just to keep up appearances, but I was just biding my time until I could get the two of you away from them safely. I couldn’t risk that they would find out what Willem and I had been hiding.

“You see, once your father discovered the genetic marker, he immediately tested you, Liam, and then Lilli when she was born. When Lilli tested positive, I begged him to hide the results, to switch the samples, and he did. I think that was his one comfort after all the ugliness came to light, that he had listened to me and protected his children from the Guild. I don’t know how many ways they hurt him after he was taken, but I know he never told them. If he had, they would have come for us before now.” Even though her eyes never met the camera, her chin lifted as she spoke.

“Last Tuesday, the guidance counselor at school mentioned to the principal that Lilli seemed to be a very bright and gifted student. Apparently, that’s all it took. When the principal told me that Lilli had been selected for some special testing, I knew that they had found us.”

Jill lifted her eyes to the camera to make sure her children understood the seriousness of what she was about to share. “Once the Guild identifies a Seer, they don’t stop–ever. They kill the Seer’s immediate family members and kidnap the Seer. They are never seen or heard from again, as far as I know. So I had to do something. We couldn’t run together without leaving a trail and I wasn’t about to let them take any more of my family from me. That’s why I know they are still looking for you. That’s why you have to go to Texas now.”

Jill drew in a shaky breath before she continued. This was the part she dreaded most, breaking her promise. “Liam, I’m so sorry. I know I promised you, but this was the only way... If I hadn’t done it, you would be dead, and Lilli...” Jill let her voice trail off as she shook her head at the horrible image in her mind: her daughter with white eyes, pale and dead to everything but sight. “But you need to know that I’m still with you, baby. I will always be with you both. I’m your mother,” she said in a trembling whisper just before the video cut off.

The words of her message hovered and stung like new lashes over fresh, bleeding cuts. Lilli and Liam struggled with shallow breathes as they each tried to absorb the burning, pulsing sensations. Why is this happening? Who is the Guild? What will happen to us? Will we survive? When their eyes finally met, it gave them both permission to release the flood of grief and doubt between them. They held each other across the console as they grieved for their mother, their father, and themselves, releasing their sadness and secret fears to each other. Finally, after an hour, and one inquiry from an older man who noticed them on the road, Liam felt stable enough to pull back onto the highway.

As they passed from Idaho into Utah, they listened to and talked about the next two videos that their mother had left them. Because of the limited memory capacity of the phone, each video was no more than four minutes long. In that time she explained as much as she could. By the second video, Jill had wiped away her tears and assumed a more businesslike posture as she informed them that they, in fact, had a lot of money—millions of dollars deposited at different banks all over the country and abroad. With this information, Liam let out a long string of expletives, which, combined with his gawking at Lilli, nearly caused a ten car pile-up during rush hour traffic in Salt Lake City. After their near miss, Lilli had refused to resume the video until Liam displayed what she considered to be an acceptable level of composure. When the video resumed, they learned that their mother had saved all the money from their father’s hefty life insurance policy as well as the considerable sum made from the sale of their custom built house and their father’s lucrative stock investments. Despite those resources, she had insisted that they live solely on her salary as an art teacher, “Just in case,” as she put it.

“The three thousand six hundred dollars in the envelope is not for you to go on a shopping spree,” she ordered sternly. “You will need to buy another car in Denver.”

Her voice softened as she continued. “I know this will be difficult for you guys, knowing that it’s your father’s car, but you can’t think about that now. The places you’re going, no one drives a Saab. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb and you can’t afford that now. You need to be as invisible as possible.

“I wish I could tell you more, but I just can’t see,” she said as she scratched her cheek in frustration. “You know, all my life I have fought this “gift.” From the moment I saw my dad die when I was a child, I have suppressed this, never wanting to know or learn anything about it. Your father tried to encourage me, but I never listened. Now I need it to guide you and I can’t. I can’t control it. Don’t know a damn thing about how this works. I just see flashes of things with no context. I can’t even tell you where in Denver you need to go. I just know that you’ll go there and some man in a beat-up green baseball cap will give you $5,500 for the Saab and you will need $2,000 more to buy the truck. White... I think. Anyway, this video is almost up... I guess...” Jill sighed, closed her eyes, and shook her head before she looked back into the camera lens.

“Lilli, I’m sorry, baby girl,” she said, using her favorite nickname from her southern upbringing. “I wish I could tell you what you’re in for, but I just can’t.”

The third video was only three minutes long. In it, she explained in images and phrases the small glimpses she could see of their future. She told them that they would eventually need to go to a commune in Iowa, where there was a man named Eli Tanner who had been an old friend of her and their father’s since college and would help them. “I can’t tell you when to go, all I know is that you will be alone for a while before it’s safe to go there. But when you do, he will help you in any way that he can,” she said with conviction. Lilli watched her mother fidget with her earring as she said Eli’s name and wondered why the mention of this man would make her nervous if she trusted him, but before she could ask Liam about it, the video cut off abruptly.

The last two videos were private messages—one for Liam and one for Lilli. They decided to listen to them later, once they had checked into the Rodeway Inn in Ardmore, Oklahoma, just outside of Texas and had dinner and a shower. With the exception of brief catnaps on the side of the road, they had driven non-stop from Oregon, both wanting to put as much distance between them and whoever would be pursuing them as possible.

To keep Liam awake and alert, they talked about their mother’s videos and speculated on their newfound wealth, where they would live, and how their mother had managed to keep her face in the frame through most of the videos she recorded. The chatter made them feel comforted and safe in the confines of their car.

And that was how they had managed to keep each other from falling apart. Once they reached Galveston in their non-descript white Ford pick-up, they retrieved the money Jill had left in the safe deposit box and decided over ice cream sundaes and French fries at the Two Frog’s Grill to rent a lake cottage in the town of Hunt and spend the rest of the summer near the place where their mother had grown up. For two months, they spent their time under the Cypress and pecan trees, talking, swimming, fishing, learning to use a gun, and doing whatever else they wanted. Their cottage was deep enough in the woods that they were rarely seen or noticed by the locals. By the looks they received when they went grocery shopping, Liam could tell that everyone assumed that they were a runaway couple in love and Liam did nothing to correct them. When Liam told Lilli about this misperception one afternoon while he was teaching her to fly fish, Lilli gagged in mock disgust.

“Yuck! As if!” she scoffed.

“Hey, I’ve got more to lose than you do. I’m not getting any play because of you.”
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